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PROLOGUE

Sometime ago there was a statistic quoted explaining the

reasons for the ever-increasing pace of scientific advances.

This statistic was rather startling. It seems that over 90% of

all the scientists who ever lived, are alive today. Depending

on your personal viewpoint, this fact will either horrify or

amaze you. Scientific breakthroughs in every technical field

are reported weekly. Some of them are major discoveries.

But there are so many that only a routine recognition is

possible as we struggle to find a place in our minds for all of

this new information.

The novel created here is sheer fantasy. Intelligent robots

have been dreamed about for many years. Perhaps, given

the breath-taking pace of advancements in the computer

field, intelligent robots may soon be created that rival the

imagined machines of this story. However, science has

never been able to figure in the human element with any

great degree of accuracy. That is certainly true in this light

tale about Fred.
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Chapter One

As you enter the lavish showroom of Astro Robo Servant,

Inc. your eye is immediately drawn to the huge, larger-than-

life model of an Astro Robo Servant. It is now commonly

referred to in the American vernacular as an “Astro.” The

model’s body gleams iridescently, the surface changing

from one subtle shade of the primary color to another. A

special feature the company is proud of is the customer’s

ability to change the color of his Astro at any time to suit his

mood or the decor of his house.

The Astro--technically far beyond any previous

mechanical robot-- burst upon the American way of life

only a year and a half ago. Its abilities to serve a human

master are truly amazing. Owning an Astro is the new social

status symbol for Americans. The impact on society was

revolutionary. Ownership of an Astro, designed specifically

to meet the personal needs and wants of the customer was

rapidly creating a new elite class of people in America. The

invention had brought about a completely new level of

living. Anyone who cared about his station in life was now

striving to become a member of the Astro upper echelon.

In one of the showrooms a “service consultant” is

demonstrating an Astro to potential buyers. The married
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couple is excited to be there. They have waited for a month

to be granted an appointment just to visit the showroom.

“This model is a standard version of an Astro Robo

Servant. It has six arms so it may accomplish three tasks

simultaneously,” says the salesman. “The utility arms can

telescope up to twenty feet for such tasks as washing second

story windows or dusting drapes, while it is also cleaning

tables and running a vacuum cleaner.”

At this juncture the salesman--technical consultant-pushed

several codes on the chest of the Astro bringing it to life.

Noiselessly, the robot began to dust the furniture in the

mockup living room where they were sitting, while running

a vacuum cleaner over the carpet without moving from its

location. The couple oohed and aahed as the robot

performed the tasks quickly and thoroughly. Job completed,

the Astro quietly stopped.

With an air of satisfaction the company rep looked at his

customers, “That little demonstration is a very primitive

example of the Astro Robo Servant’s abilities. Perhaps

someone in your neighborhood owns an Astro?”

“Uh-huh,” the man replied, “our next door neighbor. Had

it about six months now. That Astro is something; it’s

changed their lives.”
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“Well, you’re probably way ahead of me then, but it’s

important to our company that you are provided with all of

the information we feel you’ll need about the Astro Robo

Servant. It eliminates any possible misunderstandings about

the robot.”

“Yeah, Bob told us we had to get all the info.”

“Bob?”

“Our neighbor.”

“Oh. Moving on then, let’s start at the beginning.”

“An Astro Robo Servant has the smartest computer ever

developed for a robot. As you know, each Astro is

distinctively unique. Every robot has a personality

developed from psychological profiles of real people. We fit

the robot to fit the owners. There is a wide range of choices.

Some customers prefer an Astro that is submissive and all

business. Others want an Astro that is gregarious, always

ready to share information and suggestions. That's only a

generalization, since there are hundreds of personality

variations to choose from. As you probably already know,

you will be given personality tests so we can determine

what models we need to show you.”

“An Astro is a big investment, so we must be absolutely

sure you will be completely satisfied with your purchase.”
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He then presented each of them with a thick portfolio.

“Here is a complete description of the Astro Robo Servant,

and its functions. All Astros clean, cook, do the laundry, fix

your plumbing, do electrical repairs, paint, wallpaper, make

home improvements, take care of your pets, wash the car,

converse with you on a variety of subjects, host your

parties, play bartender, guard your house and much, much

more.

“Just imagine having a party. Your Astro can assume a

human shape, be dressed as you choose to serve your guests

as a butler, or a maid, if you choose the feminine gender for

your robot’s personality. It will add so much to your

pleasure, being able to socialize freely with your guests

without any worries about food and drinks. It's almost like

having the perfect wife, except for the sex,” he joked.

The wife shot him a dirty look, so he went on.

“Astro Robo Servants never speak unless you wish them

to. You simply activate the number codes on its panel, and

all of the daily work will be done as you ordered. However,

an Astro has discretionary powers in the event you wish to

interrupt its routine to do something you need done

immediately. When that happens, the robot will give full

attention to your needs, then return to its daily tasks. If you
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have taken the Astro away for an extended period of time, it

will use its power of discretion to change the sequence of

the work to be done in the order of importance, and even

speed up its activity if necessary. Any questions?”

The wife answered him, “Yes, how does an Astro see?

And why do they seem so human? I mean, I know from our

neighbor’s Astro that it knows their moods, you know, like

if they’re angry, or sad.”

“That aspect of the robot is explained in some detail in the

portfolio of information that I gave you. But briefly, an

Astro can ‘see’ by use of an infrared apparatus. It's very

sophisticated. The robot can discern any shape within 200

yards and pick out details more minute than is possible with

the human eye. The mood sensoring came from rocket

technology developed for heat-sensing a target.

Crudely put, the Astro heat senses your emotions from

the tiny vibrations the human body sends when angry or

sad. Or on the reverse side, when you’re happy. Again, its

discretionary powers will cause the robot to act according to

your mood.”

“Boy, that's something!” she exclaimed.

Watching the couple closely the service consultant knew

they were already sold. He decided to cut short the sales

presentation, and move in for the close.
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You are aware of the cost of an Astro Robo Servant?”

“Ooh, yeah,” the man answered painfully.

“Astros start at $100,000 and can go up to $200,000,

depending on the capabilities the customer would like built

into the robot. This purchase is a serious one. Should you

decide to make the commitment, you will be here for three

days at the company’s expense. We will test you, train you

in the use of the robot, and finally help you pick out the

Astro that is best suited to your needs.”

“Would like some time to think about it?”

“No, my wife and I have already decided we want to buy

an Astro.”

“Well that's wonderful. Welcome to a new way of life.

We are sure you won’t regret it.”

The service consultant made the sale arrangements with

the couple. Then he took them down to the reception area of

the building to arrange their schedule for their three days of

training. While the sale was being finalized there were fifty

more model houses in the showroom where other customers

were being indoctrinated about changes in their lifestyle.

And so it was in 100 other sales centers around the country!

This particular office was the headquarters of Astro Robo

Servant, Inc. Stanley the sales manager, a tall lanky young

man, nodded to the salesman as he left the reception area.
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Stanley was not a happy man. Geez, he thought, I’m a

hustler of animated tin cans! He thrust his hands deep into

his pants pockets and stomped off to his office. As he

entered his office, Ingrid his secretary sensed the mood

Stanley was in and kept her attention on the computer at her

desk. He passed by her half-heartedly waving his hand at

her, in a way of a greeting. Ingrid didn’t want to do it, but

she had to; she gently knocked on Stanley’s door.

“Yeah, yeah," Stanley called out.

Ingrid entered, “I have a few messages for you, Stanley.”

He insisted on the informality. He sighed,

“Okay, shoot.”

“Mr. Bass’ secretary called to remind you about the

monthly sales meeting at 3. You missed the last one,

Stanley.”

“Not on purpose you know, it was that crazy baker that

tied me up. What a nutty idea. He wanted an Astro to twist

bagels. God! Bagels.”

She didn’t respond. “Service consultant Bailey needs to

speak to you about Mr. Kranik.”

“Is that maniac back again? We’ll never find a robot to

match that nut’s personality. Tell Bailey to just refund his

money and say goodbye.”

“He can’t Stanley. Mr. Kranik is threatening a lawsuit,
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and some bad publicity if we don’t find him a suitable

Astro.”

“What does our head shrink have to say? It's his

responsibility to be certain the Astros are compatible with

the customer. Where is Dr. Preston on this?”

Ingrid replied soothingly, “Dr. Preston has a new idea;

that's why the doctor and Mr. Bailey want to see you. They

want to discuss the doctor’s plan with you.”

“Okay, I’ll let you know when to call them. What else?”

“You need to go over the month’s sales reports before the

meeting this afternoon,” she pointed to a large pile of

reports on the side table. “Want some coffee, Stanley?”

“Yes. I guess I’ll start in with these damn reports.”

Ingrid left gratefully. Stanley glanced at the pile of sales

data. He decided to put off the boring task of reading

through the mountain of reports. He called Ingrid on the

intercom and instructed her to send for Bailey and Dr.

Preston. While he waited an Astro glided noiselessly into

his office bearing a cup of coffee. Without really meaning

to, Stanley automatically said, “Good morning, Carl.”

When the coffee had been set down on the desk Carl

returned the greeting in a low, masculine voice,

“Good morning, Stanley; will you need anything else?”
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“No Carl, this will do fine.”

The Astro swiveled its control panel toward the door and

glided out of the office.

Service consultant Bailey arrived first and Stanley noted

his agitation.

“Kranik again? What’s his complaint now?”

Bailey dropped heavily into a chair.

“For a year now, that nut has been on my case! He’s had

six different Astros, and he can’t get along with any of

them.” Bailey screwed up his face in an imitation of Kranik,

“‘This one’s too sweet; this Astro acts like it owns me; do

something, Bailey, do something!’ I’d like to do something

alright!”

Rather than trying to console Bailey, Stanley asked him,

“Will Mr. Kranik accept triple his money back?”

“I don’t think so, the robot has become an obsession with

that cranky old man, besides he’s loaded with money.”

“Well, let's see what Dr. Preston has come up with. Relax,

we’ll get it settled somehow, I hope.”

Bailey sat back dejectedly in his chair as Dr. Preston

entered Stanley’s office. Stanley gestured to a chair, “Well

doc, (Preston shuddered inwardly, he hated to be called,

‘doc.’) I hope you have a solution to the Kranik problem.”
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Dr. Preston unconsciously stroked the right side of his

closely cropped beard,

“I say let’s beat this man with his own personality.”

“What do you mean?” Stanley asked.

“I have studied Mr. Kranik’s personality profile which he

completed when he purchased his first Astro. Working with

our computer technicians, we have programmed Kranik’s

own personality into an Astro. Since he is a chronic

malcontent and completely convinced that everyone is

wrong except him, he will now have a robot that echoes his

convictions. It should work. I know we don’t normally

program such a personality into a robot as a matter of

policy. But this situation requires drastic action. I have the

robot with me; care for a demonstration?”

Stanley nodded his assent, fascinated with the idea.

Dr. Preston brought the Astro into Stanley’s office.

“Mark,” he said addressing the robot, “let me introduce you

to Mr. Bailey and Mr. Hays.”

“What’s so special about them?” The Astro croaked back

without turning his control panel in their direction.

“That’s a poor response, Mark; be more friendly.”

Mark slowly turned his control panel toward the two

seated men. “I duly note their presence.”
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Stanley nodded approvingly. “I get the idea, doc; I don’t

need any further demonstration. Go ahead, but it had better

work or Kranik will dismantle Mark.”

After they left, Stanley leaned back in his chair, clasped

his hands behind his head and ignored the pile of reports.

No challenge here, he thought, just frustrating problems

with staff, customers and the plant production people.

Selling Astros was the least of his problems. The American

consumers had embraced the Astro Robo Servants

enthusiastically. It was the answer to more leisure time for

all of the two job families. And the more sophisticated

Astros in the $200,000 bracket appealed to the social snobs.

His main job was trying to fill orders for Astros. Production

facilities were always being expanded, but it was never

enough.

Stanley was not a sales type, he knew that. He had fought

as hard as he could with his father-in-law, Sam Bass,

founder of Astro Robo Servant, Inc, to be allowed an

executive position in the planning department. But to no

avail. Sam would always remind him of the agreement

Stanley had made with him so he could marry his daughter.

Stanley would come into the business, but Sam would have

complete discretion about his work assignment. His father-
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in-law was intractable. He insisted that his son-in-law learn

the business through sales. In no other way, Sam had

declared over and over, could he really get a feel for the

business.

Stanley loved Susan so much that he agreed to all of the

terms his billionaire father-in-law had set down. He had

sacrificed his dreams of being an American history

professor at a small college, living the academic life. That

was all he had aspired to be. But a bargain was indeed a

bargain, and he would live up to it. He knew he would never

have his father-in-law’s respect until he was successful at

Astro Robo Servant, Inc. But Stanley saw that it would be

impossible for him ever to be esteemed by Sam in his

present position as sales manager. He needed a chance at a

planning staff job because he believed he was a good

analyst.

He would not give up this goal even though he and Susan

were deliriously happy in their marriage. He would stick to

his agreement with Sam Bass for now. He just wished some

crisis or problem would arise in the company. Then show

Sam that he could be a planning executive now. Stanley

shuddered at the thought of spending years as a sales

manager. He fiddled and fussed around the office for a
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while, then faced the inevitable, and grimly began to read

the reports.

Sam Bass arrived at corporate headquarters, striding into

the main lobby on his stubby fat legs. As he bustled along,

his jowls trembled like rubber. His basset hound eyes

roamed from side to side. This was his only

acknowledgement of the employees who called out his

name as he passed.

“Good morning, Mr. Bass. Good to see you, S.B.” His two

aides towered over him as they walked to the elevators. One

aide hustled ahead to clear the way for the great Sam Bass.

“Where the hell are the elevators?” he bellowed. His deep

base voice sounded like a bullfrog in heat. Both of the aides

physically flinched at the sound of command from the boss.

One aide furiously pushed the elevator button. “Got to

have a private one installed, this is horseshit!” When the car

arrived, the fat little man literally jumped into the elevator.

His aide immediately pushed the button to close the doors.

A withered old prune of a woman stood by the elevators

waiting for Sam. When the door opened, she greeted him.

“Good morning S.B, your Russian braintrust is here.

They say it’s important; of course with their lousy English,

they could be saying anything. But they appear to be so
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excited, I figured it must be important.”

Only Doris, private secretary to Sam for thirty years, would

have dared to talk to him like that.

“Good morning, Doris, I’ll see them right away. Where’d

you put them?”

“In the boardroom.”

As they approached the entrance to the meeting room,

they could hear shouts and laughter.

“Whatever the crisis, S.B., it doesn’t seem to be ruining

their fun.” Doris commented.

Sam grunted. The Russians were speaking in their

language, laughing, opening up shopping bags from K-

Mart. They were proudly showing each other a variety of

clothing, electronics and toys they had purchased. Sam

bellowed out his greeting,

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

The six scientists replied in unison,

“Good morning, Meester Bass.”

Sam winced, then reminded himself that these men had

more than doubled his net worth. He forced himself to be

civil.

“Gentlemen I understand you have something important

to discuss?”
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The oldest of the group, and the leader replied,

“Yes, maybe very important, maybe not.”

Sam kept his cool,

“Let’s all sit down. You tell me what is so important, then

we’ll discuss it.” The smile on his face was weak.

The Russian in charge of programming spoke up,

“Pardoning me, sir, the trouble is in my section. We had a

very smart yunk man, smart, yes?” He looked around at his

associates. They all nodded their heads in agreement.

“Well, he did important work with me in the beginning.

He worked with me to, how you say, perfect (he smiled

triumphantly at his choice of words) the personality

program of the robots. It was his baby, no?”

S.B was already fidgeting. Trying not to appear impatient,

he tried to speed things up. Cutting in he said,

“So you have a guy that’s smart, thinks he deserves a

raise? We’ll give him one. Is that all gentlemen?”

“No, no, sir, it is not over money, it’s, it’s, (he fumbled

for an English word to describe the situation) failing, he

looked imploringly at the leader.

“Meester Bass, the man quit several weeks ago, he had a

resentment toward the company and especially against you.
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“Me? I don’t even know who you’re talking about.”

“You will be remembering him, sir, you threw him out of

your office.”

“He demanded attention? No, I mean recognition for his

work. He claimed rights, no, no, a ‘patent’ on the programs

he made for robots to be so, so, like us.”

S. B. got the drift, “We’ll just give him an award, and a

bonus, that should settle it.”

“No, sir”

Sam Bass was livid now. When the hell will they get to the

point, he seethed. Forcing a calm look he said,

“Please continue.”

“Mr. Moody, that’s himself, Glen, has been leaving us

two weeks now.”

S.B. brightened, “That’s that then, he’s gone, no more to

be said.”

“No sir.”

(If he says no to me again, I’ll fire him! (S.B. boiled).

“He make threats to destroy, no, ruin the company.”

“How the hell could he do that?”

“Am going through his work, two days now, there were

some things.”
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“Things? What do you mean?”

“He, Glen, leaving trail and this note.”

He shoved a piece of paper at S.B. Sam read the note:

“So long my Russky buddy. I don’t want to cause you any

trouble, because you have been decent to me. It was fun

working with you. So, this note is to protect you from any

blame for what is about to happen. I know you will get this

missive, Sam, you son of a bitch. (Sam’s hands trembled in

rage at this point). I’m going to ruin your company, in fact,

it’s already started. Along with this note is the

psychological profile of a complete sociopath. I got the

personality profile from a friend of mine who works in a

psychiatric clinic. This nut’s personality has been

programmed into one of the Astros. I know which one it is,

and who the robot was sold to, but I’m not telling you.

When that Astro gets through with its owner, you will be

ruined. Who will want a robot that’s dangerous? Who will

ever believe that it won’t happen again? Who would dare

take that chance? Shut it all down now, S.B., it’s over.”

S.B. exploded, “We’ve got to find that bastard!”

The Russians were frightened by the outburst.

“Meester Bass I am attempting to find Glen, he no longer

where he was.”

Fighting for composure, S.B. couldn’t afford to lose these
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scientists, he replied,

“I’ll hire a gang of private investigators, I’ll find him.

You mustn’t breathe a word about this situation to anyone.”

“No sir.” (There it was again, S.B. wanted to belt the

Russian.) “We are not talking, just we know,” he gestured

to the group.

“Do you know which robot this guy rigged?”

“Rigged?”

Patiently S.B. replied,

“Which Astro has been programmed by Glen Moody?”

The Russian leader replied,

“Have been working on this problem far into the night.”

“Well?”

“Sorry Meester Bass, can only, how you say? Isolate

down to last 972 robots sold.”

“Nine hundred and seventy two?”

“Oh my God, we have to find this Glen Moody right

away! Thank you gentlemen for bringing this to my

attention so promptly. I’m grateful to you.”

He forced a smile. The group gathered up their K-mart

shopping bags and left the room.

S.B. immediately called in Doris.

“Did they just come in to show you their treasures from

K-Mart or what?”
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“This is serious Doris; one of the programmers, a Glen

Moody, is trying to sabotage me and the company.”

“Moody? I remember him, a young guy. You threw him

out of your office.”

“I know, I know don’t remind me. He left this note when

he left two weeks ago.”

Doris read it and became serious,

“That’s a hell of a resentment. If he really did this, the

publicity would ruin us. Public trust would be lost. What a

catastrophe!”

S.B. looked at her, then said sarcastically,

“How perceptive of you. Don’t tell me the obvious,.Get

me that former CIA agent we use now and then. What’s his

name? You know.”

“Mr. Ice, I call him. That guy will do anything, anytime,

anywhere. Why do you want him?”

“Because,” S.B. gave her a withering look, “this Moody

guy has disappeared. I need a P.I. to find him fast so I can

get the little bastard to tell me which Astro is a sociopath.”

“You didn’t tell me Moody disappeared, S.B.; I’m not a

mind reader.”

“Just get Mr. Ice, Doris, right away.”

She went to work.
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Arnold Benedict took the phone call from Doris on his car

phone, he was trailing a political candidate for the opposing

politician. He reported to his client every move the

politician made. So far it had been a harvest, the man was a

political dead duck. So his mood was good when he

answered the call.

“Mr. Benedict, this is Doris S.B.’s secretary he needs to

see you right away.”

“Hello, Doris, it must be almost a year since I’ve heard

from S.B. What’s up?”

“S.B. will tell you; it’s very important. When can you be

here?”

“I can’t see S.B. for a week or so; I’m on an assignment.”

“You’ll have to come now, he said to say ‘Chavez,’ if you

were difficult.”

Arnold’s jaw tightened,

“Okay one o’clock. I’ll turn this job over to someone else.

See you.”

If S.B. was pulling “Chavez” on him there must be a top

drawer disaster brewing. He had never threatened him with

“Chavez” before.

Arnold thought about S.B. as he drove along. Smart,

shrewd man Sam Bass. What an opportunist. When the

Soviet Union broke up, and Sam heard about all of the top
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Russian rocket scientists who were suddenly out of work.

Sam moved immediately. Within a matter of a few months,

he used his political connections to approach the six

scientists he had selected. Pulling a lot of strings he hired

them, cut through the immigration channels and had the

Russians working for him within weeks.

Sam had given the group its head, and they were given

complete freedom to come up with any scientific project

that would make him a lot of money. Sam gave them carte

blanche to spend whatever they wanted in their research.

Several of the Russian scientists had been fascinated with

American movies featuring intelligent robots. Their

imaginations fired up, the brain trust had developed the

Astro Robo Servants. Using space technology, the robot

was made of the newest exotic metals so as to be almost

indestructible. Bullets couldn’t penetrate its surface, and it

was impervious to heat.

Infrared and heat-sensing devices that they had developed

for war purposes were now used to make the robot nearly

human. Mechanically the robot was far advanced and

balanced perfectly by gyroscopes. It moved on wheels

developed for space vehicles to move on distant planets. It

had a set of adjustable “feet” for climbing stairs. Computer
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miniaturization gave the robot a tremendous memory

capacity. Then the breakthrough. The development of

intelligent personality. A first in computers. The result was

an awesome machine capable of truly aiding man in making

his daily life easier. The robot was irresistible to the public.

Arnold shook his head admiringly.

Doris informed S.B. that Arnold Benedict would be there

at one.

“What’s this ‘Chavez’ deal anyway, it must be pretty

repulsive. Mr. Ice jumped when I said it.”

S.B. grinned evilly,

“Just a little secret I learned about him.”

“I hope you don’t have a ‘Chavez’ for me too.”

“No, Doris, you’ve always led a boring life. I have nothing

on you.”

“Well then you’re not so clever, little do you know.”

“Just get me the personnel file on Glen Moody. I haven’t

the time for verbal sparring with you. Right away!”

At one, Arnold was at S.B.’s office. Doris coolly showed

him in; she really didn’t like him.

“Sit,” S.B. commanded, “what I tell you is absolutely

confidential. I have one ex-employee on the loose out there
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trying to ruin me.”

He filled Arnold in on what the Russian scientists had told

him, then gave him the note to read.

Arnold handed it back to Sam, grinning,

“This is the first time I’ve seen you put in a tight spot by

some little guy.”

S.B. snapped back,

“Not for long, I don’t care how many men you need to

find Moody, but I want him now! Get on it right away.

Here’s his personnel file, there’s a picture of him in there. I

can’t afford the slightest possible chance of Moody’s plan

succeeding.”

“But the robot is already out there with some family,

shouldn’t we just track them down?”

S.B. shook his head and told Arnold about the 972 robots.

“It would take too long. I’m going to start on the list of

buyers owning one of those robots but I’m very limited. I

can’t afford to have too many people knowing about this

problem. Too many knowing means a leak sooner or later.

Then it doesn’t matter what the robot does, the rumor alone

would kill me.”

Arnold saw S.B.’s dilemma clearly, and his chance to earn

a lot of money.
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“This’ll cost you, S.B. It means going at this eighteen

hours a day; then there’s the expense of getting inside

information, and the men I’ll need. They have to be top

professionals.” He named a figure.

S.B. almost gasped, then his basset hound eyes narrowed,

“Enough of that you swindler. ‘Chavez,’ Arnold.

‘Chavez.’”

Arnold shrugged indicating his acceptance. He wondered

how S.B. had found out about “Chavez;” it was a tightly

kept secret from his past.

Stanley showed up for the sales meeting on time. Doris

couldn’t resist,

“Stanley how nice of you to join us for the meeting this

week. I’m sure S.B. will be as thrilled as I am.”

“Hi Doris, you know I got tied up last week, so cool it.”

“Who tied you up?”

“In spite of your evil tongue, Susan said to say hello to

you, which I’m doing and I have now finished my

responsibility. Also Susan wants to have lunch with you on

Friday, probably just because you’re her godmother; I can’t

think of any other reason.”

“At least someone in the family is sweet and wonderful,

Stanley; tell dear Susan I will be delighted.”
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“I’ll try to remember.”

“Take it easy in there today Stanley; S.B.’s in a lousy

mood. He was handed a bombshell this morning with a

short lit fuse.”

“What’s it about?” Stanley asked, hoping it was an

opportunity for him.”

“Can’t say, it’s really very confidential. Remember to

keep it low key today.”

“Thanks, Doris.”

Stanley joined a group of executives outside the meeting

room, and they all went in together. Each took his assigned

seat. There was a paper-filled portfolio on the table at each

seat. The sales executives made up the majority of the

group. Production, planning and research each had a vice

president. Then S.B. entered the room with his aides

flanking him. There was silence as S.B. took his seat at the

head of the conference table. Stanley noted the suppressed

anger in Sam’s hounddog eyes. Doris was right, he looks

like he might explode. I wonder what’s up? With a

bellowed greeting, S.B. opened the meeting.

Stanley heeded Doris’ advice and restricted his comments

to sales figures for his showroom. S.B. jumped savagely on

anyone complaining about production delays or the pressure
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of trying to fill orders for customers. The meeting was short

today. S.B. stomped out leaving his executives subdued.

They wondered if they had caused the boss’ bad mood.

When the executives filed out of the meeting room Doris

intercepted Stanley,

“S. B. wants to see you.”

S.B. had agonized over his decision. He realized that he

had to take immediate action to try to find the maverick

Astro. He had carefully asked his aides to check with all the

sales centers to determine whether there had been any

complaints about a belligerent robot. There had been

nothing out of the ordinary.

The calm surface of everything spooked S.B. What had

the robot done? Everything? Nothing? Suppose Glen

Moody couldn’t be found even by a relentless hunter like

Arnold? He had to take action to find the Astro, that was

clear. He couldn’t allow Arnold’s hired snoopers to know

what the trouble was; that was certain suicide. Too open a

chance for one of them to leak the story. He had to turn this

most secretive, confidential assignment over to just one man

in the company, one he could trust completely.

Stanley kept coming up in his mind, as he mentally

poured over the list of men whom he was considering. Each
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was eliminated, one by one, for one weakness or another.

Only Stanley remained. S.B. didn’t like it, but there it was.

Sam didn’t like his son-in-law. He was so different in his

interests and in his personality from himself. The only

reason he had agreed to allow his only daughter, Susan, to

marry him was Stanley’s deep love for her. He would have

consented to a wedding with the devil as long as it made her

happy. Stanley was close enough to a marriage to the devil

as far as he was concerned.

Ambitionless, easy-going Stanley with his small dreams

of being a teacher. A teacher! Someone who wasn’t

interested in profits! So strange, so alien, so weak! But it

was Stanley, damn it; it had to be him. He was the only

clear choice to find that damned demented robot!

Stanley entered S.B.’s office. Sam gestured to a chair and

Stanley eased his lanky body into it. S.B. looked around

furtively. Stanley watched him curiously; he had never seen

his father-in-law uncertain before. Suddenly making a

decision, S.B. got up from his chair, headed toward his

closet and waved at Stanley to follow him. What odd

behavior, Stanley thought; maybe he’s gone nuts.

Once inside the closet, S.B. closed the door. They stood

there in total darkness. Stanley was nervous now and

uncomfortable in this close proximity to Sam.
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“Do you have a match?”

“Yes, S.B.”

“Well, light one.”

Stanley lit the match and held it up between them.

“What I tell you now Stanley must never be revealed to

anyone, not even Susan. Do you understand?”

“Yes sir.” The match burned his fingers and he dropped

it and lit another. In the match light, Sam’s hound-dog eyes

seemed enormous.

“We have a grave situation here in the company. Any

word of it would ruin us.”

Stanley didn’t comment, he just waited for S.B. to continue.

“A malcontented, egg-headed computer guy named Glen

Moody programmed one of our Astros as a sociopath.”

Stanley swallowed in amazement and lit another match.

“This Glen left the company two weeks ago. But not until

he was sure the robot he rigged was sold to a customer. Our

Russky group doesn’t know which one it is; they could only

come within a thousand robots.”

“A thousand?” Stanley echoed.

S.B. continued, “Well, actually nine hundred and seventy

two. I’ve got the best PI I know out looking for Glen. But

finding the robot has to be kept within the company. Rumor
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alone would kill us. We must find that damn Astro fast

without anyone knowing about it. For reasons I don’t even

completely understand myself, I’ve chosen you to find the

robot.”

“Thanks for your confidence, S.B.”

“Don’t thank me yet; you can use only one other person in

the company. I’ll pick the man and remember he can’t know

what he’s doing.”

“What will he be doing?”

“Working for you.”

“Doing what?”

“Dammit man, that’s your job!”

Stanley thought quickly,

“Why can’t I and the other guy get the list of the 972

customers and call them. We could represent ourselves as

marketing people asking routine questions about their

satisfaction with their robot. Surely the family who owns

the sociopathic robot will complain.”

“Very good, Stanley, that’s perfect. I’ll find you an

assistant and you can start in an hour. Work all night and all

day until you hit the right one. Remember absolute

secrecy.”

Stanley was having mixed emotions. He was appalled at the
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possible disaster awaiting the company, but elated that he

finally would have a chance to show Sam he was executive

material.

Within an hour Doris called Stanley,

“You’ll be working right down the hall; I’ve already

called your assistant sales manager and told him to take

over for you. He could hardly contain himself. He’ll sure

miss you, Stanley. Your eager partner in this undercover job

is on his way up from Planning. Sam selected him

personally,” Doris suppressed a smile.

Stanley caught the smirk, “What’s wrong with this guy?”

“Oh, nothing Stanley, you’re getting a real hustler. Yes,

that’s the proper word description.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’ll say no more; here he comes.”

From the elevator foyer came a stubby, young man.

Stanley studied him as he approached them rapidly. His

clothes looked expensive but everything was slightly askew.

His tie was tied, but wasn’t quite up to the collar, and it

hung at an angle. One shirt collar tab stuck straight out. His

trousers had slipped from his hips, leaving the cuffs

covering his shoes. The suit jacket was open and sort of

flapping as he hustled up to them. Stanley looked down at
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his face; his shock of thick hair reminded him of JFK. His

complexion was ruddy, the skin rough. He had a pugnacious

look. The impression came from the angle of his jaw, but

this was tempered by a crooked grin and extremely bright

brown eyes. He thrust out his hand to Stanley.

“I’m John Bensing from Planning; what’s your name?”

“Well, I’m Stanley Hays.”

“Aren’t you the sales manager here?”

“Yes, I am.”

“And aren’t you S.B.’s son-in-law?”

“Yes, yes that’s right.” Stanley answered irritably. “Look

John, you’re going to work for me on a special project Mr.

Bass wants done right away. The hours will be long and the

work rather boring. The project must be completed in just a

few days. So let’s get going.”

Doris watched the scene with amusement. In the two

offices selected for them were computer-operated telephone

systems and computer printouts of the names and telephone

numbers of the 972 Astro owners. Stanley quickly wrote

down ten simple questions about the robots, but only one

question was important. It was a casual reference to

compatibility of the Astro’s personality to the family. While

he wrote, John sat on the corner of the desk, watching
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Stanley write.

“This project must have been thought up a couple of

minutes ago.”

Stanley looked up and saw the curiosity in John’s eyes.

He had to be careful how he explained the assignment. This

young man couldn’t know what they were really doing.”

“Well, ah, John, Mr. Bass is only interested in one area of

this survey.”

“What’s that?”

Thinking frantically, he paused for a minute.

“S.B. picked these customers at random, in order to have a

fair cross-section of buyers. He, well, wants to know how

well the personalities of the robots are harmonizing with

their owners.”

John was not completely buying it. He looked at the ten

questions on the paper,

“Then why ask all these unrelated questions; why not just

ask this one?” His finger hit the key question on the paper.

“If the question just comes as a routine one S.B., Mr.

Bass, believes the answer will be more accurate than if we,

uh, make an important issue of this information.”

Stanley knew his answer was weak but he couldn’t think of

anything else at the moment. Then he snapped at John,
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“Look, let’s just do the job as fast as we can and be done

with it. What difference does it make what S.B. thinks or

wants, he only wants results not criticism of his ideas. Let’s

go, you take this half, I’ll take the other.”

Stanley handed the question sheet to John, then grabbed the

computer run and began to dial phone numbers.

After several exhausting hours of putting phone numbers

in computer memory, having numbers dialed, connecting

with some customers, asking the questions then doubling

back on redials, Stanley was horrified to find that he had

completed only twenty five calls. He needed a break, so he

stood up, stretched, then went to check on John’s progress.

He entered the other office to find that John wasn’t there.

Stanley supposed he had gone to the bathroom or

something. He walked over to the desk to check on John’s

progress. Nothing! Nothing! Only the computer report and

the question sheet were there. Stanley stared, not

comprehending. What the hell was he doing, and where is

he? Stanley stepped into the hallway, no one there. It was

early evening now everyone was gone from the floor.

As Stanley headed toward the men’s room, he heard

laughter. He followed the sound down the corridor. Around

the corner he found John with his arm around a girl’s
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shoulder. John was telling her a joke, as the girl giggled

again. Stanley was outraged. Striding toward the couple he

shouted,

“What the hell are you doing, John? You aren’t here for a

good time!”

The girl looked startled and quickly moved away from

John toward the elevators. John was truly surprised.

“Oh Stan. I was just taking a break between conference

calls. It’ll be another ten minutes before the next batch.”

“Batch? What do you mean?”

“The phone company, you know, the conference call

system. I electronically transferred the five hundred phone

numbers to the phone company’s computer, then the

computer dials the numbers until it has twenty answered

calls. With twenty customers on the line, they’re asked the

ten questions and the computer stores the answers for me.

Isn’t that what you’re doing?”

Stanley was confused, he hadn’t thought about using the

phone company’s services. He answered John uncertainly,

“Well no I was calling them myself. How have you made

out so far?”

“I have eighty completed calls. If I work until ten the

number should be around two hundred. Tomorrow morning

I’ll start at 6:00, and be done with the list by late afternoon.
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How are you doing?”

“Almost that good,”

Stanley answered, thinking of his measly twenty five.

“You sure seemed upset; didn’t you think I had started

working?”

‘Forget it John, I’m sorry.”

He returned to his office and put in a call to the phone

company.

It was around midnight when Stanley arrived home. Susan

(Sooz to her adoring husband) had tears in her eyes and her

lower lip trembled.

“Oh honey, we’ve never been apart so long before, are

you all right?”

“Oh, yes, Sooz. Like I said on the phone, your dad has

me on a special project.”

He looked way down to her little angel face. Her eyes

were large and very blue. He towered over his tiny wife.

She was just under five feet tall, had large breasts and a

dainty waist. Stanley knew she would be a plump little

woman just like her mother within a few years. He didn’t

care because he adored her. He wrapped his arms around

her waist and hoisted her up to him. After a long kiss, she

put her head on his shoulder.
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“I love you so much. I tried to call you but the

switchboard was closed at the office.” Then her eyes

moistened again, “It, it isn’t some other girl is it, Stanley?

I couldn’t stand it if it was.”

“No, no, honey, you’re all the woman I’ll ever want,

Sooz.”

Their dining room was large (the expensive home was

their wedding gift from S.B.), but the couple sat side by side

at one end of the big table. Dinner finished, Susan slipped

into Stanley’s lap. He was a little nervous, for he had to tell

her that he would be working late again the next day. He

decided to get it over with,

“Sooz, this project of S.B.’s,” he began.

“I’m glad Daddy finally gave you a special job now he

can see how smart you are.”

“Well, that’s not it, honey, I’m not finished with the job.”

“How much longer?”

“At least all day tomorrow, and tomorrow night,” he said

quickly.

“Oh, Stanley, daddy can’t do this! We can’t be apart

another night, I’ll talk to him right away!”

“It won’t do any good, Sooz; the project is extremely

important to him and it’s vital to the company.”
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“What is it?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t tell me?” Tears spilled down her checks. My

daddy owns the company, and I’m his only daughter, but

you can’t tell me?”

Very hurt, she jumped up from his lap.

I’m going to call my daddy right now.”

“Wait Sooz, tomorrow should wrap it up.”

“That isn’t it, Stanley. I’ve never been so insulted, keeping

secrets from me, the two men I love the most.”

She was stuttering now and crying. Before Stanley could

stop her, she dialed her father’s phone number.

“Daddy? It’s Sooz. Stanley won’t tell me what he’s doing

for you, some project. He says you told him to keep it a

secret from me. Is that true, Daddy?”

She started to blubber again.

“Now, now, honey, I did tell Stanley to keep it a secret.

It’ll all be over in a day or so then I’ll tell you all about it.”

“I want to know now.”

“Well, you can’t know! That’s final!”

S.B. bellowed over the phone.

Susan was afraid of her father’s temper, she was wide-eyed

as she replied,

“If it’s that important, daddy, I’ll wait.”
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“Put Stanley on the phone.”

She handed the receiver to Stanley.

“You damn fool! I told you to keep your mouth shut! Now

Sooz is upset with me! You whimped around so now I’m

the monster! I won’t forget this, Stanley! Now keep your

mouth shut. Go to a hotel if you have to until we find that

stupid robot, maybe that’s the only way you won’t give in to

Sooz! Just get on with it, Stanley!”

S.B. hung up viciously.

Stanley slowly hung up the phone, Susan had stomped out

of the dining room. In bed she turned her back to him and

sobbed softly. Stanley sighed. Thoroughly exhausted, he

slipped into a troubled sleep.
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Chapter Two

Stanley was miserable as he banged on the glass door of

the Astro Robot Servant, Inc. headquarters building at 5 in

the morning. He was trying to attract the attention of the

security guard. It was cold in the pre-dawn air, his wife

wasn’t speaking to him and he had an urgent project to

complete for the company. After another five minutes

rapping on the door a dumpy looking man in a rumpled

uniform came toward the door with a cup of coffee in one

hand and a doughnut in the other.

“Let me in!” Stanley yelled through the door. “I’m Mr.

Hays, the sales manager.”

The guard eyed Stanley, checking him out, up and down.

“Got any ID?”

Stanley fumbled in his wallet and came up with his

business card and his driver’s license with the ghastly

photograph. As he pressed the ID against the glass, the

guard squinted at it with his nose close to the door. He

studied the ID closely and after several minutes Stanley lost

his patience.

“I know my driver’s license photo is lousy but it can’t be

that far off. Let me in for God’s sake!”
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The guard was offended, “Just doing my job, Mr. Hays,

I’m going to let you in now.”

Stuffing the doughnut in his mouth, with his free hand he

fiddled with the keys on his belt. He twisted and turned but

the keys wouldn’t come loose. While Stanley watched in

exasperation, the guard slowly put down the container of

coffee on the floor. With both hands completely free the

guard unclasped the ring of keys, then opened the door.

“Thank you very much,” Stanley said sarcastically.

“No problem,” the guard replied, then shuffled away

toward the rear of the building.

Around 6:10 John Bensing showed up.

“I would have been here a little earlier but I had to go

through a comedy routine with the guard downstairs.”

Stanley knew John was telling the truth,

“Still eating donuts, was he?”

“Danish, prune.”

Carl the Astro served them coffee, then they went to

work. Doris showed up several hours later,

“S.B. wants to know how the survey is going.”

“About half way through the list; we should finish late

this afternoon. So far the customers just love their Astros.”

“How do you like your assistant?”

“He’s a little different, but he’s working. What are you
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hiding from me about him?”

“Why Stanley, I wouldn’t hide anything from you.”

“Yeah you would.”

“You’re right, I would; see you later,”

she snickered and left the office.

It was nearly one in the morning before the survey was

completed; there had been delays reaching people on the

west coast, but it was done. Stanley sat staring, bug-eyed

with exhaustion at the few complaints they had found

among the 972 customers. The complaints were mild,

having to do with wanting more information programmed in

on certain subjects; a few didn’t like the voice of the robot.

One complained that he didn’t speak to his Astro because it

was smarter than he was. No anti-social behavior. Maybe

the Russian scientists were wrong; maybe they made a

mistake about which group of robots they said would

include Moody’s sociopath.

At 2 in the morning, Stanley had finally assembled the

Russians. He had sent John Bensing home looking puzzled.

Seated in a conference room, Stanley looked at the tired,

confused faces.

“I’m sorry for disturbing you at this hour, but I have

contacted all 972 owners of the robots you told S.B. had to
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contain Moody’s revenge. There were no complaints from

any of them about anti-social behavior. Could you have

been wrong about the group of Astros? Maybe this Astro is

from another production run?”

“No sir, we have checked it again. No sir, we know.”

“Then how do you explain no complaints?”

The leader of the group responded,

“Astros are far advanced in, in smartness, yes? Glen

Moody made this one clever. Who knows how clever?

Maybe family is, how you say, in-tim-idated,” he smiled

triumphantly.

Stanley got a cold chill as he thought of that possibility.

Is it possible to do that?”

“Could be for Glen that make robot like us.”

“Holy cow!” Stanley exclaimed, his mind whirling at the

thought of trying to find an Astro that smart!

At 3 in the morning, a grumpy S.B. joined the group at

Stanley’s summons.

“What the damn hell is so friggin’ important it couldn’t

wait until at least 8 in the morning? This had better be

extremely vital, Stanley!”

“It is, S.B.” Stanley answered quietly.

“Well, what is it, I’m no mind reader!”

“All of our inquiries didn’t turn up a single complaint of
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antisocial behavior from the owners of the Astros. The

Russians here are sure the robot is in the group we

surveyed.”

“Then they’re obviously wrong.”

“No sir, we know.” (That damn ”no” man again, S.B.

thought furiously.)

“Then what’s the answer?”

“Sir, Glen Moody created human qualities in robots. A

family may be held hostage by the Astro.”

“Oh my God!” S.B. exclaimed as the possibilities

computed in his mind.

Stanley continued,

“I have broken the robots down into the geographical

areas they were shipped to. There are three cities involved,

239 were sold here in Chicago, 261 went to Los Angeles

and 472 to New York. We need to see every owner

personally; I figure the Russians who speak the best

English--no offense intended--can cover Chicago and Los

Angeles. I’ll take New York with the leader, Dr. Smolonoff.

We should be able to cover it all in a week.”

“That’s insane, Stanley,” S.B. sputtered.

“Tell me another way then S.B.,” Stanley replied. He had

him there.
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S.B. slumped in his chair. Then he wiggled his fat butt

around, drummed his fingers on the desk and rolled his eyes

as he thought. After a while he broke the silence.

You’re right, it’s the only way. Get started right now!”

He shouted the last part.

Stanley nodded, but how would he ever explain this to

Sooz? A week away from her without any explanation; he

groaned inwardly. Maybe in a year she’ll forgive me.

As Stanley gathered his papers, the Russians were

jabbering away in their native tongues. Just then his eye

caught a movement of the closet door at the end of the

room. While the group continued to confer, Stanley crept

along the wall out of the line of sight of the closet door,

which was still slightly ajar. Flattened against the wall he

reached for the knob and yanked the door open. He grabbed

the shoulder of the man inside. He pulled him out of the

closet with a swift move. Losing his balance the intruder ran

sideways a few steps, then sprawled face first on the floor.

“What the hell?” S.B. yelled.

Stanley jumped on the man and turned him over while

pinning his arms to his sides. It was John Bensing. S.B.

charged up to him.
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“What were you doing in there, John?”

Standing up and straightening his jacket Bensing replied,

“I wanted to find out what this phony survey was all about

S.B. Boy, you’re in deep shit!”

Stanley was puzzled by the kid’s familiar tone with Sam.

“You’re just like your father, you little worm! My brother-

in-law was always a low life; so’s his kid!”

“You need my help here S.B.,” John replied coolly.

“I can cover more distance faster than any of this bunch,”

his arm waved to include everyone in the room.

“You’ve already got one foot out the door, John. If your

mother wasn’t my sister, I’d personally throw you out the

window. If you press me any further I’ll fire you, nephew or

no nephew, you got that?”

John looked frightened now, he had pushed too hard,

“Just trying to help, S.B.; you might as well include me in

the group now that I know the secret.”

S.B. thought it over. He brightened as a thought struck

him; he would give him to Stanley. That would pay him

back for his idiotic and spineless handling of his daughter.

He was still angry at Stanley over the phone call.

Grinning evilly, he said,
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“Stanley will take you to New York with him, John my

boy. Do what Stanley tells you.”

Stanley knew S.B. had just gotten his revenge for last

night. The group had a meeting when S.B. left. Plans were

made and maps of the cities were checked and broken down

into the areas to be covered. It was going to be hard work to

cover all 972 customers in a week.

It was nearly 6 am when Stanley arrived home. He moved

quietly upstairs to the bedroom. His wife wasn’t in bed. A

search of the upstairs area netted him nothing. “Sooz?” he

called as he went over the entire house. In the kitchen there

was a note on the table. It read:

Stanley, I’ve gone to my mother’s. I’m so hurt over your

lack of trust in me. Without trust, our marriage is a joke.

Think about it, Stanley. Sooz

He climbed miserably into bed to catch six hours sleep

before his flight to New York. His dreams were a crazy

mixture of chasing robots and scenes from the past with

Sooz during their college days.

Stanley and Susan had met by chance at the Boston

airport on their way to college as freshmen. Stanley, from a

family of modest income had a scholarship to attend a small

New England college. Susan was on her way to an
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exclusive women’s college. At the luggage carousel Stanley

witnessed a pathetic sight. Susan was trying to manhandle a

huge suitcase off the rotating rack. As it turned she held

onto the handle with both hands struggling to pull the

baggage over the edge. Then her short little legs left the

floor as she held onto the bag and the carousel continued to

rotate.

Stanley leaped forward, grabbed the bag with one hand

and put his other arm around Susan’s tiny waist. He pulled

both luggage and the girl to him. Recovering her

composure, tiny Susan looked way up at Stanley. She saw a

pleasant face showing concern.

“Are you all right?”

Susan fell in love right then,

“Why yes, I am now; I mean thank you. I’m Susan Bass.”

“Stanley Hays, do you have more luggage coming?”

“Oh my yes, lots.”

“Why didn’t you get a porter?”

“I tried but they’re all taken.”

“I’ll be glad to help you Miss Bass.”

“Sooz”

“Okay, Sooz.”

Ten bags later Stanley asked, “Is that all of them?”

“Oh yes, Stanley.”
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“That’s a lot of luggage, are you going to college?”

“Yes, I’ll be a freshman.” she named the famous women’s

college, “how about you?”

“I’m a freshman too, I’m going to Finster Arts and

Technical College at Finsterville.”

“Oh, is that close to where I’m going?”

“I think it’s only thirty miles or so from there.”

“Maybe we could see each other again. I’d like to take

you to dinner to repay you for your help.”

“I’d like that.” Stanley too was in love. He arranged for

Susan’s luggage to be transported to her college. The very

first weekend Susan called him. They went to dinner and

from then on they were together at every opportunity.

Finster Arts and Technical College had been founded in

the early 1800s by the Finster family, who also established

the village of Finsterville. A Yankee clipper family, they

became filthy rich with their fleet of ships bringing

molasses from the West Indies to be turned into rum. They

were also the largest producers of rum. It was often

supposed that the early Finsters were the first white men to

get the Indians drunk so they could steal their land. Whether

it’s true or not, the family became one of the largest

landowners in New England.
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The founding of the college happened by necessity rather

than desire. No Finster youth was ever accepted by Harvard,

Yale or any other university for the simple reason that they

were dim-witted. The college was established so Finster

offspring could obtain college degrees no matter how

glaring their scholastic deficiencies happened to be.

The college stayed small; the Finsters were much more

interested in their own young offspring than a large

population of students. They paid the school expenses

anyway. Later the Finsters improved the quality of the

curriculum, but its primary purpose was still to graduate

Finsters.

It took some fortitude to attend Finster Arts and Technical

College. Students enrolled there were called FARTS-

-inevitable, given the full name of the school. Students had

pleaded with Finsters for decades to change the name of the

institution. Finster pride always won out. It was a time-

honored name since 1810, and they wouldn’t dishonor their

ancestors by changing the name. So the students remained

FARTS. Of course alumni were referred to as old FARTS.

That was another reason the college stayed so small.

Athletic contests were humiliating, as the opposing teams

made all kinds of farting noises, yelled, “There’s a FART.

Look at that little FART. He must be a fast FART.” Some
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games were won by Finster because the opposing team

couldn’t stop laughing long enough to play.

Stanley was at the college on a scholarship in history. He

loved American history; it was his passion in life. To him,

the panoramic story of the country was exciting and

romantic. He wished to infuse students with a love for

history. It would be the perfect career for him, a professor at

a small college history department.

It was with some horror that he learned Sooz was the only

daughter of the famous Wall Street raider, Sam Bass. S.B.

had a shady reputation in the financial world. He was a

barracuda, searching and smelling out small cash rich,

publicly held companies. Under a series of blinds, he would

accumulate a large percentage of the stock then make a

generous offer to the remaining stockholders. When the

offer was accepted, he would pay them off with their own

corporate cash, sell off all of the valuable assets, make a

killing. Often the company became an empty shell. Stanley

shuddered to think of S.B. as a father-in-law.

S.B. and Stanley didn’t take to each other from their first

meeting. Sooz had proudly brought Stanley home for the

Thanksgiving holidays when they were freshman. Looking

at the lanky lad, S.B. was contemptuous as Stanley told him
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about his career plans.

“Teaching--those that can’t do, teach! Everyone knows

that,” he said sarcastically. “Get a real job, Stanley! My

daughter tells me she loves you, I just hope she outgrows it!

I’ll not have a teacher in my family.”

Meg, Sooz’s mother intervened; she was as tiny as Susan.

“Sammy (‘only she called him ‘Sammy’), I’ve consulted

my charts. Stanley’s zodiac sign is in the right house.

They’re star-crossed lovers,” she said breathlessly. “Isn’t

that exquisite?”

S.B. rolled his basset hound eyes. He loved his wife but

her obsession with astrology was maddening. It wasn’t

practical or scientific. To him, it was lunacy.

“Let’s not fool with the stars, Sammy; it would be

dangerous, besides I like Stanley,” she smiled at the young

man. S.B. knew he was being defeated by the women he

loved. He did win a concession though. Stanley would have

to come into his business if he were to marry Sooz.
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Chapter three

Before they reached New York John had a date with a

pretty girl he met on the plane. Stanley overheard enough to

be amazed at the stories John told her. When they deplaned,

Stanley remarked to John,

“I didn’t know you worked for the CIA? Is that a side job

S.B. doesn’t know about?”

John laughed, “It’s just a game, Stanley, but that girl

believed me. Here I’ll show you.”

John took out his wallet and flashed an ID card with his

picture on it.

Stanley studied it,

“That looks very real, John.”

“It should, it’s from the CIA.”

“Really?”

“I have a buddy who works there, and he had it made up

for me. I have an FBI card, an Actors Guild card, a

hospitality pass showing me as a surgeon, and last but not

least, I’m an airline pilot!”

While he said this he fanned the IDs under Stanley’s nose.

“Doesn’t the truth matter to you?”

“Not when it comes to sex.”
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“It’ll backfire some day John, you watch.”

“Save me the moralizing, Stanley, it bores me.”

Settled at the hotel, Stanley set off for Long Island to

canvass the owners of the Astros in that area. John took

Brooklyn. It was a frustrating, nerve-wracking job for

Stanley. He rented a car and got lost numerous times as he

moved from one suburban town to another. By 10 that

evening he had seen a disappointing thirteen customers. But

the bulk of the island was covered. Trudging into the hotel,

Stanley wondered if he would ever feel rested again.

In his room, he sighed gratefully as he took off his shoes

and sprawled on the bed. After an hour, he phoned John’s

room to see how he had done that day.

“John, this is Stanley just got back from Long Island. I’m

really bushed. I had to drive from town to town there, but I

covered thirteen customers. No luck, everything was fine.

How did you do?

“I did Brooklyn Heights covered sixty customers in five

hours. They were all close together. Tomorrow I’ll finish

Brooklyn; there are thirty more in that borough, then I’ll do

Queens. All the rest are in Manhattan, we can do those

whenever you finish Long Island.” John chuckled.

Stanley was beginning to dislike this little creep, for once

he agreed with S.B. about something.
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Controlling his irritation, Stanley replied,

“I have thirty more customers to see on Long Island.

Thankfully they’re located in the closer suburban towns. I

should finish tomorrow.”

“Hey, Stanley come on over to my room for a drink.

Bambi’s here; you know, the girl I met on the plane. It’s just

across the hall.”

“No thank you John, I have to be up by five, so I can get

an early start.”

“Okay, boss, see you tomorrow night.”

The canvass of Astro customers on Long Island was

fruitless. Stanley’s survey questions evoked only a number

of suggestions about the robots and requests for more Astro

services. Since he had represented himself as a marketing

manager, he was forced to sit down and take notes about the

customers’ comments. It was midnight before he arrived

back in Manhattan. When he tried to phone John, there was

no answer. Probably out partying, he thought bitterly.

Weariness overcame him, and he laid on his bed not caring.

He missed Sooz; it seemed like months since he had

cuddled up with her in his own bed. But her note had made

it clear that she didn’t want any contact with him.
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At 6 in the morning Stanley was banging on John’s door

since he hadn’t responded to phone calls. Eventually John

stumbled to the door and opened it a crack. Stanley was

staring at one half closed eye peering out at him.

“Good morning John, ready to roll?”

“Oh Stanley,” John groaned, “I just got in a few hours

ago, go away.”

Stanley grasped the edge of the door and pushed it open.

“That’s tough John, get dressed, we have a lot of territory

to cover today.”

Staggering back into his room, John whined, “I finished

Brooklyn and Queens yesterday. That’s, let’s see,” his face

grimaced as he tried to concentrate, “that’s over one

hundred calls. Let’s take a day off.”

Stanley followed close behind him,

“Would you like to tell S.B. you need a day off? Or do

you want me to tell him?”

“Oh dammit let me take a shower!”

Stanley sat down in a chair to wait. His eye caught

movement in the bed, then a girl’s arm fell over the edge.

When John emerged from the bathroom, Stanley inquired,

“Is that Bambi in your bed?”

“Oh no, that’s a stewardess I met on the plane.”
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“You certainly travel fast John--two girls dating you from

the same flight.”

“Three, the other stewardess left about an hour ago.”

“I’m sure S.B. wishes he could harness that energy of

yours and channel it into your job.”

“Knock it off Stanley. I’m as anxious to find that Astro as

S.B. is; after all, I’ll own the company pretty soon.”

“Does Sam know that?”

“I’ve told him many times I’d get his company someday.”

“You sure know how to get on his good side, John,”

Stanley commented sarcastically.

“I’m sharp enough to take on S.B., you watch.”

“And modest too.” Stanley replied.

“Be good to me Stanley, I might let you keep your job

when I take over.”

“How generous! In the meantime, get dressed. Now!”

Stanley yelled.

“Okay, okay, I’m just about ready.”

They cut up the Manhattan territory to be covered. Stanley

was relieved to be away from John. Late in the afternoon

Stanley was weary and discouraged. He was worried about

the lack of progress. They were running out of prospects.

Stanley trudged up the stairs of an expensive brownstone
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on the upper East Side. He kept ringing the doorbell but

there was no response. Pencilling a note to return to the

address and turning to leave, Stanley heard the door click

open softly.

“Here mister, I’m here,” a voice whispered.

Stanley stepped back to the door,

“Are you hurt?”

“Shssssh, not so loud.”

“What’s wrong?” Stanley whispered back.

“I can’t let Fred hear me.”

“Who’s Fred?”

“Our Astro.”

Stanley’s heart jumped; he’d found the robot!

“I’m Stanley Hays from the Astro Robo Servant

Company,” he whispered. “Is Fred anti-social?”

“And how!” the resident replied. “It wasn’t at first, but

gradually Fred took over the family. I’m Joseph Fielding.

Fred’s in the kitchen right now. I slipped away. Can you

help me?”

“That’s why I’m here,” Stanley replied in a low voice.

“We’ve been looking for this Astro. An employee

programmed this one to not like people. Has he hurt you

physically?”
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“Oh no, but we can’t leave. Fred ties us up if we try to get

out. It’s been going on for several weeks now.”

Stanley was relieved but horrified about Fielding’s ordeal,

“Is Fred very clever?”

“Oh yes, the robot can sense our moods. When I tried to

escape Fred used those utility arms that shoot out twenty

feet to grab me. And he pinches.”

“Pinches?”

“On the behind, when Fred wants us to do something.”

“Why didn’t you turn off the electrical power? Stanley

whispered. “You know an Astro has to recharge every three

days or they go dead.”

“Fred locked up the closet where the power panel is

located. When the robot needs a charge, it locks us up in the

basement. It’s been a nightmare.”

“I have an electronic power pack with me that our

scientists gave me to knock off the robot’s power supply. It

has a laser beam. All I need to do is hit Fred in the control

panel to immobilize it. Let’s go!”

The two men tiptoed into the house. Mrs. Fielding was

sitting in the living room pretending to read a book. She

peered at them. Then jerked her head to indicate Fred was

still in the kitchen. A radio was playing. Fred the Astro was
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moving rhythmically on its wheels to the music. Six arms

moved from one task to another. The robot was preparing

dinner; one arm stirred the ingredients in a pot, several

others were chopping vegetables, and the remaining arms

were measuring spices. Stanley was surprised; he had never

seen an Astro dance to music while working. The music had

drowned out their entrance into the kitchen.

Stanley pulled out the small laser pack and shouted,

“Fred!” The robot turned to the sound of its name. Stanley

was nervous and the laser beam he shot at the Astro missed

and took out the radio. Fred’s control panel whirled toward

the radio then back toward the two men. An arm shot out

and pinched Mr. Fielding on the leg.

“So, you got the coppers they’ll never take me, see?”

Stanley recognized the voice of a famous movie gangster.

Then Fred whipped several arms at Stanley knocking the

laser from his hand. It clattered to the floor. He dove to

retrieve it barely getting there before one of Fred’s arms got

to it. He aimed, fired, and missed again destroying the

microwave.

“Tough on the crockery, copper,” Fred croaked.

The next attempt blew off one of Fred’s arms. The Astro

picked it up and whirled quickly to the refrigerator faster
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than Stanley could follow. The arms cocked back and

Stanley was hit in the face with a bottle of catsup; then

mustard splattered the front of his suit.

“Ha, ah ha, ah ha!” Fred chortled triumphantly. Two of its

arms tripped Stanley and he landed heavily. Mr. Fielding

was pinned to the wall with one of its arms as Fred whirled

into the living room. The arm released Fielding as the robot

spun out the front door.

“Stop him!” Stanley yelled as he tried to wipe catsup out

of his eyes.

Fielding ran to the front door but Fred had jammed the

door with a broom handle.

“This robot is very clever, I have never seen one like this.

It’s a formidable enemy,” Stanley exclaimed.

Mr. Fielding was so relieved to be free of the Astro he

kept pumping Stanley’s hand in gratitude.

“Thank you for showing up when you did, Mr. Hays; we

couldn’t have stood much more.”

Stanley wrenched free and ran down the street. He

searched an alley but there was no sign of Fred. Returning

to the house, Stanley was deluged with hugs and

handshakes by the Fieldings and their teenage daughter.



63

“Do you think Fred’ll come back here?” Mr. Fielding

asked anxiously.

“I doubt that; Astros don’t have enough intelligence to

return to a place once they’re past one quarter of a mile.”

He changed the subject “How come no one came to your

house for a week to see if anything was wrong?”

“I’m a freelance ad writer. Most of my work is done here

at home. No one would think it was unusual if they didn’t

see me for a week.”

“I need to know what Fred did to you; was it dangerous in

any way?”

“The most physical thing it did was the pinching I told

you about. But there was always fear that Fred would do

more intimidation you know? Fred really dislikes people.

My daughter was tied to a chair for two days and forced to

watch videos of mathematics lessons. She’s never been the

same. Melanie speaks in equations now. ”

“Velocity times space carried to the tenth power,”

she murmured.

“How about your wife?”

Fielding replied, “Knitting lessons.”

“Knit one, pearl two,” Mrs. Fielding responded with one

of her eyes twitching.

“That’s terrible. How about you?”
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“Thirty three hours of Gilligan’s Island reruns.”

“How ghastly! Look, our company in return for your

silence about Fred, is willing to compensate you liberally

for your terrible ordeal. Can I count on you?”

“Sure, we’re just grateful to you for rescuing us. Fred

wasn’t your company’s fault. I hope you catch Fred before

it drives someone else crazy.”

“I noticed its voice; is that the only one it uses?”

“No, we bought the special package of voices. We thought

it would be amusing to have our Astro speaking with a

variety of famous actors’ voices. That was another strange

thing, Skipper.”

“Skipper?”

“I mean, Mr. Hays. Fred changes voices whenever it

desires.”

“That’s very unusual.”

“We thought so too, Professor.”

“Well, I have to go now. Fred has to be apprehended as

soon as possible. Our corporate office will contact you so

we can compensate you right away.”

“Okay, Mr. Howell, I mean, Mr. Hays.”

Stanley checked the neighborhood for several hours. No

sign of Fred. He decided to break it off and return to the
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hotel. Back in his room he made a call to S.B.

“This is Stanley; I’ve found the Astro.”

“That’s wonderful, ship it back here right away, air

express.”

“Well, S.B., I can’t do that. You see Fred got away, it

escaped.”

“What? You let that maniac get loose? Now what!”

“Wait, S.B., this Astro isn’t like our others; it’s very

clever.”

“Obviously a lot more clever than you are, Stanley! That’s

all I need. A demented robot loose on the streets of New

York! Nice going.”

“Let me please tell you what happened, S.B.”

Stanley pleaded.

“I guess I need to hear this,” S.B. replied with disdain.

Stanley related the events at Fielding’s house in careful

patient detail. He concluded,

“Moody made the robot super special. Fred has great

powers of deduction and tremendously quick reactions to a

situation. I must assume that I’m trying to apprehend a

human being not a robot. To underestimate Fred would be a

big mistake.”
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S.B. sighed audibly,

“Things are worse now than before with that damn thing

out in public. You and John must find Fred immediately.

How far can a robot get without being spotted? Go back to

that neighborhood and question everyone you can; there has

to be a clue. By the way Stanley, practice your aim while

you’re at it. I can’t believe you had it cornered and missed

three times.”

“You had to be there,” Stanley replied defensively.

“Maybe John has better aim than you,”

S.B. sneered as he hung up on Stanley.

Next he called home hoping Sooz would answer, but it

just rang. Stanley summoned John to his room, and filled

him in about Fred.

John stared at Stanley,

“You knew where the robot was and you let me continue

to wear out my feet for three hours knocking on doors?

Some friend!”

Stanley replied icily,

“At the time, trying to catch Fred was much more

important than your feet. We start at 6 tomorrow morning. I

doubt that Fred will move around much at night. Unless

Glen Moody installed superior eyesight on the robot too.”
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A six square block area seemed like a good beginning to

Stanley. They started at a point then moved in opposite

directions. The morning search was fruitless. They made

inquiries at every store and apartment at ground level. No

sign of Fred. Stanley was in despair one little robot loose in

this vast city. It made him feel small and impotent. He was

in no mood just now for John’s continuous griping. At last

phone contact he lost it and yelled at John.

At three o’clock, John called Stanley,

“I may have something. It isn’t much but I think you

should come over here right away.”

He gave him the address. Stanley’s cab pulled up in front of

a costume shop.

“This is it?” Stanley asked John.

“The owner of the shop told me someone broke in here

last night. All that is missing is a few costumes.”

“That doesn’t sound like much,” Stanley interjected.

“Let me finish,” John replied, “the electrical box had

been opened and the power was on when he opened the

store this morning. There was also a cap unscrewed from

one of the main power outlets.”

“Meaning that the power outlet had been used!”

Stanley said excitedly.

Inside the shop, Stanley asked the owner, “What costumes



68

are missing, or do you know?”

Mr. Peabody was insulted by the question,

“Of course I know what was stolen. I know my inventory

down to the last wig. There are three costumes missing and

a suitcase.”

“What were the three costumes?” Stanley asked him.

Peabody hedged, “Well, I don’t know that yet, but there

are three costumes missing.”

“Thank you Mr. Peabody we appreciate your help.”

“What is it,” Peabody inquired, “a crazy relative? A kid?”

“Someone close to us,” Stanley replied evasively.

Stanley stood outside the store and looked around. Where

would Fred go? Central Park was two blocks away.

Suddenly he had a strong hunch that Fred had headed for

the park. It would provide perfect cover for the robot.

“Let’s go to the park John; I think Fred may have gone in

there. I’m pretty sure the robot stole those costumes. I wish

Mr. Peabody knew what was missing. Fred could be

disguised right now as God knows what. What do you think

we should ask people?”

“How about, ‘Have you seen a bizarre looking little man,

about five feet four to five feet eight’?”

“That sounds pretty good. You mentioned five eight; do
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you think Fred is smart enough to assume a human shape

and walk on his leg extensions?”

John replied, “After what Fielding told you I don’t think

we should assume anything about Fred.”

They decided to work the park right away while it was

still daylight. Stanley and John agreed on a plan to cover the

park, then split up. It made sense to Stanley to concentrate

his questioning on street vendors and employees of

refreshment stands in the park. With bored looks that

plainly indicated that they had seen too many people

already. They all said no--no bizarre little man but then how

could you tell?

As Stanley turned to leave another hot dog stand he

spotted a mother consoling her young son. The child was

bawling and it seemed that nothing the mother tried would

stop the crying. There was a policeman with the mother.

Stanley could see the mother making hand gestures as she

spoke to the officer. She was obviously trying to describe

something or someone. When her hands indicated a height

about five feet four Stanley became interested. He waited

until the policeman moved off, then he approached the

woman. Her child was still crying.
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“Pardon me,” Stanley said politely. “I’m looking for a

crazy little guy, a friend of mine. He does little tricks to

people have you seen anyone like that?”

“Why yes,” the woman replied, “Maybe it was your

friend. He was dressed like Groucho Marx. I thought he was

a clown working for the park, or something.”

“What did it do? I mean, what did he do?”

“My little boy laughed when he saw him, and he ran up to

him to play. This ‘person’ pinched him, and burst his

balloon. That’s a terrible thing to do to a child.”

“That sounds a lot like my friend,” Stanley commented.

Hostility began to show on the woman’s face.

“If he’s a friend of yours, you certainly have strange ideas

about acquaintances. He should be locked up. How can you

be a friend to such a mean man? Unless you’re like him

too.”

She began to edge away pulling her child with her.

“Now, now lady my friend needs help. He just has these

weird periods now and then. I would like to apologize to

you and your little boy for his behavior.”

“You should! I gave the policeman a description of your

friend; I hope he arrests him! I’ll file charges for assault!”
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Stanley was becoming uncomfortable, “Which way did my

friend go, ma’am?”

“Down there,” she replied pointing toward the lake. “You

had better get professional help for him.”

“I will, I promise,” Stanley then loped down the path.

Stanley almost missed Fred as he ran through the

underpass of a bridge. From the corner of his eye he caught

movement in the dark shadow of the tunnel. He slowed to a

walk passed the point where he had spotted motion, then

whirled into the shadow. Stanley reached for a form in the

darkness. There was a sudden pain in his arm; he had been

pinched.

Jumping back, Stanley yelled, “Fred! I’ve found you!”

“It’s the tall skinny guy. Don’t you have a life?”

Fred quipped as the robot moved out of the shadow.

“You look ridiculous,” Stanley said as he surveyed Fred’s

disguise. The robot’s dome was covered with a Groucho

Marx mask, and its body was concealed by a long gray coat.

“My name is Groucho, glad to meet you, Mr. Ridiculous.”

The voice was perfect Groucho. One of its arms tapped a

big cigar.

Stanley stood warily in one spot. “Won’t you come with

me Fred? I don’t want to destroy you.”

“You did a pretty good imitation of it yesterday, Stretch.”
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Stanley winced, he hated to be called, “Stretch.”

“That was a mistake Fred; surely we can work this out.”

“Not with a person, a people, a human being, know what I

mean?”

The cigar wiggled in the arm.

“Then you leave me no choice,” Stanley replied.

“Oh no, Wyatt Earp is going to shoot at me again!”

As Stanley pulled out the electronic gun, Fred whirred

away from him down the tunnel. Stanley had no chance at

Fred’s control panel. Desperately, Stanley chased after Fred.

On the run he tried to shoot out one of his rollers. He

missed and the beam shattered one end of a park bench. The

sleeping man curled up on the bench fell to the ground. A

startled bum stood up and angrily began to pursue Stanley.

“Is this any way to treat old Groucho, Stretch?”

Fred taunted as he whirred rapidly down the path. Stanley

took another desperate shot at Fred, clipping off a low

branch on a tree. Just then the bum caught up with him and,

grabbed him by the collar, then yanked him to a halt.

“You ought to be ashamed, a big guy like you picking on

a little man like that,” the bum yelled at him, “You’re a

menace. You almost shot me back there on the bench. I’m

going to have you arrested!”
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Stanley’s day had been maddening, and he snapped. He hit

the bum on the head with the electronic gun rendering the

bum unconscious and the gun useless.

Other people had been witnessing the mad chase through

the park. In a rare gesture of civic involvement, several New

Yorkers summoned a policeman. The cop showed up just as

Stanley laid out the bum. He was firmly in the grasp of the

law before he could resist. Handcuffed in a second Stanley

tried to protest,

“Officer he accosted me, stuck his nose in my business!”

The cop picked up the laser gun,

“This your business, Mister? Looks like some sort of

weapon to me.”

“But, but officer, I have to catch up with a little man.”

“Yeah, I heard about that too. You were chasing some

poor little guy trying to kill him with that strange thing. I’ll

advise you of your rights.”

Far in the distance he could see Fred on a knoll moving

rapidly away. This is the end; he groaned to himself, now

I’ve been arrested. What next?

What happened next was more unreal. The cop called for

the bomb squad and cordoned off the area where the laser

kit lay on the ground. They arrived, put on their protective
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gear and gingerly moved the laser around. Then they lifted

it into a heavy armored box. As the bomb squad roared off,

an ambulance with siren screaming came up to the

gathering. The cop talked rapidly to the attendants,

gesturing at Stanley. Within seconds Stanley was in a

straitjacket, shoved into the ambulance and on his way to

Bellevue for observation. He protested loudly and began to

struggle with an attendant. There was a sharp pain in his

arm and immediately his lights went out.

It was hard to focus his eyes and his head weighed a ton.

His environment came slowly into focus. Stanley tried to

swing his legs to the floor but a chain held one of his ankles

firmly to the bed. He looked around. The room was small

and there were bars on the window in the door. His head

was out to lunch. He got dizzy, steadied himself, then light-

headedness set in. With a sigh, he gave up and laid back

down on the bed.

Later, a male attendant brought in a tray of food. Stanley

turned his head to the wall.

“Come on, the food isn’t that bad.”

“I’m not hungry, take it away.”

“I’ll leave it here in case you change your mind.”

Stanley didn’t respond. What a mess he thought, how do I
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get out of this? He realized by the look of things this was a

prison ward somewhere. Did they think he was crazy?

Damn that robot!

In the afternoon, he was brought to a psychiatrist’s office.

Dr. Holms was a pleasant looking man in his forties.

Stanley had to answer a half hour’s worth of questions

about his background. Done he studied the police report.

“Why do you chase little men, Mr. Hays?”

“I don’t chase little men.”

“You did yesterday with intent to kill.”

“What? I didn’t try to kill anybody!”

“You were shooting at that little man with a terrible

weapon, it could kill someone. After all it destroyed one end

of a park bench and knocked a good-sized branch off a tree.

I’d call that pretty lethal.”

Stanley clammed up; he figured the more he said the

worse things would get. Besides, he couldn’t tell anyone

about Fred the robot.

The doctor observed his reticence to offer any more

information and made a note.

“Do you feel that little men are out to hurt you,

Mr. Hays?”

“No, I don’t.”



76

“Do you feel little men have been after you for a long

time? Did this little man remind you of someone you hate?”

“No, of course not.”

“Did you know the man you were chasing?”

“Kind of.”

“What does that mean?”

“Sort of; I sort of knew him.”

“You’re being evasive, Mr. Hays.”

“Look I was doing a job for my company; I wasn’t trying

to hurt anyone, I just wanted to neutralize the, uh, guy.”

The doctor wrote notes furiously.

“Does your company ‘neutralize’ people often? I mean is

it a company policy to, you know, ‘neutralize’ say the

competition?”

“I refuse to answer any more questions.”

“Lack of cooperation just means a longer visit with us,

Mr. Hays. Who in your company ordered you to kill, I mean

‘neutralize’ this particular individual?”

“Well, Mr. Bass the owner; I mean he didn’t tell me to kill

anyone. This ‘person’ isn’t really a person, just sort of an

object.”

The doctor’s hand was flying as he took more notes.

Stanley sat in horrified silence watching his freedom slip

away. Me and my big mouth, he thought bitterly.
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“Look, doctor, this isn’t anything like you think it is.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, it’s something entirely different.”

“Well then, explain it to me.”

“I can’t.”

“You’re disoriented, just now, Mr. Hays. We’ll help you.”

The doctor hit a buzzer, a nurse came in and administered a

shot. The thorazine worked quickly. An attendant helped

Stanley shuffle to his room.

The doctor quickly reported his interview with Stanley to

the police. S.B. was contacted within the hour regarding

Stanley’s allegations that the company regularly eliminated

people on his orders. Doris watched S.B. as he listened on

the phone to the New York detective. A red flush crept up

from his collar. Fascinated, Doris watched the red give way

to a purplish blue. S.B.’s basset hound eyes took on the

appearance of a frog as they bulged out, larger and larger.

One of his hands grasped a pen and mashed it into pieces.

With a tremendous effort he controlled himself, listened

without comment and at the end of the call, thanked the

detective for calling him.

Doris couldn’t wait to hear what was going on. She didn’t

have long to wait. As the receiver clicked down, S.B.
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exploded with a bellow that made a secretary at the other

end of the building jump.

“Now we’re Murder Incorporated! Stanley is in the

Bellevue Psychiatric! Get me our law firm in New York

now Doris, right now!”

Doris hurried out of the office; it was no time for

wisecracks. S.B. was a powerful man with solid connections

where it counted. His law firm went to work quickly for

their largest client. While they worked, S.B. placed a call to

a top city official in New York. He had to tell the man

everything, why Stanley was there, and all about Fred the

Robot.

The man on the other end of the line laughed hysterically

as he got a mental picture of the chase through Central Park.

He promised to have Stanley out of Bellevue and all charges

dropped within the hour. S.B. hung up, but now one more

person knew about the errant Astro. He wondered if a jury,

knowing all of the facts, would really convict him for

killing his son-in-law.

John sported a wide grin as he watched Stanley walk out

of Bellevue.

“Welcome to freedom, terrorist. I never suspected that the

heart of an extremist was beating wildly inside of that
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conservative hide of yours.”

Stanley, still wobbly from the lingering effects of

Thorazine, and needing a shave, a shower and some decent

food, snarled back at John, “Shut up, shut up! One more

word from you and I’ll twist your tongue into a pretzel.

Got that?”

John shrugged his shoulders tried to suppress a giggle, and

followed Stanley.

“I’m to get you on a plane for home right now. Your

clothes are packed. They’re in the trunk of the car. Get in.”

John took off for the airport. Riding along, Stanley asked,

“What about the Astro? It’s loose somewhere in New

York. Why am I going back?”

John shrugged,

“I’m to stay here to continue the search. At least we know

Fred has a disguise that makes it look like Groucho Marx.”

“Don’t be too sure; three costumes were stolen,

remember? Fred could have changed to some other disguise.

The critical thing may be the Astro’s access to an electrical

recharge. This is the third day since the robot last recharged.

Maybe we’ll get lucky, and Fred will run out of power.”

Stanley went immediately to corporate headquarters from

the airport. He phoned home but Sooz apparently was still



80

staying with her mother. He wondered how long this misery

was going to continue. Doris intercepted Stanley before he

could get to S.B.’s office.

“He won’t see you, Stanley. I’m to take you to Dr.

Smolonov right away.”

In the elevator, he asked her, “He’s pretty mad at me, huh

Doris?”

“That is a very mild way of putting it, Stanley. You know

your wedding picture in his office?”

Stanley remembered. He had been so much taller than his

wife and her parents that the photographer had to take the

picture at an upward angle so he didn’t cut off Stanley’s

head. Their nostrils showed up clearly in the portrait.

“What about the picture?”

“He cut you out of the picture; said he couldn’t stand the

sight of you.”

“It wasn’t my fault Doris. This robot is much, much more

clever than our run-of-the-mill robots. I wish they’d find

Moody. Maybe he’d tell us what he programmed into Fred.”

“Mr. Ice is drawing a blank so far.”

“Mr. Ice?”

“Arnold Benedict, super snoop. I call him Mr. Ice.”

“What can I do to make it up to S.B., Doris?”

“Either kill yourself or find the robot. Or maybe both.”
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“That bad?”

“That bad. After you have talked to Dr. Smolonov you’re

to return to New York. I have already booked your return

flight.”

“I have to get some rest, Doris, I’m still working off the

drug they gave me at Bellevue.”

“Sleep on the plane.”

“Thank you, Our Lady of Compassion.”

“Anytime. Find Fred then you can take a month off. Who

knows, if you put that robot out of action, S.B. may even

talk to you again.”

“That idea gives me mixed emotions.”

Dr. Smolonov listened carefully to Stanley as he described

everything Fred the Astro had done. Particularly how he had

reacted to danger and its amazing deductive reasoning.

“Glen Moody, he working on smarts for robots. Must

have found, eh, ‘developed’ new program. May be far

advanced than present smarts. You must run after, no, I

mean pursue Fred as if smart guy. Thinking, what would I

do if being chased, yes?”

“Yes, I see, doctor, but why was I brought back here?”

“Having new gizmo to use on Fred. Mr. Bass afraid you

destroy New York. Having a device for you, like radar, yes?
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Within fifty yards gizmo has electronic wave will paralyze

robot’s central control. Stop him dead in tracks, yes? Wide

area for your lousy aim, Stanley. Will work to stop robot if

aim is within size of a barn. Ha, ha!” he giggled.

Annoyed, Stanley took the device, studied it, turned it off

and on.

“Looks simple anything else I should know?”

“Device harmless except to Fred the Astro, so you can fire

away Stanley.”

“Thanks,” Stanley replied icily.
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Chapter Four

A stewardess shook Stanley awake as the plane landed in

New York. He dragged himself though the airport, retrieved

his luggage and left for the hotel. He was so fatigued he

didn’t bother to alert John that he had returned. In the

morning he thought as he drifted off to sleep on the bed,

fully clothed.

Exiting Central Park, Fred had made its way along the

alleys behind Fifth Avenue. Its computer whirred busily as

it took in the surroundings and contemplated the present

problem--the need to get away, hide somewhere. A delivery

van was sitting at the curb its double doors open with the

ramp down. Fred’s control panel whirled from side to side

scanning the area. All clear the robot glided up the ramp and

hid behind some boxes at the back of the truck.

Deliveries continued around Manhattan. Gradually as the

boxes in the truck were dropped off, Fred decided that a

move would have to be made soon. Late in the afternoon the

man made a delivery at a nightclub in Greenwich Village.

Fred glided quietly to the open door of the truck. Its

control panel moved from side to side, no human in sight.
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The robot rolled down the ramp, put down its feet and

walked down a few basement steps through the rear

entrance of the nightclub. Rummaging around in a supply

room, Fred found the important thing it was looking for.

The robot plugged itself into the electrical outlet to

recharge.

Late that night, refreshed and revitalized Fred unplugged

itself from the power outlet. Suddenly, the door to the

supply room swung open and the lights came on before Fred

could hide. A man stood there, staring at the robot in the

Groucho Marx costume.

, “What are you doing down here? You must be a new act;

come on the show’s on.”

He grabbed for Fred’s arm and the robot pinched him,

“Ouch, come with me you little runt or I’ll have you

thrown out.”

The threat registered with Fred. Smelling trouble, the

Astro replied in his Groucho voice,

“Alright, alright, I was just going over my material in

private; that’s better than doing it public.”

The eyes of the Groucho mask rolled and Fred waggled the

cigar in its hand.

“Hey, that’s great! You have the voice down perfect.
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Come on, let’s go.”

Fred was an instant hit with the audience. He was weird

looking, completely offbeat and funny. A perfect act for

Greenwich Village. The robot seemed to have quite a

repertoire of Groucho routines. The manager of the club

was surprised when Fred asked him if he could stay in the

supply room. He shrugged and agreed. Over the years he

had experienced every kind of weirdo imaginable. He was

puzzled though; he hadn’t booked this act. A search in his

office didn’t reveal any contracts. Oh well, he thought, the

guy’s a hit, I’ll worry about the booking later.

People who worked at the club were puzzled too. Fred

turned down every overture they made to be friendly. Some

of them felt a sort of hostility that Fred disguised with an

atmosphere of humor. After a while, they gave up and left

the Astro alone. The act had caught on and the club was

packed each night with people who had heard about the

latest strange character and the act. Fred was written up by

several critics. Offers came in to appear on television. The

manager of the club, Frank Phelps, learned that Fred had no

agent. Sensing a good thing, he tried day after day to talk

Fred into going on a television talk show.

But the robot sensed danger. “People? Many people?”
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“Of course, Fred; you’ll be famous.”

The word “famous” set off warning signals in its

computer. “No, I can’t do it.”

“You’d be a top banana.”

“Or go bananas, but I’m not yellow,”

Fred quipped, waggling the cigar.

Phelps gave up for a while; he figured sooner or later Fred

would change his mind. What mystified him more was

Fred’s refusal to leave the supply room. He had been paying

Fred in cash so he knew the guy had plenty of money for an

apartment. But the club was profitable because of Fred’s

success, so he left things alone. He didn’t want this weird

character to get angry and leave.

One night Fred put on another costume he had taken from

the shop. Fred changed its voice to the character, then stood

in front of the mirror making gestures. The robot didn’t hear

the supply room door open. A young man stood in the

doorway,

“Who the hell are you?”

Fred turned its control panel,

“None of your business, punk.”

“Punk?” The young man made a grab for Fred.
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Four arms quickly surrounded him and slammed him

against the wall.

“Yeah, see? You’re a punk kid. Now, be a nice boy and

I’ll let you go.”

The robot let go of him suddenly and the boy lurched

forward to the floor. Now look kid, I own this place, see?

There ain’t room in here for you.”

“You look familiar to me, like from an old movie, you

know a gangster type.”

“Watch your names punk. I’m legit. I’m in show biz,

yeah, that’s it, show biz. I’m, I’m (the computer worked

busily) Joe Malone; my friends call me Spats, yeah.”

The robot’s Edward G. Robinson voice was perfect.

“Now look, see, what’s your racket?”

“I came in for a couple of boxes, is all, no big deal.”

“Stealing, uh? Petty stuff, boxes! You are a punk.”

The kid was indignant, “I’m pretty big in my business, I

just needed some boxes.”

“What business is that kid?”

“I won’t tell you.”

Fred pinched his arm hard,

“Ouch, oh man!”

“That’s just a taste of what I’ll give you if you don’t talk.”

The robot put one arm into the suit as if reaching for a gun.
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“You’re crazy mister. My name is Jim Fenn, just let me

out of here. I won’t come back I swear.”

Fred made its Edward G. Robinson mask break into a

slight smile,

“No hard feelings kid, just wanted to know your racket.”

“Can you keep a secret?”

“Sure, kid.”

“Me and my buddies rent the basement next door for

storage space. We deal in stolen cigarettes. With the price of

butts these days, we sell all we can get.”

“Bootlegging, good racket. You hijack trucks?”

“Oh no, just slipping cartons from delivery trucks, but we

often steal a hundred cartons a day, sometimes more.”

“Sounds like small stuff to me, yeah, you’re just a punk.”

Jim flared again at the Astro’s insulting remarks.

“I suppose you could do it better.”

“Does this racket really annoy people?”

“Well, it sure makes the police and the suppliers angry.”

“Well then I’ll show you what to do.”

“Hey, you’re trying to take over no way!”

“I’ll show you how to organize. We’ll expand the racket,

make it big, yeah, real big. We’ll hijack a truck full of

cigarettes. Get this going, see?”
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Although he angered him, Jim was fascinated with the

little man. He’s sure smart, and sure of himself, he thought.

He decided to introduce Spats Malone to his friends, even

though the guy had a suit straight out of the twenties,

complete with spats covering the shoes. A gray Fedora was

pulled down low over Fred’s dome.

The “gang” Jim Fenn introduced Fred to were three young

boys in their teens. Artie was their leader. When Jim

introduced Fred, his pronunciation of the name sounded like

“Aahty” to the robot.

“Yeah, I’m Spats Aahty, you the boss around here?”

“Who’s this freak, Jim? Did you rob a graveyard or what?”

“Fred’s real smart Aahty sez he can help us make some big

money.”

Artie stood up. He had long black hair pulled back into a

tail. He was well built, about six feet tall. His dark eyes

blazed, “Get this weirdo outa heah.”

“No wait Aahty, listen to’em.”

“No! Get lost Spats!”

The robot’s arms reached out with blinding speed and one

grasped Artie’s shoulder the other his ankle. With a swift

motion Artie was dumped face first on the floor. One arm

then pushed firmly on Artie’s neck.
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“Now get this kid no punk tells me when to leave, see? I

can take all of you guys on at the same time. Got it?”

Fred let Artie up but the fight wasn’t out of him yet. He

pulled a gun from a holster strapped to his ankle then fired

point blank at the Astro’s chest. The bullet bounced

harmlessly off the tough exterior of the robot. Fred laughed,

“Heh, heh, heh. Bulletproof vest kid. Now wise up.”

Two arms pinned Artie to the wall while two other arms

tripped up Richie, the fat kid behind Fred. He had been

attempting to stab the robot in the back with a switchblade

knife. Artie gasped for breath as Fred let go of his windpipe.

There was now fear and respect in his eyes.

“This is my gang now, see? Spats takes care of his boys,

I’ll make you punks rich.”

The robot swiveled its control panel around to each boy.

They were all wearing T shirts of varying colors, jeans and

sneakers.

“First thing you guys do is buy some snazzy suits. No

gang of mine is going to look like bums. Buy the best some

real good clothes, here.” Fred reached into his pocket and

pulled out a large roll of cash he had accumulated from his

performances at the club. The boys’ eyes widened when

they saw the money.
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Fred peeled off several thousand for each of them.

“Don’t get no ideas, see? You spend that money on the

clothes. This burg isn’t big enough for you to hide from me,

get it?”

They all nodded. The robot had their respect. Somehow

they felt confident that Spats would make good his promise

to make them rich.

Stanley had lost weight; his lanky body was even lankier.

Weeks had gone by without a trace of Fred. Every day

Stanley and John read all of the city’s newspapers searching

for any small news item that might report a robot on the

loose, or an incident that might involve Fred. They had

checked out nearly one hundred stories hoping for a clue.

All they ever found were domestic disturbances, bar fights

and deranged people.

John was forever grousing and pleading his case for an

abandonment of the search for Fred. He wanted to get on

with his life, he said. His lovelife was suffering, he argued.

Besides, the robot had those disguises--probably no one

would ever know there was an Astro loose in New York, he

argued. Stanley would glare at John with bloodshot eyes,

his gaunt face twitching from fatigue and snarl at him,

“Can it John! Leave me alone! Now get to work before I
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do something to you that will put me in prison!”

John would then sullenly reply,

“Okay, okay, I’m working.”

Mr. Peabody, the owner of the costume shop who had

proudly informed Stanley that he knew every item in his

inventory down to the last detail, had been deluding

himself. He couldn’t tell Stanley what the other two missing

costumes were. So, Stanley had only the Groucho Marx

costume to go on in his search for the robot. For days, he

and John spread out from Central Park at the spot where

Fred was last seen. But no one had spotted a Groucho.

Stanley reported to Doris every day. S.B. refused to take

his calls. He received information about Sooz from Doris.

“She’s still hurt Stanley and she’s not angry with you

alone. She won’t speak to S.B. either.”

“Why doesn’t S.B. just tell her about Fred?”

“Because he’s bull-headed. Lord save us it’s now become

a matter of principle with S.B. You know him, he’s

convinced himself that his daughter should be blindly loyal

and loving, no matter what. I hope you find that robot soon,

Stanley; then everything will get straightened out. It will be

okay; Sooz loves you so much.



93

By the way, S.B. is sending you four of the Russian

scientists to help with the search.”

“But they hardly speak English. What good will that do?”

“Maybe one of them will get lucky and stumble into

Harpo.”

“That’s Groucho, Doris.”

“Whatever.”

Stanley had a theory regarding Fred’s possible actions. He

believed that the search for Fred should be confined to

Manhattan on the grounds that the robot wouldn’t risk using

public transportation. The robot appeared to be programmed

with great deductive powers, so this idea made sense. He

also reasoned that Fred would continue to use the Groucho

disguise, unless something happened that forced the robot to

change its identity. When the Russians arrived, Stanley told

them his theories. They were to look for Groucho Marx, and

question people in neighborhoods about Groucho sightings.

Boris objected, “Pardoning me, sir.”

“Stanley.”

“Pardoning me Stanley, is too limited, and too, too, how

you say? Risky to suppose robot is limited in vision? No,

perception. Maybe changes identity every day, yes?”

“I don’t think so, Boris. Fred is programmed to perceive

danger, but I don’t think it has that much discretionary
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power or reasoning ability.”

“Don’t be too sure, sir.”

“Stanley.”

“Don’t be too sure, Stanley. Robot has different? No,

unusual abilities, not like humans. Has six arms, yes? Has

wheels and feet. Need to ask people about arms and how

moves. I agree though Stanley that robot most likely still in

Manhattan. Not take train or bus.”

“We look at map Stanley the four of us will cover from

42nd Street to the end of Manhattan at Battery Park. Why

call it ‘Battery’?”

“Because the area was once a fort with artillery in battery

placed to defend the harbor during the War of 1812. When

the British fleet moved in . . . Oh, never mind. Let’s just

find the damn robot, and go home.”

Their first day on the streets of New York searching for

Fred was a disaster for the Russian scientists. Working in

pairs they split up. One team took the eastside, the other the

westside. Boris and Vladamir questioned shopkeepers,

businessmen and residents. Unfortunately, they questioned a

refugee from the USSR. The man chased them screaming,

“KGB! KGB!”

Boris stopped and tried to pacify the man,
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“Not understanding, cold war over, friends now.”

“KGB! KGB!” was the man’s response to Boris’ friendly

overture. The Russians were forced to take refuge in the

nearest subway station.

Petrov and Alexander were conned by two young street

hustlers. They were led into an alley where the robot was

supposed to be hiding out. They were of course mugged and

stripped of their valuables. It was a long painful walk back

to the hotel without shoes.

Stanley heard their reports, put his head in his hands and

groaned. Boris patted his shoulder,

“We do better tomorrow, sir.”

“Stanley.”

“We do better tomorrow, Stanley.”

John’s report was so vague that it was obvious he had

been out partying all night, then faked a couple of hours of

work. Stanley bleakly looked at the group,

“We could all grow long gray beards if we can’t shape up

and find Fred.”

The following morning, the Russians hit the streets again.

Stanley and John poured over the newspapers looking for a

clue. Stanley was browsing through a paper and was about

to skip the theatrical section when his eye caught the name,
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“Groucho” in an article. He read the critic’s comments;

there was a brief paragraph about a funky character at a

nightclub who was wowing the audiences with his Groucho

Marx routines. Stanley’s heart leaped; it has to be Fred!

“Hey! Look at this John!” Stanley handed the paper to

him, “read that paragraph.” He put his finger on the item.

John was bored, “S.B. didn’t send us here to take in the

entertainment.”

“Just read the damn paragraph John.”

He sighed and read the item. John’s attention increased as

he read, “That must be Fred.”

“Of course it is; who else could it be?”

“We’ll go down there tonight and nab the little pest.”

“It’s not that easy John. Fred is clever and the place will

be crowded. We could lose him if we cause any commotion.

No, we have to plan this out very carefully so there can be

no slip up this time.”

“Ah, let’s just go down there and nail him.” John

grumbled.

“We’ll do it my way John, and it will be well coordinated,

do you understand?”

“Perfectly.”

“Let’s go down to the club right now, and check it out.”

Stanley carefully surveyed the layout of the nightclub.
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He checked the alley and located the basement entrance. In

front he noted that there was only one entrance into the

club. Back at the hotel, he met with the Russians. He

assigned each of them a station outside the nightclub in the

event Fred eluded him and John inside the building. He had

them check their electronic guns they carried to neutralize

Fred. The whole group was in good spirits. Fred the pest

was about to become history. For the first time in weeks

Stanley felt optimistic about the future. He missed Sooz so

much.

At the nightclub that evening Stanley and John had to pay

a large bribe to occupy a small table near the stage. The

place was packed with customers eager to see the latest

“hot” personality, namely Fred the robot, as Groucho Marx.

As soon as they were seated John began to look around at

the people seated nearby. Stanley watched him with

annoyance,

“John, we’re here on business, pay attention to the stage.”

“It never hurts to check out the possibilities. I’ll be ready

when Fred comes on.”

He continued to ogle the ladies, including the waitress who

took their drink order. John put on his crooked smile for her.

“Ever date any airline pilots? We’re a fun bunch.”
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“You a pilot?”

John took out his wallet, and flashed his pilot ID.

“I can fly you to the moon with, or without a plane, baby.”

The waitress laughed, then squirmed her way down the

He saw the look and waved to her.

“Oh please John, leave the women alone at least for an

hour or so.” Stanley complained.

“I’ll get her phone number. Wait and see she’ll pass it to

me with my drink.”

“What an ego you have, lady killer.”

“You’ll see.”

When the waitress returned with their drinks, she slipped

John a piece of paper. He paid her liberally for the drinks.

“Call you tomorrow, you can bank on it.” He told her.

The waitress nodded and smiled then hustled off to other

customers.

“Glad you didn’t bet any money Stanley?”

Stanley just glared at him.

Fred came on stage to wild applause. Waving a big cigar,

and rolling the eyes of the Groucho mask, Fred went into

his routine. John had been waiting for this moment he was

determined to be the one to put Fred out of action. To do

that, he figured he had to act quickly before Stanley had a
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chance to give the order to neutralize the robot. John

jumped up and taking the electronic device from his pocket,

he started toward the stage.

Stanley yelled frantically, “No John! Not yet!”

But John ignored him and aimed the electronic device.

“Got you now, you piece of junk!”

A man in the first row spotted John’s threatening move and

grabbed John’s arm. He pushed the electronic beam up at

the ceiling. Fred sensed the danger as the crowd erupted

into shouts and screams. John went down with a half dozen

men on top of him. Stanley skirted the mob and gained the

stage, but Fred had already taken off. Stanley rushed back

stage into the arms of a large stagehand.

“Hey! Where are you going so fast buddy?”

the burly man asked as he held Stanley in a bear hug.

“I want to talk to Groucho.”

“With a gun in your hand? I don’t think so.”

“This isn’t a gun; it’s an electronic device, it’s harmless.”

The stagehand grabbed the device, threw it on the floor and

smashed it with his heel.

“It is now.”

Stanley just went limp. They had failed again. Without the

neutralizer pursuing Fred was a waste of his time.

“Sorry, I lost my head. I’ll leave.”
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The stagehand loosened his grip on Stanley,

“I knew you’d see it my way pal.”

His only hope now were the Russians outside; maybe they

would get lucky. He took a small device from his pocket,

and pushed a button. The signal from Stanley was received

and a red light flashed on and off. From their posts they

converged on the basement door of the club. Boris tried the

door but it was locked. The four men huddled near the door

waiting for any movement. Suddenly the door burst open.

Fred, in his gangster outfit stepped out.

The Russians were momentarily confused--they had

expected to see Groucho. They froze, staring at Fred. The

moment was too long.

“What do you punks want?” Fred asked them as his six

arms began to work quickly. The scientists were all tripped

up into a pile. Fred lowered the feet and ran up the

basement stairs. The robot whirred swiftly down the

sidewalk. Fred made a sharp left turn at the next basement

entrance,

“Open up you guys. It’s the boss, see?”

Artie opened the door and let Fred in, then closed it quickly.

Regaining their feet and their composure the Russians

sprinted to the other basement door.
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Boris called out in a friendly voice,

“Fraad, oh Fraad, I wish to speaking with you please.”

Silence. He tried again, “Only wanting to talk to you, Fraad.

No harm.” Silence.

Boris motioned to his comrades. The four men backed up

and rushed at the door. The weight of the men shattered the

door lock. They were sent sprawling into the room.

Before they could get up four splendidly dressed young

men covered them with guns. Fred stood behind his gang,

“These four punks are after me boys.”

“You want we should ice ’em boss?’ Artie inquired.

“Naw, they’re small fry. Just make them take off their

clothes then push ’em out in the street. They won’t bother

us any more.”

In total humiliation, the Russians were stripped completely

naked. Artie and the boys snickered loudly as they marched

the scientists out onto the street.

“Don’t get raped fellas.”

Fred called out loudly to the naked men.

“What are these things Spats?”

Artie asked, holding up the electronic guns the Russians had

been carrying.

“Some special camera or something,” Fred replied.
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Artie tried the device. Nothing seemed to happen.

Throwing them down he smashed them with his foot.

“Let’s get out of here boys,” Fred ordered. “Load the butts

on the truck. We gotta go before the cops get here.”

Within minutes, the van backed up to the door, and the

boxes of cigarettes were loaded on the truck by Fred’s gang.

The truck roared off past the Russians who were trying to

cover themselves behind a dumpster.

Inside the mightclub, Phelps the manager quickly put on

another act after assuring the audience that there would be

no more trouble. John was being held in the cloakroom by

the club’s bouncer until the police arrived to arrest him.

Stanley had slipped back into the crowd. When the next act

began its routine, Stanley quietly left the club.

He headed for the alley. The back street was quiet except

for an occasional car passing by. Stanley went to the

basement door but no one was there. As he was trying the

doorknob Boris called out from behind the dumpster,

“Oh sir! Over here sir!”

Stanley turned and spotted Boris’ naked arm waving at

him from the garbage bin. He ran over. He couldn’t believe

what he was seeing--four naked men cowering in the dark.

Boris crouching and covering himself with his hands



103

stepped out just a few steps toward Stanley,

“Sorry sir. Fred getting away with yunk men in truck.”

Stanley wasn’t sure he wanted to hear why they were all

naked. As calmly as he could, he asked Boris,

“Did Fred strip you?”

“No sir, his gang did it. Fraad telling them to do it.”

Stanley was in a state of semi shock,

“I’ll get you some clothes. Be back soon.”

“Thanking you sir.”

Stanley was back to the dumpster in fifteen minutes with

an odd assortment of shirts and trousers. Nothing was open

at this hour so Stanley had to resort to robbing a Salvation

Army clothes repository. The clothes were colorful and

represented a rainbow of fashions. Shoeless, the Russians

gathered around Stanley looking like refugees from a war

zone. Stanley sighed and managed to find a cab to take them

back to their hotel. He marched stiffly through the hotel

lobby with his street urchins behind him.

News of John’s arrest reached S.B. the following morning

via his New York law firm. News of Fred’s escape and the

plight of the Russians reached S.B. via Doris who had

spoken to Stanley. Doris had all she could do to contain her
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amusement as she related the night’s escapades to S.B.

S.B. noted the suppressed mirth and glowered at Doris,

“You may think this is all very funny now, Doris. It won’t

be so amusing when the company folds, and you’re out of a

job!”

With an effort, Doris presented her most sober business-

like face to S.B., then asked him,

“Shall I go to work to ‘spring’ John from Bellevue?”

“That’s the only good thing that’s come out of this latest

fiasco, Doris. My nephew in hot water up to his precious ear

lobes. No, leave him there he should make an interesting

study for some shrink.”

“ That’s evil S.B.”

“I know, I know.” S.B. chuckled wickedly.

“You can’t leave John there for long, S.B.; sooner or later

your sister will know, then call you.”

“I’ll wait until she does Doris.”

“S.B. you can be frightening sometimes.”

“Then leave me Doris, you’re not locked in here, you

know.”

“I stay to keep you in line, so you don’t hurt your family.”

“Save me from angels such as you. Call Arnold Benedict,

I want to know if he’s found out anything about Glen

Moody.”
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Chapter Five

Arnold Benedict was not a happy man. Every clue and tip

to the wherabouts of Glen Moody had ended in nothing. His

business was suffering because Sam Bass had insisted on

his personal efforts to find Moody. Some really plum jobs

had been lost as a consequence. But Sam had “Chavez,” so

he had to just live with it. To add to his bad day, Doris

called him.

“Arnold, Mr. Bass wants to know if you’re any closer to

finding Glen Moody.”

He sighed, “No Doris every lead has evaporated into a

zero. Tell Sam I’m on my way right now to check out

another tip that I paid plenty for.”

“For your sake, I hope it’s something this time. Mr. Bass

is becoming maniacal over Glen Moody.”

“So long, Doris.”

Arnold had tracked down a former schoolmate of Glen’s

who was working as a computer expert for a defense

company. Glen had not contacted him since he had left

Astro Robo Servant, but he was pretty sure he knew where

Glen would hide out. For a price, he would tell Arnold what

he knew.
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Money in hand the “friend” informed Arnold that Glen

was probably in Korea working for a small computer

manufacturer located in Seoul. Arnold didn’t believe him.

He had connections in the State Department and no passport

had recently been issued to Glen Moody.

The friend smiled when Arnold told him Glen Moody had

no passport.

“I’ll bet you didn’t look under Patrick Moran did you?”

He explained that Glen had procured a false passport

when he was working for a defense firm with a contract that

didn’t allow any contract work to be done outside of the

country. The Seoul company had a subcontract on a portion

of the project. They needed Glen’s expertise desperately.

They paid Glen a big fee to sneak out of the U.S. using his

vacation time so his employers wouldn’t catch on. Glen

would head back to Korea, his friend explained, because he

was in love with a Korean girl who worked at the company.

Arnold was semi convinced. It was worth checking out,

since nothing else had panned out. When Doris had called

him, he was on his way to the airport to board a plane for

Seoul. A day later, Arnold was facing a surprised Glen

Moody in Seoul Korea.

“Patrick Moran?”
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“Yes, who are you?”

Benedict flashed his credentials at him,

“A private investigator working for Sam Bass.”

“I don’t think I know the man.”

“Yes you do, Glen Moody.”

“Moody? My name is Patrick Moran.”

“Cut the bull Glen, I know all about your fake ID.”

Glen began to back away from Arnold,

“What do you want from me?”

“Your presence back at Astro Robo Servant company

headquarters. Our plane leaves in two hours.”

“You can’t force me to go back with you; I deny that I’m

Glen Moody. Sorry, I have to go back to work now.”

Arnold sighed,

“You’re forcing me to show you everything I have on you

Glen.”

He pulled a dossier out of his briefcase; there was a

photograph of Glen included with the papers. Glen studied

the report,

“So what? I was let in to Korea on my ID; I have a

passport and everything.”

Benedict shook his head and smiled,

“You won’t have that passport for long. All I need to do is
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turn in your true identity to the Korean authorities. You will

find yourself in a Korean prison, cut off from any help.”

The implications of the threat caused Glen to reverse his

position quickly.

“Alright, I’ll go back with you; I really don’t have much

choice,” he said in a subdued tone.

On the long trip back to the States Glen refused to answer

any questions. Arnold finally gave up and they completed

the flight in silence. When the plane landed in Chicago

Glen made a break for it as the passengers deplaned.

Much to his surprise two men blocked his exit from the

airplane. One man quickly cuffed him to his wrist. Glen’s

attempts to struggle brought an immediate response from

the other man. He bent one of Glen’s arms back to the point

of excruciating pain and he whispered to Glen,

“It’s not good manners to run away from Mr. Benedict.

We’ll just wait for him right here.”

Arnold was one of the last passengers off the flight.

Unhurried, he strolled up to Glen and his two men,

“Now Glen, we’re going through Customs shortly. Be a

good boy or you go back to Korea, understand?”

Glen nodded, realizing it was useless to try to escape from

Arnold.
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S.B. grinned savagely at Glen Moody,

“Welcome home traitor. You came close to ruining my

company but not quite, nice try.”

“You tub of lard, I’ll find another way to get you.”

Glen fired back.

“I paid you plenty of money,” S.B bellowed, “anything

you did while working for me belongs to me!”

“What you paid me was small potatoes in comparison to

the money you’re making from my inventions. Without my

personality programming, those robots wouldn’t be worth a

thing, and you know it! All I wanted was some patent

protection in case you sold the company some day. That and

a little recognition for my contribution to the success of the

robots. I was loyal to you S.B. and you paid me back by

stealing from me. I won’t tell you anything.”

Arnold Benedict responded,

“Let me handle this S.B.” He stared at Glen,

“You can cooperate nicely or spend about twenty years in

prison. Your choice.”

Glen laughed,

“The Koreans wouldn’t be that severe. I’m not telling you

anything about that robot.”

Arnold continued to stare at him,
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“You weren’t just in Korea illegally with a false passport,.

you were smuggling drugs.”

“What are you talking about? That’s absolutely

ridiculous!”

S.B. was enjoying Glen’s discomfiture. Arnold took his

time finally he said to Glen,

“I have evidence and affadavits sworn to by several

witnesses that you sold drugs to them.”

“It’s a damn lie! They’re lying!” Glen burst out.

“Of course they are Glen but the police won’t believe it’s

a lie. I’m an expert at setting up creeps like you. It’ll stick.

You’ll do time, probably a long time. Now how about

telling Mr. Bass what he wants to know.”

Glen stared at Arnold, his face was drained of color.

Arnold continued to look at him coldly. Glen decided this

man meant business. His defiance collapsed,

“Alright S.B. you win.”

Sam smiled triumphantly,

“Now you little weasel, tell me about Fred. What is the

robot capable of doing?”

“Like I wrote in the letter to Boris, Fred has a sociopathic

personality.”
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“I know that,” S.B. said impatiently, “I want to know how

intelligent Fred is. Does the robot have some deductive

powers we don’t know about?”

Glen hesitated; he was fuming inside, Sam Bass was

going to win again, he thought to himself, but what other

choice did he have. He would have to tell him everything

about Fred. He sighed.

“Fred is a new generation robot. I made some new

program breakthroughs and I used them on Fred.”

“Like what?”

“All of the robots can sense broadly the moods of people.

But Fred is able to read emotions and facial expressions as

well. The robot can almost read your mind. In addition Fred

has four times as many action options available in its

program to meet any given situation.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that Fred has choices, a wide range of choices

from which to select to solve a problem. Also the manner in

which it will react to a situation. In fact, Fred has responses

superior to humans.”

“In what way?” Sam asked him with feelings of anxiety.

“The robot is completely objective. Its decisions are

devoid of fear. It can sense danger then take actions which

are free of panic.”
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“Anything else I should know?”

“Yes. Fred has a special computer I built that allows it to

react faster than the other robots, and, Glen hesitated . . .

“much quicker than humans.”

“Oh my God!” Sam exclaimed, “there’s a monster loose

out there!”

Glen quickly replied,

“Fred isn’t malevolent just annoying to people. The robot

is harmless enough. But I have to admit it’s capable of

causing a lot of trouble.”

Sam exploded, “That damn thing already has!”

S.B. related the terrible experiences of the Fielding family

to Glen. Concluding the story S.B. said,

“So you see Glen, there’s a good chance I’ll be ruined by

your actions. Unless we find Fred before the public finds

out what you’ve created. What can you do to help us catch

that demented machine? Bearing in mind that unless he’s

captured, you’re in deep shit. I will let Arnold go ahead

with his drug charges and put you prison.”

Glen was frightened now; he thought frantically,

“Nothing S.B., all that can be done is to neutralize the

robot assuming that Fred will be found. That’s going to be a

difficult task. Can I go now?”
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Sam leered at him,

“No Glen, you can’t go. Arnold is taking you to a hotel.

You’ll remain there until we find Fred. You could be a very

old man by the time I let you go. You had better hope we

find the robot very soon.”

“But that’s kidnapping,” Glen protested.

“Exactly,” Sam replied coldly.

Arnold pulled Glen to his feet,

“Come on whiz kid, you’ll become real familiar with your

bodyguards. They’ll be living with you twenty four hours a

day from now on. But it’s still a little better than the

slammer.”

Doris watched Arnold leave with Glen Moody in tow. She

entered S.B.’s office without knocking, “You aren’t going

to harm that boy are you? He’s nice , go easy on him S.B.”

“Nice kid?” S.B. snapped, “he tried to to ruin me. No,

Moody won’t be harmed, but he isn’t going anywhere until

that damn robot is found. Then I’ll decide what to do with

him.”

“You mean he’s a prisoner?” Doris asked horrified.

“In a nice hotel with body guards.”

“S.B., that’s cruel.”

“No, it’s justice.”
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Doris lingered,

“You know I’m dying to know what hold ‘Chavez’ has on

Mr. Ice. How about letting me in on it, S.B. I won’t repeat

it, I promise.”

S.B. was feeling expansive and pleased with himself now

that he had caught Glen Moody.

“Ok Doris, but not a word to anyone. If I hear of this from

someone else, I’ll fire you.”

“Oh, you’ve fired me thousands of times in the last thirty

years. But I swear, not a word.”

“You know I have my sources for information, Doris, but

in this case I won’t tell you how I found out about ‘Chavez.’

Too sensitive.

“Anyway, Arnold Benedict was a top CIA agent a few

years ago. He was a rising star. He was sent to New York to

infiltrate a gang of drug dealers who were part of the

terrorist organization, WHB&A. You have heard of them?”

“Well yes, they’ve blown up some buildings and stuff.

But what does the WHB&A stand for?”

“It’s a group of foreigners who are violently anti-

American; the initials stand for ‘We Hate Baseball and

Apple Pie.’ The drug money financed their anti-American

activities, and they lived pretty well too. So, the CIA
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wanted to stop their money flow. Arnold went undercover

posing as a drug dealer. Patiently, he built up a reputation

on the streets. After a year, Arnold struck gold. He was

introduced to Emilio Chavez, the leader of the WHB&A.

Arnold made some small buys from Chavez. He slowly

gained his confidence.

Chavez was a charming, suave international. He was a

careful man, and he had many sources of information within

law enforcement circles. For a while, Arnold’s cover held

up under Emilio’s scrutiny. Arnold Benedict, as you know

Doris, has a big ego, and he likes to believe he’s the

smartest operative ever born. That was his problem in the

WHB&A investigation. Arnold did not check with or share

any of his information with the FBI or NYPD. Everything

he did was on his own.

“Chavez was aware of the undercover people the FBI and

NYPD were using to try to infiltrate his organization. He

ducked, dodged and stalled them off with a great deal of

skill. Then he learned, how, no one knows for sure, that

Arnold was a CIA agent. Chavez saw an opportunity to

relieve the heat being applied to him by law enforcement.

Chavez cultivated a closer relationship with Arnold. He

increased the size of the drug buys. Then he gave Arnold a
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territory to manage for the gang. Arnold was exhilarated by

it all. He just knew the Directorship of the CIA would be his

very soon. Using his sources, Chavez discovered that

Arnold was operating alone and had no contact with the FBI

and NYPD.

“When he was ready Chavez had a meeting with Arnold.

He flattered him, he told him how good it was to have a

man in his organization that he could trust implicitly. There

was a large shipment of heroin coming in; he told Arnold.

So he wanted him to have the valuable job of setting up a

large buy for two groups. Arnold was ecstatic. Chavez

provided him with the names of the leaders of the groups so

Arnold could contact them, and handle the negotiations for

the purchase of the drugs.

“In a week everything had been arranged for the big

purchase and delivery at a warehouse. Arnold had five CIA

agents brought in to help him. Chavez pumped up

Benedict’s ego, again telling him he trusted him to handle

the entire transaction. He would just stand on the sidelines.

“At the appointed time, the five members of the CIA, and

Arnold met with twelve men. Six each from two purchasing

groups. While the money was being exchanged, Chavez

slipped out a side door. Arnold made his move as the drugs
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were about to be moved out of the warehouse. His five men

suddenly showed their weapons then disarmed the twelve

men. They were arrested, protesting to Arnold, who ignored

them.

“Triumphantly, Arnold brought his prisoners to NYPD.

He caused an uproar when the group was interrogated. He

had arrested six FBI agents and six NYPD detectives. All

three police organizations were humiliated. Using good

political sense, the affair was kept confidential, and all

records were sealed about the whole affair. Arnold as the

perpetrator of the disaster was asked to resign. His reason

for leaving was kept secret. He became a private

investigator. If word of the Chavez affair ever leaked out to

the public he would be ruined as a private investigator.”

“You’re a cold one, S.B.”

“I know,” Sam chuckled.

Boris and Vladimir were returning to their hotel in New

York one morning after breakfast, and they spotted a

Groucho Marx crossing the street on the next block. They

quivered with excitement at their good fortune. They

tracked their quarry stealthily, waiting for an opportunity to

jump Groucho. At the entrance to an alley Boris sprang. He

knocked Groucho into the alley. Vladamir tackled the target
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exuberantly. But instead of the anticipated struggle, the

figure went limp. Boris took off his jacket and covered

Groucho. The two excited Russians carried their bundle

down alleys to avoid attention. They slipped into the rear

entrance of their hotel and up a service elevator to Stanley’s

floor. Stanley answered the frantic knocking on his door. He

opened the door and Boris beamed at him.

“We have robot, Stanley, look!”

He saw a bundle being held up by a grinning Vladimir.

The Russians carried their prize into Stanley’s room and

flopped it on the bed. Stanley ripped off the Groucho mask.

He stared down at the face of his unconscious wife, Susan.

“What the hell!” He looked at her with surprise and

concern. “Quick, Boris, wet a towel with cold water. It’s my

wife you captured. I don’t know how, but it’s her.”

Boris was terrified, and he rushed into the bathroom for

the towel. After a few minutes of the cold pack on her

forehead, Susan’s eyes slowly opened. Stanley was greatly

relieved.

“Sooz, it’s me, Stanley. Are you all right?”

“I think so. Oh Stanley, I’ve found you.”

“What were you doing walking around New York in a

Groucho Marx costume?”
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“Well, I couldn’t stand it anymore; I missed you so much,

I tried to find out where you were. I managed to overhear a

bit of Doris’ phone conversations with you one day when I

went to the office to pick her up for lunch. All I could figure

out was that you were in Manhattan looking for Groucho

Marx. I was so desperate to find you. I also knew the hotel

you were using. I thought I’d dress up like Groucho and

maybe you’d see me around the hotel.”

Her voice was trembling as she concluded her explanation,

then she began to sob. Stanley sat on the bed with his arms

around his wife, soothing her. Boris and Vladimir babbled

out apologies, both very frightened. Stanley now had his

hands full; while he patted his wife, he tried to calm the

Russians down, too.

“It’s all right, my wife will be fine. It was an honest

mistake, it wasn’t your fault. Just leave us alone for awhile.”

The pair stopped hovering over the bed and left the room

flashing reassuring smiles at the couple. When they left,

Susan looked at Stanley with pleading eyes,

“Don’t send me away, Stanley, please, please. I won’t ask

what you’re doing or anything. Just let me stay here and

take care of you, please, please, please.”

Stanley had a heart of butter where Sooz was concerned;

she knew it and he knew it. He kissed her and hugged her,
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“If it means that much to you, Sooz, I can’t say no.”

She sighed and snuggled into his shoulder. How can I

keep her from knowing what we’re doing here, he thought

to himself. After all, the hunt for Fred was all he and the

Russian ever talked about. He decided it would be futile to

try to keep a secret like that one from Sooz now. So Stanley

told her everything and finished with a strong admonition

about the confidentiality of the situation. She swore a strong

allegiance to her husband.

Stanley went out to continue the search for Fred. As soon

as he was gone Sooz was on the phone with S.B.

admonishing him for not telling his only beloved daughter

about the serious threat to his business. S.B. sat holding the

phone with his mouth agape, his eyes nearly bugging out of

his head as Susan told him what had just transpired in New

York. It was time for the “Rage Room.” When she had

finished, S.B. stiffly, without looking at anyone, made his

way to the rear of his office. He opened a door and entered

the “Rage Room.”

Taking off his suit jacket and tie, S.B. surveyed the room.

There was a dummy with Stanley’s face on it, another with

John’s likeness and a series of objects that he could hit,

kick, bite, shout at and trample. Stanley’s face took a fearful
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beating as S.B. pummeled the dummy. He panted, sweated

and cursed as he sent the dummy sailing around the room.

The room was soundproof and S.B. could let fly all of his

frustration without disturbing anyone. There were objects to

kick, glasses to throw, things to trample and dummies to

punch. His psychiatrist had designed the room so he could

vent a terrible temper without going to jail or being sued by

injured complainants. It worked reasonably well.

Today, S.B. beat the Stanley dummy until he was a

trembling, exhausted, sweating wreck. At last he shucked

his clothes, drank a liberal amount of bourbon straight, then

waddled naked to a waiting hot tub. Immersed in the

bubbling water he finally let out a sigh.

Fred was a busy robot. His gang had watched in

fascination as the robot, working with city maps had laid

out hijacking plans for cigarette shipments. On Spats’

orders, Artie had stolen a bunch of sophisticated computer

equipment. With the help of the electronic equipment,

Fred’s computer “hacked” into the informational systems of

cigarette distributors. Fred stole their warehousing data,

shipment dates, routes and times of delivery. Then Fred

planned out each raid to perfection.

In no time, the gang had several warehouses crammed full
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with stolen cigarette inventory. Selling on the streets and to

a few cigar store owners was not enough to move the goods

as fast as it piled up. Spats called a meeting.

“Yeah, you guys, the butts gotta be moved, see? So we

gotta go after bigger fish, see?” The young men looked at

each other nervously. “We gotta move in on the vending

machines, that’s where the dough is, big distribution, big

money. Yeah, that’s it, that’s how we do it, see?”

Artie protested,

“But, Spats, those vending machine companies are

controlled by the mob; everyone knows that. We’d get

whacked real fast.”

“No guts, eh? Are you all yella? Is that it?”

They all shook their heads slowly from side to side.

“Okay then, we’re going to go see this guy.”

Spats held up a slip of paper with a name on it.

At the executive offices of the largest vending machine

company in New York, the president of the firm was

startled as his private office door flew open. A strange little

man dressed in clothes from the Prohibition days moved up

to his desk. He was followed by four well-dressed young

men.

“Fisby isn’t it?” Spats barked out the question.
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“Yes, I’m Mr. Fisby, what’s this all about?”

“You’re going to buy your cigarettes from us, see? No

other suppliers from now on, get it?”

Fisby was sure it was a joke someone was pulling on him

and he began to laugh at Spats. The robot shot out an arm.

With lightning speed it grasped Fisby by the suit front. Held

in the air by the steel arm, Fisby was shaken like a rag doll.

“You don’t show no respect Fisby, yeah, no respect. My

boys will start delivery to your warehouse right now, get it?

Besides, you’ll like our prices, lower than anyone in town.

Do you see the light now punk?”

Fisby looked down from his perch above Fred’s head,

very frightened.

“I’ll get my general manager up here right now to work

out the details. And I’ll write you a check for your

cigarettes.”

“No checks, see? Spats Malone only takes cash You do it

now, right?”

“Right.”

Spats gave Fisby the inventory list and a total price. Fisby

called in his secretary and gave her some hurried

instructions. Spats ordered his gang to empty the

warehouses right away. Fisby asked Spats if he could be
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alone in the next room where he had a small vault.

“Not without me, Fisby, you won’t be robbed, business is

business, see?”

Artie and Spats watched Fisby count out the bundles of

cash. When the job was done, Fisby asked Spats,

“Satisfactory?”

“Yeah, Fisby, we got the cash you got cheap cigarettes.”

“Please leave now, Mr. Malone.”

“No, you don’t get it, Fisby, this ain’t no one time deal.

We’ll be back with more next week and you’ll take all we

deliver, see?”

Fisby protested,

“I can’t just suddenly cut out my suppliers!”

Spats swung around, “Yeah you can, if you know what’s

good for you. Catch on now?”

Artie had pulled out a pistol.

“I get it,” Fisby replied weakly.

When Spats left, Fisby placed a call to the silent owner of

the company, Tony (The Eel) Riggatone. Nervously Fisby

babbled out the story of Spats’ visit to his office.

In reply, Tony the Eel said,

“I never heard of this guy Fisby. From what you say, he

sounds like a nut. Wearing spats? He’s got to be crazy.”
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“What do I do?”

“Just play along Fisby; it sounds like we just bought a

bunch of cheap butts. This must be the bunch that hijacked

all of those trucks, some of which we were going to knock

off ourselves. So we made a good deal and saved the risk of

stealing some cigarettes. But no one moves in on our

territory. Just call me with the time they’re supposed to

make the next delivery to the warehouse. That’s all you

need to know Fisby, I’ll handle it.”

Spats hosted a lavish party that night to celebrate the

gang’s success. The robot rented a banquet room at one of

the best hotels in the city. Artie and the boys invited all of

their friends from the neighborhood. It was a strange sight.

The gang in the latest men’s fashions, their street friends in

a wild assortment of clothes. All of the girls they knew were

wearing tiny mini-skirts trying hard to look like Madonna.

Spats sat in a chair on a raised platform observing the

festivities. Some people approached the robot but all

attempts by the guests to talk to Spats were discouraged

rudely by his gang.

Artie had hired a hot rock and roll band. It was inevitable

that the police had to be called three times that night to quiet

the guests and haul off a few. By dawn the banquet room
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was a shambles and people were sprawled everywhere.

Management was demanding damage payments. Spats

grandly paid out twice the amount the manager had

demanded. Then he instructed Artie to clear the room.

Somehow during the course of the wild party a press

photographer got wind of the commotion at the hotel.

Unobserved, he had taken a number of pictures of the party

hoping his newspaper needed a filler somewhere in the

photo section. He shot a number of pictures of the strange

little man perched above the crowd looking much like a

famous movie gangster. It could be a colorful story.

The photographer came back later to see the manager.

After he showed his press credentials the manager was

willing to discuss the wild party.

“I’ll tell you, that bunch will never, never be allowed in

this hotel again! They made a terrible mess in the

ballroom.”

“Why didn’t you have them arrested?”

“Well, we were amply compensated by the host for the

damages. He paid me twice the amount I had demanded.”

“Who was the host?”

“That funny little man in the old-fashioned suit; he calls

himself Spats Malone, isn’t that a riot?”
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“Where does he live?”

“He wouldn’t give us an address just a post office box.

But that’s alright, we’ve been well paid for our trouble.”

The photographer thanked the manager and headed for the

newspaper. The photographer got his wish. There was

enough mystery and color to Spats Malone to convince the

editor to do a picture spread on page six. He needed a filler

anyway.

Stanley slipped quietly out of bed so he wouldn’t disturb

his sleeping wife. Over a cup of coffee, he began his

morning routine. He studied all of the early morning

newspaper editions looking for any clue about Fred. He had

been reading for about an hour, when on page six of one

edition, he saw the hotel party photos. The center picture

was a solo shot of Fred in his gangster outfit. Strange

looking little man Stanley mused and such absurd clothes.

Then suddenly he became alert. Could it be? Stanley put in

a quick call to the costume storeowner.

“Good morning Mr. Peabody; this is Stanley Hays; you

remember me? I’m the one who asked you about the

costumes that were robbed from your store awhile back.

You do remember? Good. Say, did you have a gangster

costume? You know. Prohibition stuff, spats, wide brimmed
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hat? You did? Are you missing one? You are. Well thank

you Mr. Peabody you’ve helped me a lot. Good bye.”

Stanley controlled his excitement; it must be Fred for sure.

He called in the Russians. He showed them the picture in

the newspaper.

“I’m convinced that this is Fred.”

He told them he had contacted the costume shop owner

who had confirmed that he was missing a gangster costume.

“I think Fred switched out of the Groucho outfit after we

nearly nabbed the robot in Greenwich Village. The

newspaper photos explain the help Fred received when you

tried to capture it. Look at these young men in the picture.

Four of them are wearing expensive suits. Do any of you

recognize these guys?”

“That one is looking familiar,” Boris replied excitedly, “is

one stripping me of clothes! I’m sure!”

“Okay,” Stanley said brightly, “we have a new lead on

Fred. Now everyone is to take a copy of this photograph

with you when you search your area today. We now have

the robot and four young men who might be identified and

followed to their hideout. I’m going down to the dock area

around Chambers Street. I just have a hunch Fred is around

that area somewhere.”
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Detective Lieutenant John Stearns sat in a coffeeshop in

Lower Manhattan eyeing the shabby little man sitting across

from him in the booth. Burt munched on his sandwich,

pausing between bites to slurp from a coffee mug.

Stearns shifted in the booth, “I didn’t come down here to

watch you eat Burt. What do you have for me?”

Burt looked at the detective, the stubble on his face turned

up as he smiled,

It’s big news lieutenant worth quite a bit.”

Stearns studied him; he definitely must have something,

“What do you want for your monumental news, Burt?”

“Five hundred dollars.”

“Oh please, you don’t have good enough connections for

any big information. Get reasonable or you’re wasting my

valuable time.”

“No, this is big I swear. I wouldn’t try to hold you up.

We’ve been doing business for a long time lieutenant. I

know the going price for information. Give me some credit

will you?”

Stearns needed to know what he had, but he’d be cool.

“Tell me what you’ve got. I’ll consider your offer if it’s

good, I’ll give you the five bills.”

Burt finished his sandwich lit a cigarette and sighed,

“Okay, I’ll trust you lieutenant.”
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“Thanks a lot.”

“Couple of days ago I’m hustling around the dock area on

the East Side. I come by this warehouse and a guy yells

over to me; do I want to make a few bucks unloading a

couple of trucks. I say sure.” Burt paused inhaled some

smoke, then continued when he saw the look of annoyance

on Stearns’ face. “Anyway I get up and help unload the

trucks. Guess what’s in the load?”

“Come on Burt! I could reach retirement age while you

stretch out this story! Get to the point!”

“It’s cigarettes, all cigarettes. Now since they’re so

anxious to get the trucks unloaded and out of there it must

be stolen goods.”

“So? Were they stolen?”

“Yeah, no tax stamps. I got a look at a few packs.”

“That it? A warehouse full of stolen cigarettes? That’s all?

It’s not worth five bills, Burt, one bill tops.”

“No, there’s more, lieutenant.”

Stearns sighed, “Go on.”

“There’s like four or five of us street guys what unloaded

them trucks. I want to find out what I can, so I disappear in

the back of the building where some young guys settling the

count with some other guys. I figure they bought ’em. I’m

hiding behind some trash barrels near the small office in the
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warehouse, more like a little shack. The young guys leave

with their trucks. Then damned if I don’t get locked in the

warehouse when the other guys leave.”

“Very touching Burt, get to it for God’s sake!”

“Well I go to sleep in a corner. Next morning, the guys

are back. Then, get this, a big car pulls up, and guess who

gets out?”

“Burt, stop dragging this out, I’m warning you!”

“Okay, it’s Tony the eel Riggatone. How about that?

Real careful like, I sneak up to the little office where Tony

has gone with his boys. The wall’s just plywood. With my

ear against it I can hear perfect. It turns out the butts I

unloaded came from a new gang of hijackers headed up by

a guy named Spats Malone.”

Stearns was exasperated, “Spats? Did you say Spats?”

“Yeah, that’s right. Tony never met him, but he describes

the guy to his boys. A little guy dressed like an old time

gangster. The Twenties look. But that’s not the important

thing. When Tony is filling in his boys he mentions his go-

between for the stolen butts; his name is Fisby. I checked.

He’s president of a vending machine company.”

“The biggest. Fisby is ceo of a giant vending company”

Stearns interjected, “you’re right this is a big deal. Go on.”
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“The way Tony puts it, I think the mob owns the vending

company. On the sneak, you know?”

“Any more?”

“Tony is going to eliminate Spats Malone and his gang.

He don’t like no competition. Tony lays out the plan for

whacking these guys on the next delivery of cigarettes.”

“When? When will they deliver another load?”

“I don’t know.”

“Dammit Burt! What good is all of this if we don’t know

when the next deal is going down?”

“They expect the next delivery this week. I don’t think

Tony knows what day. I got the impression they have to

wait for a call from this little character Spats Malone. All

you have to do is tap the phone in the warehouse, then stake

it out and wait. What more do you want?”

Stearns sat back staring at Burt, trying not to show that he

was excited, “Alright Burt your five bills will be left at the

usual drop. Thanks for the information.”

Burt displayed a broken toothed grin, “I knew it was

good.” He got up and left the diner.

Stearns was absolutely elated. Here was a chance to get

Tony the Eel, and another mob all in one raid. Man this is

big, he thought excitedly. Just like the old Prohibition days.
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Bootleg goods, rival gangs in a shootout, and the police

there to nab them all. All of his life he had heard the stories

about the wild Twenties from his grandfather, a longtime

retired cop and his cronies. They made it all sound so

glamorous and dangerous. They talked about how tough

cops were then and how smart. They contemptuously

remarked about how easy it is for cops these days.

Stearns couldn’t wait to tell four of his buddies in the

department who had also been subjected to all of the great

stories about the old days. Now they would have their

chance to prove they were as tough and efficient as the old

farts.

At a bar that evening the five detectives sat at a table

planning their raid on the warehouse. They were giddy

about the big chance that had been dropped in their laps.

Talk about rival gangs, bootleg cigarettes and the big raid

went on until closing time. All they had to do was wait to

hear the day of the next shipment. They would be ready.

Sneaking into his home so he didn’t disturb his family,

Stearns crept down into the basement. Silently he opened a

storage room door and pulled out a bundle wrapped up

tightly in a blanket. Undoing the straps, Stearns looked

down lovingly at the weapon in the package. He picked it
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up stroking the barrel of the gun. It was a Thompson sub-

machine gun, a period piece right out of the Twenties. He

fingered the round ammunition magazine that held fifty

bullets. He clicked the magazine into place on the underside

of the weapon. The “Tommy gun” was in perfect condition,

all oiled and gleaming. He smiled. He would use the

Thompson when they raided the warehouse. Wrapping the

weapon up in its cover, he put it away and went upstairs to

bed.

Stanley came crawling back to the hotel late that night. He

had drawn another blank, no Fred. Susan met him at the

door; she looked at him anxiously.

“Are you alright Stanley? You look so discouraged.”

“Oh Sooz, I was so sure my hunch would pan out. I

tramped the streets downtown all day. No luck at all. But I

still think I’m right.”

Susan led him to the couch sat him down and cuddled up

in his lap. She stroked his hair and said soothingly,

“Well you try again tomorrow Stanley. I believe in you. If

you have a hunch I just know you’re right.”

“I hope so,” Stanley groaned.

Susan kissed him and caressed his face.
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Chapter Six

The next day Stanley sent the Russians out for another

day of searching for Fred. He headed for Bellevue to see

John before continuing his rounds in Lower Manhattan.

Doris had pushed him to visit John. She had admonished

Stanley to have a little compassion for John even though

S.B. was being a fiend about his nephew. She filled him

with guilt when she reminded him about his feelings when

he was in the loony bin. It struck a chord.

Stanley was allowed to see John in a small bare room

containing just a table and a few chairs. John looked a little

wild. His thick hair stood up in several places and his eyes

were too bright.

John grasped Stanley’s hand, “You’ve got to get me out of

here Stanley. I’ll do anything, anything,” he pleaded.

Suddenly he giggled nervously.

“Easy John,” Stanley said, “When will they let you out of

here?”

“Maybe never I can’t convince Dr. Cameron I’m not a

homicidal maniac, or out of touch with reality. All he seems

to see is a man with a homicidal complex.”
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Stanley remembered his own ordeal with his doctor,

“I know John, I know.”

John giggled again. He looked around cautiously and

whispered to Stanley,

“If I don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to go over the

edge. Look, I know S.B. hates me but can’t you talk to him?

Promise him anything.. I’ll leave the country if he wants me

to, or anything else he wants! Please! Please!”

He pleaded desperately grasping Stanley’s suit lapels.

“Easy John, I promise I’ll talk to him. Although God

knows he doesn’t like me either. Maybe I can get to him

through Doris. She is the only one who has the upper hand

with him.”

“Oh thank you buddy.”

Buddy? Stanley thought to himself, not hardly. As

despicable as John was, Stanley felt compassion for him.

“Now hang in there John, I’ll speak to Doris today. Just

try to hold on.”

“Oh thank you, Stanley, I’m counting on you.”

Stanley called Doris,

“We’ve got to get John out of Bellevue; he’s a wreck.

Can’t you talk S.B. into getting him out?”

“Sam is enjoying his little revenge on obnoxious John. I

can’t persuade him to spring John from the cuckoo’s nest.”
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“Well, what can we do?”

“It’s desperation time, Stanley. I’ll have to contact John’s

mother. Of course S.B. will catch hell for leaving John in

Bellevue.”

Doris’ solution sounded rather drastic,

“You’ll be fired Doris there must be another way.”

“You underestimate me Stanley. I’ll slip the information

to Georgianne anonymously. You think I’m crazy? S.B. will

never know I made the call. He might suspect me, but he’ll

never be able to prove anything.

“I hate to do this to Sam; you know Georgianne, an older

sister can be cruel. But he brought this on himself damn

stubborn fool. So relax Stanley, I’ll have John out of

Bellevue in a day or so.”

Doris changed the subject, “It’s lucky you reached me on

the phone and not S.B.”

“Why Doris? What have I done now?”

“Susan called him, and she was furious that her own

father wouldn’t tell her about Fred.”

“Oh no, Stanley groaned, but I swore her to secrecy.”

“That’s nice Stanley, you really are naive aren’t you? This

is father/daughter stuff, you’re just in the middle my boy.”

“Is S.B. really angry at me?”
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“Two hours in the Rage Room after Susan’s call.”

“That bad, huh?”

“One of the worst in recent months. Just catch that damn

robot soon Stanley, and all will be forgiven.”

He then brought Doris up to date on the search, and Fred’s

latest disguise. After he hung up he went downtown to

continue his quest for the robot.

Late in the afternoon, Stanley decided to take a break. He

sat down at a table near the window in a small coffee shop.

As he sipped on his coffee he idly watched the activity on

the street. The neighborhood was strictly industrial. The

brick buildings were shabby, used mostly now as storage

facilities. Trucks came and went. Forklift trucks moved in

and out on the loading platforms.

Then all of a sudden a shiny limousine pulled up across

the street and four young men in suits stepped out. Stanley

came to life as he recognized one of them from the

newspaper photo. He rose from the table paid his bill and

walked out of the coffee shop. He sauntered casually away

from the four men and made his way up to the next

intersection. Crossing the street Stanley then moved quickly

down the block toward the parked car.

Artie led his men to the door of the warehouse.
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“Now do like Spats said stay cool and let me do the

talking. We gotta let these guys know we’re tough and all

business.”

His three companions nodded. Artie punched the bell button

next to the door and the group was let inside.

Stanley ran to the door but it was locked. He made his

way down an alley adjacent to the old building. There was a

ramp on the side used to store rubbish. He crept behind a

stack of crates, looked around, then spotted a window about

six feet over his head. It had a broken windowpane. If the

people inside are talking close to the window, I should be

able to hear their conversation through the hole in the glass,

he reasoned to himself.

Carefully and quietly Stanley stacked a couple of crates

next to the wall. He stepped up on them and peered through

the small window. The images were blurred from the

accumulated grime on the glass. But he was in luck, the

window was over the heads of the men inside the building.

With his ear to the hole in the glass, Stanley could hear the

conversation clearly.

Artie was saying to one of the men,

“We just did a big score outside of New York and we

need to move the butts in real quick.”
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“How much you got?”

“A full trailer; we can keep ‘em out of sight for just a few

days then we gotta move in here.”

“Fisby said okay on another shipment but with one hitch.”

“What’s the hitch?” Artie inquired suspiciously.

“He don’t want Spats coming to his office no more. It

looks funny, he said. He don’t want no one to get curious

about the stolen butts. So he wants us to pay you off here

when you deliver. Mr. Fisby said he’ll only give the cash to

Spats Malone and no one else. So Spats will have to be here

too. That OK with you?”

Artie looked at him, wondering if it was a setup.

“I’ll tell Spats. What about the delivery?”

“Let’s make it tomorrow at two in the afternoon.”

“OK, see you then.” Artie and his men left the warehouse.

Stanley waited on his perch. He heard the man laugh.

“Tony will love this. We’re going to whack those guys

and get a warehouse full of butts for free. Let’s go, I gotta

meet Tony.”

Stanley waited until everyone had cleared out of the

warehouse before he jumped down from his listening post

by the window. He was sure that Spats Malone was really

Fred in disguise and the young men were his gang. Artie
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had been identified by Boris from the banquet photo in the

newspaper. Although Stanley’s observation post was not the

best, he was certain that Artie was the gang leader that had

done the talking with the other man. Now he knew where

Fred would be tomorrow and precisely at what time.

He headed back to the hotel to round up the Russians so

he could carefully plan how to ambush Fred. He couldn’t

allow the robot to escape again, and he certainly couldn’t

tell the police. He and the Russians would have to be at the

warehouse and attempt to neutralize Fred while the delivery

was being made. Stanley realized it was a dangerous plan.

These were mob members he was going to deal with. He

would have to move with great caution.

Stearns learned of the planned meeting via the wiretap he

had installed in the warehouse office phone. When one of

his detectives delivered the tape to him and he heard the

plans his heart leapt with excitement. He called his four

buddies and they agreed to meet that evening down by the

warehouse so they could lay out a plan of attack.

Susan was happy to have Stanley return to the hotel early,

“I’m so glad you’re here early. I’ve been so lonesome

Stanley. You look excited, is there some good news?”

He lifted her off the floor and kissed her,
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“Great news, I know where the robot will be tomorrow

afternoon. I just have to make a plan with the Russians for

Fred’s capture. Then it’ll be all over Sooz, We can go

home.”

Susan’s eyes filled with tears, “That’s wonderful Stanley.

I want our life to be like it was. I hate this hotel.”

“We have some time before the Russians come back

Sooz,” Stanley murmured.

“By all means, Stanley,” she replied softly.

In the evening Stanley met with the Russians. He had

caused Susan to cry again because he insisted that she stay

in their room while he had his meeting. He didn’t want her

to hear how dangerous his plan was to nab Fred. When he

finished laying out the assignments for each man in the raid,

Boris commented,

“I guess is best we can do, but is much danger, yes? Will

be gangsters with guns, how we stay out of fire? This

Riggatone fellow is going to kill yunk men. Maybe us too.”

“I know Boris, Stanley conceded, “but if we can grab Fred

just as he steps out of the limo I think we have a good

chance of succeeding without any harm to anyone.”

Joe Marinara sat at a small table in the warehouse. He

hated the place. He didn’t smoke and the warehouse reeked
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of pungent tobacco smells. Over the years that the facility

had been used as a drop for stolen cigarettes forklift trucks

had punctured holes in the cartons damaging the

merchandise. The floor was littered with broken cigarettes

and loose tobacco. Geez, that smell he thought disgustedly

as his nose twitched. He looked at his watch, it was five

minutes to two. At least he could get out of the place soon.

He checked his automatic pistol with the attached silencer.

He slid the action back. Perfect. “The Eel” won’t have no

more trouble with these guys, he thought.

Riggatone’s eight men were hidden at various points in

the warehouse forming a deadly crossfire ambush for Spats

and his four men. They intended to hit them as soon as the

truck was inside being unloaded. All of their weapons had

silencers on them. The attack would be deadly swift and

silent. No one passing by on the street would hear a thing.

Unaware of the police who were moving into their

positions, Stanley strolled casually across the street from the

warehouse. The Russians had arrived an hour before and

were staked out at four locations in the alley. Their signal to

move in was when Stanley crossed the street and headed for

the warehouse.
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Detective Stearns was also prepared for his attack. Squad

cars would block off both ends of the street as soon as the

truck with the cigarettes rolled up to the warehouse. Stearns

and his four fellow detectives would then move in on both

gangs. He had been amazed at the array of old weapons his

buddies had brought along. However, he couldn’t say too

much to them since he was carrying his cherished

Thompson sub machine gun. His adrenalin was pumping

now. What a bust this is going to be, he thought excitedly.

Two of the detectives had slipped cautiously down the

alley to cover the side door of the warehouse. They came

upon Boris in whispered conversation with Valdimir. They

were speaking in Russian. The detectives slipped up behind

them, nodded to one another then took the Russians from

behind. Boris and Vladmir were suddenly held in the grasp

of powerful arms and their mouths were quickly clasped

shut before they could utter a sound.

Detective O’Meara whispered to the other detective,

“Let’s cuff ’em and gag ’em. We’ll come back later and

find out what they’re doing out here. Maybe they’re KGB.”

The other detective nodded in agreement. They left the

Russians cuffed to a drainpipe with their mouths taped shut.

At precisely two o’clock Artie drove up to the warehouse in
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the limo. The cigarette truck was following closely behind

him. He parked the limo at the curb in front of the

warehouse while the truck maneuvered around and backed

up to the loading platform. Spats Malone stepped out of the

limo. The robot headed for the warehouse door followed by

Artie.

Stanley had been watching the limo closely. He timed his

move and suddenly ran across the street directly at Fred.

Stanley was within ten feet before Fred was aware of him.

Rotating its control panel the robot detected lanky Stanley

bearing down on him with a gadget in his hand.

“It’s Stretch again,” Fred yelled. The robot moved swiftly

toward Stanley. Caught by surprise, Stanley froze in place.

Fred stiff-armed him knocking him flat on the pavement.

Joe heard the noise outside and he ran to the front door.

Artie and his men started to run after the robot. Joe yelled to

his men, “Let’s go! They’re getting away!” The thugs

emerged from their hiding places in the warehouse and

collected around Joe.

“Down the alley!” Joe shouted at them. They all took off

at top speed.

Stearns came around from the rear of the truck with two

other detectives. They let loose a burst of gunfire at the
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running men. They whirled around to face this new threat

and returned the gunfire. Then the alley erupted as the other

detectives stationed there began to shoot. Then Artie and his

boys opened fire. There were now three separate groups

shooting at top speed. It became a wild affair of confused

men shouting and shooting at one another. It was difficult to

determine who the enemy was.

Joe Riggatone bolted first followed by his eight men.

They ran down the alley away from the shooting. Artie and

his boys ran in the opposite direction right into the arms of

Detective Stearns and his two detectives. The two other

detectives that had captured the Russians were bowled over

by Joe and his men. At the end of the alley Joe found the

way blocked by four squad cars. Behind the squad cars was

an array of policemen with their weapons trained on him

and his bunch.

In the front of the warehouse Stanley had risen to his feet

and chased after Fred. It was headed down the street as fast

as the utility wheels would move the robot. Stanley

stretched out his long legs in pursuit of the robot firing his

electronic gun wildly as he went. As Fred was whirring

along toward the end of the block, police squad cars quickly

blocked the street in front.
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A policeman manning a squad car microphone

commanded Fred and Stanley to halt. Stanley froze

immediately when he saw many gun barrels pointed at him.

Fred zigged to the right along the wall of a building. The

police opened fire on the robot and several bullets bounced

off Fred. The robot kept moving like a lightning bolt toward

the police cars in a hail of gunfire.

There was only a two foot gap between the squad cars, but

Fred zipped through the opening. Veering left Fred zoomed

down a narrow space between two buildings. Bullets

ricocheted off the walls of the buildings with a continuous

whining noise.

“Who’s covering the next street?” a lieutenant yelled.

A police sergeant replied, “No one sir, all of the action was

right here.”

“Get a car around there quick,” the lieutenant commanded.

A squad car immediately roared to life and sped around

the block with its lights blazing. Fred had reached the other

street racing full bore. The robot sped across the avenue

narrowly missing several moving cars. Computer working

at top speed the robot headed for a dock jutting out over the

river. Fred’s power was draining away quickly from all of

the emergency use. Ten feet away from the end of the pier

Fred went black, power completely gone. The robot coasted
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silently on momentum over the edge of the dock. Tumbling

downward thirty feet the silent robot landed heavily into the

trash piles of a garbage scow just getting underway. On the

dock above the moving tugboat, police cars scrambled

around the dock area looking for any sign of Spats Malone.

The news was full of the colorful story of the shootout,

the arrest of two mobs, the breaking up of a major cigarette

black market operation and finally the clearing of the four

Russian scientists suspected of being KGB agents. Stanley

narrowly missed another trip to Bellevue. With S.B.’s

consent he was allowed to tell a police official about Fred.

The police commissioner listened to Stanley looking at

him coldly,

“Why didn’t you come to us in the first place?”

“We thought it best to keep the whole thing as quiet as

possible. Fred is not dangerous to people. I mean, the robot

is anti-social but it’s not programmed to kill or anything like

that. Look, this story probably would have been blown out

of all proportion by the media. It could have caused a crisis”

“Suppose that’s true,” the commissioner agreed.

“There could have been a real panic situation here in New

York. People shooting at ‘crazed’ robots, hurting one

another, destroying property. It would have been ugly.”
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“Okay, I get the point,” replied the commissioner irritably,

“so now what? This robot, Fred or whatever, has just

disappeared again.”

“Sir, I have to keep looking for him.”

“Only if I say you can young man. This is a delicate

situation, I don’t want a panic here in New York any more

than you do. Let me think a minute.”

The commissioner fiddled with a pencil as he thought.

Then he finally sighed.

“Okay, I’ve got it. You and your Russian scientists keep

looking for the robot, but in cooperation with a five man

special squad. We’ll track this damned tin can down.

Agreed?”

Stanley reluctantly accepted the proposal, since he didn’t

really have a choice.

“One other thing, commissioner,” Stanley said at the door

as he was leaving.

“What?” the commissioner asked heavily.

“Would you please release John Bensing from Bellevue

Psychiatric; he’s one of our team. He was committed there

when we tried to capture Fred in a night club.”

“Will do,” the commissioner replied.
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Several weeks went by without any Fred sightings.

Stanley was forced to cooperate with the police. The city

was divided into geographical grids. Stanley, John and the

Russians worked with the special police squad roaming

their areas in unmarked police cars. The policemen were

somewhat suspicious of the electronic devices S.B.’s team

carried with them. Ultimately they were forced to aim the

devices at themselves and activate them to prove no harm

could be done to humans.

Satisfied, the policemen actually became friends with

their partners. Except for John Bensing. There was a

constant battle of wills between him and Patrolman Engles.

Stanley had to step in several times as a peacemaker.

“This is now a police matter; John, just go along with

Engels for God’s sake,” he warned, “if word gets back to

S.B. that you‘re causing any trouble, we’re both going to

regret it.”

“I’m not worried,” John replied, “my mother knows about

my stay in Bellevue. Right now S.B. wouldn’t dare say a

word to me.”

S.B. was indeed in trouble with his sister. Doris was

mysteriously absent when S.B.’s sister arrived at the office

.It was the same day John had called her from New York
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relating the horror of his stay in Bellevue. She ranted, raved

and threatened her brother. Some of the threats caused S.B.

to tremble his jowls shaking like jelly. She knew some

serious secrets about her brother. S.B. was paying dearly for

his revenge on his nephew John.

When she left after extracting a promotion for John, a pay

raise and a little something for herself, Doris magically

reappeared.

“Where the hell have you been?” S.B. shouted at her.

“Just tidying up loose ends in Planning. Why, did I miss

something? Doris asked serenely.

“You knew damn well my sister was coming here, didn’t

you?”

“She wasn’t in my appointment book, how would I

know?” Doris replied with hurt innocence.

“Oh, what’s the use?” S.B. retorted, “I’m surrounded by

people out to get me.”

“That’s the kind of thinking Dr. Slower told you to avoid

at all cost S.B.”

“Damn him and everyone else,” S.B. replied and stalked

into his office.

Doris appeared in the doorway, “You have a meeting at 3

in the conference room”
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“Okay” S.B. mumbled.

There were several good reasons why Fred hadn’t been

seen. When the robot had tumbled into the garbage scow, no

one on shore or on the tugboat had noticed. Fred lay atop

the garbage all dressed up in his gangster suit. Toward

evening one of the crew walked to the stern of the boat to

smoke his pipe. Relaxing and smoking Ole scanned the

water around him. As the man continued to glance around

Fred on his perch in the garbage scow caught his eye.

“Yumpin’ Yiminy!” Ole exclaimed.

“What is it, Ole?” the skipper asked from behind him. He

too was out for a smoke.

“Look dere,” Ole pointed toward Fred.

“Holy cow it looks like a man. We’ll have to take a look.”

Neither of them wanted to walk on the squishy garbage.

But in just a minute with their rubber boots on they set off

toward Fred. Being completely without power Fred lay inert

in the smelly refuse. The two men prodded at the robot.

“Looks like he’s dead,” said the skipper.

“Yumpin’ Yiminy,” Ole said as he stared at Fred.

“Maybe it’s a gang killing and they dropped the body off

a dock as we went by. I can’t think of any other way this

corpse would’ve ended up here,” the skipper observed.
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“Let’s look for some identification.”

With their fingertips, they went through Fred’s pockets.

“Look at this roll of money,” the skipper exclaimed,

eyeing a fat roll of bills. “Gangster alright; no one else

carries this kind of loot.”

“I don’t see no blood, skipper,” Ole said as he felt around

on the body. Opening Fred’s shirt he was shocked to see a

metallic covering rather than flesh. Must be a bulletproof

vest he thought, as he continued to strip Fred.

“Vell look at this skipper, it ain’t no man, it’s a machine.”

“Let me see.” The skipper saw the control panel. “Hey,

that’s an Astro dressed up like a man. Someone must be real

upset about now. They’re worth over a hundred grand.”

They carried Fred to the tugboat.

“If this thing ain’t broke let’s hook it up to the generator

and see if it works,” one of the deckhands offered.

After a few hours of fresh juice Fred came back to full

power. But a strange thing happened when Fred was

operational: The robot could not identify its surroundings.

On every side was water and being completely unfamiliar to

its programming, Fred was disoriented. At the skipper’s

voice commands Fred went to the galley of the tugboat. It

was a long voyage down to Virginia where the garbage was
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to be placed in a landfill. The robot became a welcome cook

and cleaner on the boat taking over a number of chores the

crew detested.

For several weeks, Fred was on the tugboat unable to be

more than a typical Astro servant. Temporarily in the

strange surroundings its anti-social behavior was mollified.

The crew had a new source of entertainment. They tried all

kinds of tests to find out what the Astro was programmed to

do. The special package of famous people imitations was a

particularly big hit with them.

Now everything would have been fine if the skipper

hadn’t been an honest man. Fred would have stayed on the

tugboat as an invaluable member of the crew. But the

skipper decided he had to turn this valuable property back to

its owner in New York City. He would take the robot to a

police station when they docked in New York.

Several weeks later Fred was whirring along next to the

skipper in the busy New York dock area. Its orientation

came back at the sight of familiar surroundings. Ole was

accompanying the skipper.

“Yah sure, you betcha, it’s good ting you do, sir. The

police vill find the owner for sure, I bet.”

When Fred heard “police,” the word whirled around in its
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computer conjuring up a picture of Stretch chasing and

trying to do harm. “Harm! Danger!” the computer warned,

“must run away!” Fred’s control panel whirled back and

forth searching for a way to escape.

As the three figures passed by a cargo ship Fred saw a

large group of people on the dock and a lot of activity going

on. Out of the hold a crane was lifting a large cage.

Although it was covered the roar of lions couldn’t be

mistaken for anything else.

“Look,” said Ole, “dere’s a circus being unloaded from

dat ship.”

Down the gangplank came a group of clowns holding a

red and yellow banner that read “Byzerski Circus.”

Photographers were busy snapping pictures of the clowns.

“Wonder where they’re from?” the skipper commented

“Dunno, Skipper,” Ole replied, “dat name though must be

Russian or someting.”

Ole was correct, the Byzersky Circus was from Russia.

They were booked into Madison Square Garden for the

approaching Christmas season.

Fred saw an opportunity as the clowns came closer to

them surrounded by the press. The robot broke to the right,

then used the clowns as a screen in a dash down the dock.
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“Hey!” the skipper shouted.

“By golly!” Ole yelled. The two men dashed into the

group pushing and shoving to get through. The clowns

pushed back.

“Hey, watch it!” a clown exclaimed taking a wild swing at

Ole. He missed and hit a photographer who yelled and

punched the clown back.

That’s how riots start. A riot started. Like dominos people

were drawn into the wild melee. This man hit that man and

so forth. The skipper and Ole were surrounded by a sea of

milling, yelling, pummeling people. Thoughts of finding

Fred were abandoned for thoughts of survival.

Fred whirred along to a platform leading to the hold of the

cargo ship. The robot zipped into the open bay quickly

scanning the surroundings. There were large trunks in the

hold and Fred opened up several trunks of costumes.

Grabbing one that seemed to be the best camouflage for its

robot body Fred put on an orangutan suit. Fred whirred

down the dock about ten yards when several circus workers

saw Fred.

“Gorilla loose! Gorilla loose!” they yelled. The two men

and ten stevedores who heard the alarm swarmed over to

Fred. They chained it, then put the robot into a cage with
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several other orangutans. A truck picked up the cage drove

carefully around the police cars that had arrived to quell the

riot and headed for Madison Square Garden.
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Chapter Eight

Fred tried to pull the bars loose in the cage but no luck.

Then Fred tried to bend the bars to squeeze through no luck

there either. Gertrude and Suzy watched Fred closely. Their

female orangutan minds decided Fred was a male judging

by the aggressive behavior. Love lights shone in their eyes.

Shyly Gertrude and Suzy bumped Fred with their hips.

Knocked off balance Fred retaliated pinching both of them.

With hurt cries of surprise, Gertrude and Suzy picked up

Fred and threw the robot through the air. Fred landed

against the front of the cage falling with a thud. Fred’s

computer registered

“Be careful with these two, could lose machine parts!”

At the Garden, handlers opened the cage, and Gertrude

and Suzy descended to the floor followed by Fred. Their

trainer Yosef looked at the third orangutan, “Didn’t know

boss bought another one!” He approached Fred who tried to

make a dash for it. But the two females grasped him firmly

they weren’t about to lose this virile male. Fred was

helplessly dragged along to the circus ring.

“Now we rehearse, Gertrude,” Yosef said. Gertrude was

apparently the star.
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“You watch,” Yosef told Fred. There was a red table with

chairs to match already set up. A number of trapezes hung

over the set. On the table was a tea set including a teapot

and two cups.

“OK, Gertrude,” Yosef ordered.

Gertrude sat down at the table while Suzy sat in the other

seat. Gertrude poured tea into the cups. The orangutans

made a drinking motion with the cups then rubbed their

stomachs. Suzy then poured from the teapot making a

gesture of tipping it over. Gertrude swung at Suzy who

escaped by climbing the trapeze; it was part of the act. Suzy

was then chased by Gertrude through a dizzying set of

maneuvers on the trapezes. Afterwards they jumped down

and bowed.

“Very good.” Yosef said approvingly.

“What will I do with you?” Yosef asked, looking at Fred.

The robot sensed it was best to cooperate just now and

look for a break later. Fred grabbed a trapeze bar swung up

and when hidden from view, used two other arms to grab a

second bar. It made a switch to the second one with blazing

speed. Gertrude and Suzy watched with admiration and love

in their eyes.
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“You very fast” Yosef exclaimed, “maybe you just do that

with Gertrude and Suzy. Should make a good show with

three apes on trapezes.”

Yosef then proceeded to show Fred the routine at the tea

table. Fred played along through two rehearsals then did the

routine perfectly.

“Very good!” said Yosef, “what we call you? How about

Max? I like it, we’ll call you Max!”

Fred’s computer was working at full speed trying to solve

the problem of escaping. Returned to the cage after the

rehearsals full attention was paid to every detail of the

literal jail. No answers were forthcoming. No opening was

large enough to squeeze through. Then there was the

problem of two love-sick orangutans watching adoringly

every move Fred made. Need to keep machine parts

together. Fred’s computer recorded.

The following afternoon there was a matinee performance.

Yosef, with several assistants dressed the orangutans and

Fred in their costumes. The robot looked over the scene

with ideas for an escape route flashing through its computer.

At the moment there was no way out. Gertrude had her arm

around him nuzzling Fred with her head. Yosef then led his
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act out into the arena. It was noisy and bustling with acts;

the lights blazed and the music was blaring. In one of the

rings the set for the orangutans was ready. Yosef arranged

them at the table for their opening. The two females were

well trained and they sat perfectly still waiting for Yosef’s

command.

In the front row of the arena a gang of children was sitting

together. A rather bored boy decided to liven things up.

“Hey, ape,” he shouted. Yosef was used to this, and he

knew how to keep his charges calm murmuring soothing

words to them. Receiving no response the boy began to

throw peanuts at them. Although several peanuts hit

Gertrude and Suzy they held their positions. Then the boy

decided Fred was a good target. After several missiles hit

the robot a number of the children joined him. Fred was

being bombarded.

Quickly Fred gathered up the peanuts before Yosef could

do anything and with powerful arms rifled the peanuts back

at the children. At high velocity the shots were accurate.

The air was suddenly filled with the shrieks and cries of a

number of children. Parents became angry and climbed into

the ring. Yosef moved to protect his act. He was punched as

the orangutans chattered excitedly and leaped onto the

trapezes. Fred was still firing peanuts at the crowd.
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“Hey Rube!” yelled one of the circus workers as they

converged on the mob. In all the excitement, Fred zipped

down an aisle and headed for the great outdoors. No one

missed Fred; they were all too busy defending themselves.

The robot’s computer memory was busy trying to find a

bearing on the location. Fred was headed for the one safe

location it knew in this city. Staying in the cover of alleys,

the robot found a place to hide until nightfall. When it was

dark Fred headed toward Greenwich Village to the

basement where there was a power source and a change of

disguise.

Fred whirred across a street quickly heading for the alley

on the other side. Near the entrance the robot ran into

something hidden in the gloom. Fred’s gyroscope couldn’t

react quickly enough and the robot presented a ridiculous

sight sprawling in the orangutan suit.

“Hey!” yelled someone in the shadows, “watch it!”

Thrusting out two arms, Fred became upright. An old

wino looked at Fred.

“You damn near broke my legs hitting me like that.”

He peered closely at Fred through bleary eyes,

“You’re the hairiest son of a bitch I’ve ever seen!
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Have a drink?”

He stumbled as he moved forward, the bottle tipped and

the robot’s control panel was doused with wine. Then a

strange phenomena occurred. The fumes from the wine

caused a chemical reaction in the computer and its activities

became random and erratic. In short, Fred was drunk!

Totally disorganized Fred just stood there in a sort of trance

A giggle erupted. What’s this “giggle,” its computer asked.

It’s a giggle, it answered itself.

“I’m Tom,” the derelict stated, “God man I don’t know

where you’ve been, but you don’t have any clothes on.

Quick duck in this doorway. Cops see you like that you’ll

be arrested for indecent exposure.”

Fred obediently went into the doorway where Tom had a

large plastic bag full of clothes stacked. Fumbling and

slipping he dragged out a red baseball cap and managed to

place it on Fred’s dome after several tries. He reeled

backward and admired his work.

“Okay, now a shirt, pants and some shoes.”

Outfitting Fred, since they were both drunk took nearly an

hour. There were false starts, giggling and things put on

backwards. At last Fred was dressed over his orangutan suit

in a red baseball cap, a lime green shirt, maroon trousers,

dirty white sneakers and a shabby black jacket.
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It was bizarre with the orangutan face and hairy hands.

Tom put his arm around Fred,“What’s your name buddy?”

Fred tried to remember,

“Max, no, no, thass not it.” Giggle. “Iss Fred.”

“Come on Fred, iss time to go to work.”

Tom and Fred walked several blocks no one in New York

paid any attention to them. At the entrance to a subway Tom

took up his position and began to panhandle.

“Hey, buddy, I just need a dollar to get home. Lost my

wallet.”

“Same to you, pal.”

“Couldn’t you help me out here? My friend there’s real

sick how ‘bout a little help so I can get him to a doctor?”

“Don’t ever ask me for help, if that’s how you’re gonna

be.”

Over the next two hours, Tom managed to collect three

dollars.

“Thass all she wrote old Fred,” Tom said, “can’t get any

more outta this crowd. Come on, we’ll go meet the boys.”

It was close to dark when they arrived at the rear of an old

building. Tom led Fred under the truck loading dock.

“Warmest place in New York Fred. Steam pipes run under

the concrete here. Warm your ass right up. Old Pete should

be here soon.”
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Fred was still in a stupor. “Okay” was the weak reply.

Within an hour, three more bums had shown up, Pete

being the last to arrive with a gallon of Port wine.

“Okay pay up, you guys,” he demanded.

They all put in their money then began to pass the jug

around. Fred merely passed the jug.

Tom said, “Don’t be shy Fred help yourself.”

Fred replied, “don’t drink I think,” then giggled.

“Oh I remember, you just like it splashed on you,” Tom

said with a laugh. “Here,” he threw some wine at Fred.

The alcohol hit Fred’s control panel and the computer was

gassed with more fumes.

The four bums and the robot laughed and talked about

everything. Unexpectedly Fred began to sing and so they all

sang for awhile. Then Fred entertained them with Grouch

Marx imitations. Suddenly Fred spotted an electric socket.

Fumbling, the robot brought out the power cord and

plugged it in. Out of control as the electric current surged

in, Fred glowed under the costume, turning a rainbow of

colors.

“Wow,” Tom said in awe, “I wish I could get a rush like

that!”

In no time at all Fred descended into the underbelly of
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society. Panhandling with Tom and Pete, getting doused

repeatedly with wine the robot was spinning crazily along.

Then there were regular hits of electricity that the winos

watched with envy. They all wished they had an electric

plug too. They also discovered some of Fred’s other talents;

the robot could shoot an arm out twenty feet and steal for

them without fear of being caught.

Several weeks later two of the Russian scientists were

down in lower Manhattan searching around for any sign or

word of Fred. The police had given up. The special unit

formed to help find Fred had been disbanded. So Stanley,

John and the scientists on their own again. Passing an alley,

Boris saw some derelicts laughing and pointing at a strange,

hairy man in a red baseball cap. Fred plugged into an

electric outlet and began to glow with colors through the

eyes of the orangutan suit. Loud music was blaring from a

portable radio and Fred was dancing as he glowed.

Boris quickly analyzed the situation. “Fraad!” he yelled.

He grabbed Petrov by the arm and they ran toward the

group. Tom spotted them coming. Boris yelled, “Fraad” and

pulled out his electronic gun.

Tom vaguely realized they were after his buddy, Fred.
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“Run, Fred, run!”

Fred distantly heard his name and “run.” Down came the

utility wheels and the robot sped off blindly down the alley.

Tom rolled several empty trashcans toward the Russians,

momentarily stalling them. Boris fired wildly with his

electronic gun, while the bums scattered for cover. As the

Russians passed Tom in pursuit of Fred he raised two wine

bottles, took careful aim and clobbered the scientists. As

they fell unconscious Tom jumped and whooped in a war

dance around his victims.

“Mess with Ole’ Tom, will ya? Thass what you get, thass

for sure!”

In about thirty minutes the two Russians came back to

consciousness with terrible headaches. Boris held his head,

“ooh, we almost catch Fraad, must get phone, call Stanley.”

Helping each other stand, they staggered toward the street.

Boris called Stanley, “We found Fraad!”

“Where? Where are you?” Stanley replied, “do you have

the robot?”

“Oh no, Stanley,” Boris groaned, “Fred is leaving fast.

Some, how you say? Derricks hit us, we unconscious for

while.”

“Derricks?’
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“You know, tramps.”

“Oh, you mean derelicts.”

“That’s the ones.”

“Tell me where you are; we have to go after Fred.”

Boris gave him the address in Lower Manhattan. When

the search party arrived Boris repeated his story.

“How is Fred dressed?” Stanley asked.

“Rad basebull cap, black coat, green shirt and moon

pants.”

“Moon pants?”

“Is dark red, you know.”

“Oh, maroon.”

“Fraad look like orange ape.”

Stanley looked at Boris,

“The robot is wearing a costume, is that what you mean?”

“Yaas, costume like orange ape.”

Stanley was trying to understand Boris, “Orange ape.”

Boris nodded.

“Oh, you must mean an Orangutan.”

Boris shrugged, “Ape is ape, only orange.”

Stanley was impatient to start the search for Fred so he

didn’t pursue the line of questioning any further. He decided

to have the four Russians fan out and search block by block
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moving south toward the tip of Manhattan. They would

meet at the Staten Island ferry slip.

Fred was totally disorganized whirring along side streets

and alleys. Its computer couldn’t get its bearings. It was

clueless about direction and location. Each attempt at

analysis failed and ended with a fit of giggling. Whirring

past two businessmen in the bizarre disguise they stopped

and stared at Fred’s retreating figure. One commented,

“This country is coming apart at the seams. It’s getting

weirder and weirder.”

His companion replied,

“Yeah it is but the weirdos are getting in great physical

shape. Look at that nut go!”

They shook their heads and continued walking.

It was now dark and slowly Fred’s computer was sobering

up. The robot’s moves became more elusive avoiding

crowds of people. Fred reached Battery Park at the tip of

Manhattan where the East River and the Hudson River meet

to merge with the ocean beyond. About five miles away was

the Statue of Liberty. Fred slipped into the park. Near the

seawall was a clump of bushes a perfect refuge. In the

sanctuary the robot peered out scanning the people while its

computer worked to figure a route back to Greenwich
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Village. After several hours route established, Fred ventured

out from the bushes. The robot whirred along using the trees

for cover. At that moment, Stanley reached the Staten Island

ferry dock area.

The other members of the search party also started to drift

in. Disappointment deepened in Stanley as each member

shook his head silently. Stanley was about to open his

mouth to speak when he spotted the orange ape in the red

cap. “There’s Fred,” he whispered, not wanting to point

because of the robot’s keen vision.

“Just keep your eyes toward me,” he hissed at the group.

Quietly he gave instructions to each of them. When they

were ready Stanley said, “Okay.”

Like a starburst his men moved away from one another,

appearing to be very casual. They slowly encircled Fred.

Unfortunately, Fred saw Stanley when he was about ten

yards away.

“Stretch!” Fred’s computer screamed. With a zip, Fred

moved pell mell down the path away from Stanley.

“Get Fred!” he yelled, pulling out his electronic gun as he

ran. There was yelling and cursing as the pursuers tried hard

to catch up to Fred. The darkness was broken with red

streaks from wild shots in Fred’s direction.
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Rolling along at top speed, the robot reached the seawall,

hitting a stretched chain at the edge of the wall. The

momentum propelled Fred over the edge of the seawall and

down into the bay. Stanley and the Russians stood on the

wall shooting at the robot but the waves kept their target in

constant motion. Fortunately for Fred the orangutan suit

filled up with air creating flotation; otherwise the weight of

the machine would have sunk the robot like a stone.

Assessing the situation Fred removed the sneakers

extended two utility arms and used the sneakers as paddles.

As Stanley stood on the rocks below the seawall he watched

the bloated robot rowing quickly out into the bay. He

looked around desperately he couldn’t let Fred escape

again. He ran to the ferry slip.

Approaching a bored security guard he demanded,

“I need a boat right away.”

The guard replied, “Next ferry leaves in twelve minutes.

See that sign there? Tells you when the boat is leaving.”

“No, you don’t understand this is an emergency! There’s

a robot out in the bay and I’ve got to stop him!”

The guard began to edge away from Stanley,

“The supervisor’s office is right over there buddy maybe

he can help you.”
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Stanley dashed over to the office. He told a surprised

manager his crazy story. Seeing the wary look he was

getting from the manager now familiar to him, he said,

“Call Captain Pearson of NYPD. He was in charge of a

special unit formed to find Fred.”

Fortunately the captain was still at his office. Hearing

Stanley’s story Pearson told him,

“Stay put; I’ll be there in a few minutes with a police

helicopter.”

Fifteen minutes later two police helicopters arrived at the

park. Stanley and his group were put on board. The

choppers roared away over the bay. Powerful searchlights

were turned on and chris-crossed over the surface of the

water. Fred was rowing furiously away from the park. As

the shore became smaller Fred’s computer was working

wildly for a solution but it only came up with “Away from

Stretch” and “find land.”

The current from the Hudson River suddenly swept Fred

up in its power. The robot was carried along headed toward

the open sea. Pushed toward New Jersey Fred saw the

Statue of Liberty on its small island nearby. The island was

the solution. Fred paddled so fast its arms were just a blur.

Gradually the robot overcame the current and headed for the
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little island. “Large lady,” the computer commented as Fred

reached the landing dock. Using all six utility arms, Fred

pulled up onto the dock. A searchlight beam from a police

helicopter caught Fred on the pier.

“There’s Fred!” Stanley yelled. All of the lights were

focused on Fred, creating daylight on the dock. The robot

whirred around to the shady side of the dock building. Fred

shed the clothing and orangutan suit, lowered itself to its

utility position of five foot four and sped off.

The helicopters landed quickly, with their lights

continuing to track Fred. The robot was moving rapidly

toward the Statue of Liberty. Captain Pearson yelled

through a bullhorn

“Alright, this is the police, stop right now!”

Stanley looked at him,

“That’s a robot Captain; I doubt if it’s law abiding.”

He jumped out of the helicopter and ran after Fred.

Fred reached the statue its computer tracking the situation.

“Must climb stairs.” Down came its legs. The robot began

to climb the thousands of steps inside the statue, not

realizing there was nowhere to hide or go when it reached

the top. Fred’s climbing speed was such that its climb beat

Stanley and the others to the statue’s torch. Extending the
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utility arms out to the maximum, Fred reached up and

grabbed the edge of the torch rim and pulled itself up to the

platform at the bottom of the lighted torch.

Down below, Stanley began to climb the torch searching

for Fred. He knew at last that the robot was cornered.

Panting from the climb, Stanley circled the platform with

his electronic gun at the ready. No Fred. He frantically

searched the small circular platform, still no Fred. He

looked up but only the emblazoned torch was above him

now. He saw nothing and it was impossible to climb the

flame itself. Stanley yelled down to the captain,

“I can’t see Fred. Have your helicopters fly close to the

torch and shine the searchlights on it.”

The captain spoke into his radio. Moments later the two

helicopters were abreast of the torch covering it with glaring

white light. Stanley gestured at one of the pilots since he

couldn’t hear him in the roar of the helicopter engines.

“Anything?” his gesture asked.

The pilot shook his head. Stanley tried the other pilot but

got the same response. No Fred!

After ten minutes Stanley descended to the group below,

“I can’t understand it, Fred went up that torch, I saw the

robot. Where could Fred go? Did it double back on us?”
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“Couldn’t have,” Captain Pearson replied. “We were

covering everything down here while you went up.”

The group reluctantly descended to ground level. They

searched the whole island. No Fred. After another hour of

double checking the grounds and the statue Captain Pearson

ordered an end to it. Stanley sat in the helicopter in shock.

He couldn’t believe Fred had escaped again. Maybe the

robot fell in the water. But he had an uneasy feeling Fred

was still out there somewhere.

“It’s hot,” the computer complained, “need cool.” Fred

was at the very tip of the flame on the torch of the Statue of

Liberty. The robot had changed its radiant color to match

the light of the torch perfectly. Who would notice a small

dot on the top of the torch?
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Chapter Nine

Susan had stayed up to wait for Stanley. When he trudged

in, she asked him anxiously, “Did you find Fred?”

Stanley hugged her and replied,

“Yeah, but the damn thing escaped again.”

“Oh no sweetheart what will you do now?”

“Keep looking.”

He told her about the adventure at the Statue of Liberty.

“I can’t believe that robot could get away maybe it

somehow went to the bottom of the bay. Anyway I can’t

take that chance. The Russians are watching the island and

Battery Park. They’re taking shifts.”

“It’s only ten days until Christmas, honey,” Susan

observed, “you will just have to give up the search for Fred

until the holidays are over.”

“I can’t do that Sooz; your father would have a fit.”

Tears filled Susan’s eyes, “But it’s Christmas Stanley.

I’ve never been away from my family during the holidays in

my whole life. I’ll talk to Daddy about it tomorrow.”

“Don’t do that honey he will only bring up my failures

again. Look, I promise if we haven’t found Fred by the day
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before Christmas, I’ll leave someone else here and we’ll go

home for two days.”

“Two days? I should be home right now helping my

mother with decorating and planning our parties. How can

you do this?” She stamped her tiny foot.

Stanley had reached his breaking point for the day,

“Sooz, your father could be ruined if we don’t find Fred.

At any time news of the sociopathic robot could leak out

and there would be a panic. That kind of publicity would

cause a disaster for the company.”

“The company, the company,” she chanted, “that’s all I

hear about anymore.”

Big tears were streaming down her cheeks now.

Stanley snapped, “Sooz, I have to stay and that’s it. Why

don’t you go home tomorrow without me then you can have

your damn Christmas!”

“Why Stanley,” she gasped, “you have never talked to me

like that before.”

“Maybe it’s time I did!” rolled out of his mouth as his

reserve fell apart. Susan began to cry and she ran into the

bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

Stanley realized with horror what he had said to the

woman he dearly loved. Contrite, he went to the bedroom
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door. It was locked. He could hear her sobbing.

“Oh Sooz, I’m so sorry. It’s been a terrible day. Won’t

you forgive me?” Silence. He tried for an hour without any

response from Susan. Exhausted he lay down on the sofa.

Sleep was instantaneous.

Late in the morning Stanley finally came to. He shuffled

into the small kitchen. Coffee had been made and a cup set

out for him. He poured the coffee, then sat down at the little

table. There was a piece of Susan’s lavender stationary on

the table with a note written on it:

I have gone home to my mother’s, Stanley. This is the

second time in our marriage that I have left you and I

thought I would never leave you, ever. Maybe you just don’t

love me the same as I love you. Susan

“Oh God,” Stanley said out loud. Things seemed to be

getting blacker by the day. He was ready to give it all up.

But he knew he couldn’t. There was too much at stake his

marriage and his future. Doing the best he could to forget

about the latest disaster with Susan, he went back to work

trying to find Fred.

In the middle of studying maps for possible escape routes

from the Statue of Liberty an idea suddenly hit him. It

seemed right. As Stanley thought about it he became
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excited. Maybe for once we won’t have to be chasing Fred

maybe this time the robot will come to us. He called the

Russians.

Fred had climbed down from the torch in the darkness

after the police cleared out. The robot hit ground level and

whirred quickly over to the dock, unseen by the guards in

the building. Searching around the area, Fred rummaged for

some kind of disguise. Deductive reasoning from its

computer advised against the orangutan suit. Too

conspicuous now.

When the first boat arrived for the day, full of passengers

arriving to see the statue, Fred looked out from the corner of

the building dressed in a guard’s uniform which had been

left unattended in a locker. It would be relatively easy to

mingle in when the boat was ready to return to Manhattan

because it was beginning to snow. Perfect cover.

Fred’s computer had now figured out the present location

and the route needed to return to the Greenwich Village

hideaway. When the crowd returned to the boat Fred

slipped right in the middle. The robot stayed in a corner of

the boat on the ride back to Manhattan. No one noticed.

Fred made it safely to the Village in several hours. At the

old refuge Fred recharged its battery and donned the last
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costume he had stolen from the store. Away Fred whizzed

out onto the street confident that the disguise was detection

proof. An hour after Fred’s departure Stanley arrived at the

Greenwich Village basement with two of the Russians.

Entering the room, they saw the guard uniform in a heap on

the floor.

Boris felt the large electrical outlet,

“Still hot, Stanley. Fraad just left.”

Disappointed, they looked at one another.

“Stay here,” Stanley ordered, “I’m going to call the

costume shop owner maybe he finally remembered what the

third costume was that is missing.”

The store owner picked up the phone sounding very

harried. It was, after all, the holiday season and he was busy

filling orders for New Year’s Eve costumes.

“Yes?” he said impatiently.

“This is Stanley, remember me? I called about the

costumes that were stolen?”

“Yes, yes, what about them?”

“Did you happen to recall what the third costume was?”

The owner replied, “Yeah, it was easy; it’s Christmas time

and I was short one Santa Claus outfit. It has to be the Santa

suit. I did an inventory and everything else was here.”

“Thank you, I appreciate the help.” Stanley’s heart sank.
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Ooooh nooo, not a Santa suit! There must be 10,000 Santas

on the streets of New York right now he agonized to

himself.

There was a meeting to plan the search for Fred. They all

gazed at Stanley as if he were insane.

“Now, I know it’s tough but now we know for certain

Fred is disguised as Santa Claus.”

John spoke up,

“Way to go Stanley, we’re going to chase Santa Claus

with a gun in front of children? Nice publicity. Why don’t

you have us kick a puppy or two while we’re at it?”

Stanley ignored John.

“First of all, I believe Fred will stay on his utility wheels

in case of trouble. That will eliminate a lot of Santas. Down

to utility size Fred is five feet four as you all know. So

concentrate on the small ones. Secondly, our Russian

friends have devised a second weapon to be used in Fred’s

capture. We haven’t been idle, John, while you were away.”

Stanley lifted a metal tube from a box. At one end was a

handgrip with a trigger.

“We all know how quickly Fred can move on the wheels.

This device should give us an edge. If you are within 20 feet

of Fred just aim the device and pull the trigger. The
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explosion will propel a mesh net fifty feet in diameter that is

covered at the bottom with many small weights. The

weights not only act to enclose the robot, they’re also

designed to entangle Fred’s wheels. Once trapped, it should

be a simple matter to immobilize the robot with the e

electronic gun.”

“Now what to you think, John?”

“You’ll foul it up somehow, Stanley. I’ll go my own way

this time.”

“Suit yourself,” Stanley replied, very annoyed.

Convinced that Fred wouldn’t wander too far from what

the robot perceived to be “home base,” Stanley gave

assignments to cover Greenwich Village and the rest of

Manhattan up to 60th Street. They would have to check out

all the streets corners, department and toy stores for Fred. It

had been snowing for two days which wouldn’t make the

job any easier. Boris was relieved to be assigned to watch

the Village hideout although Fred could go several days

without a recharge.

There was an incident the first day. Petrov spotted a small

Santa ringing a bell next to a Salvation Army kettle.

Approaching cautiously, Petrov called out,

“Fraad, is that you Fraad?”
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“Get lost, creep,” the little Santa snapped back. Mistaking

the belligerant tone as a sure sign it was Fred he swung into

action. Petrov pulled out the net launcher. The little Santa

thought it was a gun,

“Hey you nut, put that thing down!” he said and hurried

for cover as Petrov fired the net.

Unfortunately, the net sailed over the little man’s head

and caught two nuns and a policeman. Petrov tackled the

little guy and tore the front of his Santa suit open.

“Hey, you pervert, you’re ripping my chest hair off!”

Santa yelled.

“Wery sorry,” Petrov apologized as he stood up. He tried

to help Santa up but Santa pushed the Russian’s arm away.

“Get lost creep. Officer arrest this nut!”

The policeman had freed himself and the two nuns from

the net. He quickly covered Petrov with his gun.

“Was only trying to find Fraad,” Petrov protested.

n“Maybe this ‘Fraad’ will be in jail waiting for you.”

The crowd that had gathered to watch the show lost

interest as soon as the police car pulled away. Within an

hour, Captain Pearson received a phone call from Stanley

regarding Petrov. The captain listened. He was weary of the

wild happenings that had occurred recently because of Fred.
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When Stanley finished explaining he replied,

“Alright, I understand, I’ll get him released. Tell your

guys to be more careful. I’ll also inform the men who were

in the special unit to look out for a runt-sized Santa.”

Two days before Christmas Stanley was trudging along

Fifth Avenue near Rockefeller Center in the late afternoon.

As darkness approached, the bright Christmas lights danced

like the magic of the season. He had his hands in his

pockets as he walked keeping them warm. Some way to

spend Christmas, he thought. Sooz wouldn’t answer his

calls, S.B. was angry, Fred was loose it was all so

maddening.

A minibus pulled up to the curb beside him. Eight Santa

Clauses got off the bus carrying their bells and portable

kettles. Stanley watched them. One small Santa did a

perfect imitation of Santa.

“Ho, Ho, Ho, it’s Christmas my friends. Soon I will make

my rounds to all the little children. Ho, Ho, Ho!”

The other Santas laughed. That was a perfect Santa voice,

Stanley thought in admiration. Suddenly another thought

bumped in right behind the first one; perfect, too perfect.

It’s Fred! Stanley dropped back against the building. No

mad dash this time instead he would trail Fred to his
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destination lay his plans, then capture him.

Following at a distance Stanley was shadowing Fred like a

professional private eye. The robot was now next to the

skating rink in front of the famous Rockefeller Center

Christmas tree. Fred stopped set up the kettle for

contributions and began ringing a hand bell, shouting

Ho, Ho, Ho!

At that moment John Bensing was in the restaurant next to

the skating rink with a beautiful brunette.

“We’ve been seeing each other for a week now Karen.

With my duties as an FBI agent I don’t know when I’ll have

to leave the city. Let’s cement our relationship with a

weekend in New Hampshire just us alone in a cabin.”

Karen sipped her drink and smiled at John,

“Sounds wonderful. Could you excuse me for a moment.”

“Sure, okay.”

John spotted Stanley up on the street above got up from

his table and stepped out of the restaurant to yell up at him.

“Hey, Stanley, down here. Catch Fred yet?” he laughed.

When Fred heard “Stanley,” computer warned, “Stretch!”

As Stanley saw Fred take off, he followed in hot pursuit.

John saw what was happening and he started to leave but

Karen grabbed his arm. “I have to go, Karen, I’ll be back.”
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Her grip became harder.

“You’re not going anywhere, John. I’m a real FBI agent

and we don’t appreciate creeps like you impersonating us.”

She jerked her head and two men took John into custody.

“Wait!” John protested.

“It’s a federal offense, you know,” Karen said with a

smile. “Goodbye John, or ‘baby’ if that’s what you prefer to

be called.”

Stanley was using his long legs to advantage as he ran

after Fred. The robot dodged around cars zipped across

streets weaving through the crowds of Christmas shoppers.

Oh no, Stanley thought as he ran--Fred’s going to Central

Park this is all happening again!

Whirring down a path at the edge of the park, Fred

dodged around a group of people. Suddenly, a five year old

girl saw Santa Claus coming toward her.

“Santa! Santa!” she yelled delightedly. “It’s Santa,

Mommy!” As the little girl stepped in Fred’s path, the robot

shot out a utility arm and knocked her aside. The little girl

fell with her head hitting a large rock.

Her mother screamed, “Lisa!” and ran to gather her up in

her arms.
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Stanley came pounding up the path. Abruptly Fred

stopped and rolled back toward him.

“This is Astro Robot Servant #578685324 at your

command, Stretch.” Stanley stood there amazed at the

sudden change in the robot’s personality. Stanley aimed his

electronic gun and immobilized Fred. Fred was finally

captured but why so easily? He didn’t have time to figure it

out just then. He ran for a telephone to call for emergency

help for little Lisa.

When the ambulance arrived, the mother accompanied her

daughter. Stanley with some help from the cab driver,

loaded the lifeless robot into a taxi then took off for the

hospital to see about Lisa’s condition.

It was a strange sight in the waiting room of the emergency

room. The mother, Stanley and a little Santa Claus. Several

policemen were standing nearby waiting to hear the news

about the little girl. A bystander had called the police after

witnessing the incident in Central Park. Finally a doctor

approached the group and spoke to the mother.

“Your little girl has a concussion, Mrs. Pearce, but she’s

going to be all right.”

“Thank God!” the mother said.
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Stanley put his arm around her,

“My company will take care of all the hospital expenses,

Mrs. Pearce, and a cash settlement, too. I’ll see to that.”

“I’m just so happy Lisa will be all right. I don’t want

money for her misfortune, medical expenses will be

sufficient.”

Stanley turned toward Fred. The robot said,

“Stretch, need to talk to you.”

He was startled, the robot shouldn’t be operational. Just

then the Russians entered the waiting room, Stanley had

alerted them about Fred’s capture.

“Need to speak to you, alone,” Fred insisted.

“Okay,” Stanley replied.

In a corner, Fred told Stanley,

“Need to see little girl, Lisa.”

“You just knocked her down Fred; she would probably

scream if she saw you.”

“Don’t think so Stretch. Need to see her. But need a doll.”

“Doll?”

“Yes big doll. Saw in toy store. Please, Stretch.”

Stanley sent Petrov out to purchase the doll Fred had

described to him.
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Fred approached Mrs. Pearce, “Very sorry, but need to see

little Lisa. Very important to see her.”

“I don’t know, Fred, she might be frightened by you.”

“Promise won’t be. Need to see her very much.”

Mrs. Pearce looked at Stanley questioningly.

“There seems to be an urgent reason for Fred to see your

daughter, Mrs. Pearce. I’ll be there too with a mechanism

that can shut the robot down quickly if need be.”

“Alright Fred, you can go up to see her with me. The

doctor said she regained consciousness a little bit ago. We

will be allowed to see her in an hour.”

Petrov arrived back at the waiting room with a large box.

Fred opened the flap and inspected the doll,

“This is the right one.”

The strange procession approached little Lisa, lying in a

bed with her head swathed in bandages. Her eyes widened

when she saw Fred.

The robot said, “Ho, Ho, Ho, Lisa! Santa very sorry to

knock you over. Not mean it. Santa knows what you want

for Christmas. Since you were hurt Santa wishes to give you

present a little early.”

Fred opened the box and took out a large fairy princess

doll with a golden crown.
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“Oh Santa, that’s just what I wanted!”

Lisa exclaimed in delight.

Fred gave her the doll. Lisa clutched it lovingly.

“Santa loves you, Lisa, Merry Christmas.”

Lisa hugged Fred, “I love you too, Santa Claus.”

Stanley and Fred left the room. In the waiting room Fred

said, “Put me out, Stretch.”

Stanley nodded and aimed the gun. As Fred’s control panel

went dark Stanley looked at the robot in amazement. Why

had the robot acted so humanly and why hadn’t he been

able to shut it down earlier?

The following day, S.B. arrived with Glen. Sam was

taking no chances that Fred might come back to power

again. He had promised Glen that if he immediately

changed Fred’s personality into a regular robot, he was free

to go. Glen set to work on Fred’s computer changing the

personality to the one selected for it by the customer. Not

trusting Glen completely S.B. told him he would grant the

patent protection on his programs.

Glen said “In that case, maybe we can work out a deal

S.B. This robot is the beginning of a new generation of

Astros. There’s a lot of work left to be done on the project. I
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will file my own patents from now on; you pay me,

handsomely of course, for the use of my technology. You

need me S.B., no one in the world can program your robots

like I can. Is it a deal?”

S.B. fumed at the temerity Glen was showing. Holding a

gun to his head. But Sam knew Glen had him,

“I think we can work this out Glen.”

Stanley related to Glen the strange events that occurred in

the park and the hospital. “Why did Fred act like that?”

Glen replied, “I only wanted Fred to be annoying not

really dangerous to people. So I gave the robot a conscience

a threshold that would kick in if Fred injured someone. That

threshold would then alter the robot’s personality in the

computer so it would no longer be a sociopath. That’s what

must have happened with little Lisa.”

“That doesn’t completely explain why Fred still had power

after I hit him with the electronic gun.”

“That part I can’t explain Stanley, maybe it’s because it’s

Christmas,” Glen replied.

S. B. hated to do it, but it was necessary.

“Stanley you did a fine job for me. You showed real

leadership in this difficult situation. So I have two

Christmas presents for you. The first one is your freedom if
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you want it. You can be a history professor if that’s your

desire and I’ll be proud to say you’re my son-in-law. The

other present I brought with me; come on out Susan, your

husband’s waiting for you.

Susan appeared from the hallway ran to Stanley and

jumped up into his arms.

“Daddy explained everything to me, Stanley; forgive me

for being such a spoiled brat.”

Stanley was overwhelmed by it all. After all the trouble it

seemed unreal but he wasn’t going to question it.

There was just one more loose end. In all the commotion

they had forgotten to tell Boris that Fred had been captured.

Still at his post in Greenwich Village he sat on the steps of

the basement with a bottle of vodka singing Russian

Christmas carols long into the night.
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