 “I’ll take that trash if you’d like, sir.” The words of the middle-aged woman in the blue uniform were barely audible over the loud buzz of the propellers.

The little man with the unkept reddish-gray hair peered at her through wire rim glasses, his eyes wild but harmless.  “Thank you,” he said, smiling as he handed her his crumpled wrappers and napkins in piecemeal fashion.  “Are we about to begin our approach?”

“Yes, we should be on the ground in about twenty minutes,” the woman replied. Then she turned to the attractive wall-eyed blond sitting next to the little man.  “Ma’am?”

The young woman handed her a cup containing the napkin she had folded neatly into a small square.

“Thank you,” said the stewardess.  What an odd couple, she mused as she toted her quickly filling sac to the next row of seats.

The little man collected his papers, stored them in a worn briefcase and gazed out the window as the plane descended.  At first, the objects on the ground were an indecipherable blur.  But as the aircraft continued its downward course, linear thoroughfares separating rectangular plots of earth into a grid-like array became visible like a revelation, simplicity and clarity emerging from the previous tenebrous murk.  Simplicity persisted until the plane neared the runway at which time the comprehensible evaporated into obscurity again, the heterogeneity of that which constituted the apparent order now becoming manifest. Ants became cars. Trees grew and trained past. The vessel’s twin engines belched, its wheels screeched and suddenly they were on the ground.
The sleepy community airport’s terminal and baggage claim presented few obstacles, and soon, the little man and young woman were pushing their belongings through sliding glass doors, out onto the curb.
A man of middle-eastern descent emerged from a yellow cab and walked toward them. He raised a brow when he saw the bulk of their luggage but loaded the items quietly—though with considerable effort—into his trunk. He sat on trunk’s lid to close it, then wiping beads of perspiration from his forehead, slipped into the drivers seat and brought the cab’s motor to life with a groan.
“The Carnbury Ladies’ Club, please,” said the little man from the back and the driver pulled away from the terminal into the sparse afternoon traffic.
They traversed country roads lined by lush green vegetation, then Main Street, a street whose spotless sidewalks and uniform brick architecture created an atmosphere of Disney-like quaintness.  From Main Street, they turned south onto Lake Avenue, making the transition from commercial to residential, their path culminating, ultimately, in Cherry Blossom Lane.
The little man polished his spectacles and cast his customary analytical gaze through the cab’s finger-smudged windows. His gaze was met by the quintessence of late twentieth century suburban beauty: stately homes with manicured lawns; white picket fences, and as one might expect, a lovely queue of cherry trees on each side of the impeccably maintained black pavement.  But the little man quickly recognized that these parallel lines, these inviolate curves, this unyielding symmetry: they were not the product of nature, at least not the direct progression of the second law, but rather, a magnificent detour.
Certainly, it was not the undisturbed path of nature that created the green and purple blossoms that adorned the cherry trees in the early spring, but rather the result of willful genetic manipulation by clever men who were handsomely rewarded for providing the inhabitants of the street with a material rendering of their Platonic form.
And certainly, the well-trimmed shrubs, the unblemished paint, and other elements of structure that graced Cherry Blossom Lane were not a spontaneous occurrence.  Instead, it was those men; men in soiled jeans and work shirts, descending from their pick-ups with languid faces, cigarettes hanging from the corner of their mouths; men with the muddy work boots and churlish laughs, dragging their shovels and brushes and hammers and shears from the back of their trucks; trading their tools and talents for green slips of paper which, in turn, they exchanged for beer and other necessities; necessities and niceties that had their origins in the earth; substances that were modified and transferred to those languid men, where they were modified yet again by the submicroscopic machinery within them, machinery that created motion; motion that established and maintained the form and structure that the denizens of Cherry Blossom Lane, and it visitors, interpreted as order.
They traversed Apple Blossom Lane, Peach Blossom Lane, Dogwood Drive, and Willowby Circle, wittingly contrived variations on a theme, all charming and tidy, all optimally blended into a harmonious whole that was Carnbury.
The young woman expelled a sigh of admiration.  “Isn’t it beautiful,” she cooed.

“Yes,” said the little man.  “Yes it is.”
After winding past orchards and country estates, under a cathedral of greenery, the sign signaling their destination came into view.  They rolled to the gate and the driver pushed a button.  After a brief conversation, the gates parted and the cab began its mile-long trek along the willow-lined gravel drive to the Carnbury Ladies Club.
The Carnbury Ladies Club was housed in a nineteenth century manor whose elegance had been maintained, over the years, by more reconstructive surgery than had even its members.  Its grounds were bespeckled with strategically placed dogwoods and orchid gardens, and adorning its back patio, was a fountain that had been featured in House and Garden Magazine.  Dense forest sequestered the estate on its north, south and east sides.  The only nearby remnant of civilization was the Carnbury Men’s Club, a castle constructed from austere gray stone set at harsh angles, an edifice that could be seen from the Ladies’ Club’s west balcony.  A body of water, the Donadaskoge River, separated the two like a mote.  Given the longstanding history of these prestigious organizations, one would have thought that there would have been a bridge, a fairy, some direct route, connecting the secluded buildings.  In actuality, the only route that led from one to the other was a circuitous jaunt over smooth pavement and irregular dirt, through fine neighborhoods at the edges of Carnbury to unsavory shacks on its outskirts, a jaunt that encompassed some ten miles rather than the stone’s throw crow flight that separated the clubs.
*************
As the cab rumbled slowly along the crumbled stone, Betty Wright, the reigning president of the Ladies’ Club, paced anxiously in the club’s foyer, glaring at her Rolex.  “It’s 1:07.  Where is he?  His presentation was to have begun seven minutes ago.  I wouldn’t have expected this from Robert Baker.  He looks, on TV, as if he’d be so punctual.”

Barbara Meadows sat calmly, facing the door, in an uncomfortable antique chair adjacent to the staircase.  “Relax,” she reassured.  “Maybe the cab driver got lost or had car trouble.”
“Cab driver.  You mean you made a man of Robert Baker’s stature take a cab?  Do you know how many phone calls I had to make, how many favors I had to call in just to get him to agree to come?  A cab?  Really.  How offensive.  I knew I should have taken a more active role in making these arrangements,” she scowled.
Barbara bristled at Betty Wright’s condescending air, but only slightly.  Poise had been one of many qualities that had attracted John Meadows to her in the first place.  Besides, in her current circumstances, she had little recourse but to endure it.

Barbara Meadows had been valedictorian of her class at Vassar, on her way to the Wharton School of Business.  Then she fell in love.  Her mother warned her that it was folly but John was a dashing young law student who made her feel like no one had ever made her feel.  So in September, when it was time to matriculate, she married John and went to New York instead.  It had been so romantic in the beginning, giving up a promising career in the name of love; sacrificing her own success to care for the beautiful baby girl that came eight months into their marriage.  And their future seemed to be only brighter when John was made managing partner of the new office that his firm was establishing in the posh bedroom community of Carnbury.  At first, their lives in Carnbury flourished.  However, with each monumental victory accrued by John, and each pound assimilated by Barbara after childbirth, the sharp edges of dissent began to scissor their previously storybook marriage until all that was left were a few torn pages in a heap on the floor of their mansion’s cherry-walled library.
The other ladies had told Barbara, when she had been part of the club, exactly what their husbands had explained to them; namely, that the garish young women who hurled inebriated obscenities at them from the Men’s Club balcony were disgruntled domestic workers who had been terminated, or employees and their friends who had taken advantage of the Clubs ample supply of alcohol, or on occasion, the out-of-control mistresses of some club member other than themselves.  Dear, it’s better to just not go up to the third floor and subject yourself to such abhorrent behavior, they said.  But she did go up there, and when she did, she spied a scantily clad young lady traipsing around on the Men’s Club balcony. Curious and suspicious, she decided to investigate the happenings at the club for herself.  No member’s wife had ever dared to go there so she caught the men unaware.  As expected, the woman on the balcony was just the tip of the iceberg.  And as she feared, her husband was among the guilty.
She informed her colleagues at the Ladies’ Club of her finding but her declarations were dismissed as the ravings of a scorned lover.  My husband would never do such a thing, they all said.  And with his influence and legal dexterity, despite his culpability, John Meadows was able to garner most of the assets.  Suddenly, Barbara Meadows found herself a struggling single mother with three young children and no means of support.  Although they said that a woman of her circumstances was no longer eligible for membership, one of the goals of the Ladies’ Club was charitable works.  Thus, she was offered her current secretarial position, a position which, in the absence of better alternatives, she quickly accepted.
So now, as always, she allowed Betty Wright’s tirade to run off of her like drizzle off a rubber raincoat.  The verbal scourging was coming to a close when the doorbell rang.  Betty Wright scrambled to the door as quickly as her age and three inch heels would allow.  When she opened it, she was met by a little man with red-gray hair, wrinkled kakis and a worn tweed sports jacket.  Behind her, was a young woman who looked like she belonged on the balcony of the Men’s Club.
“You can pull your cab to the curb so that our guest won’t have to walk,” said Betty Wright attempting to glance around them.
“He’s fine.”

“Where is your cab?”

“Gone.”

“Well then, where is Dr. Baker?”

“Why, right in front of you.”

“You’re not Robert James Baker,” said Betty.

“Quite right.  Robert John Baker at your service, madam.”  He held out his hand.  Betty Wright fingered it hesitantly.  “Is Barbara Meadows present?  She spoke with my secretary by phone.  I believe that she made the arrangements.”
Betty Wright turned toward Barbara and pierced her with scimitar eyes then turned back to the little man.  “Are you a psychologist, sir?”
“Among other things, yes.”

“And you have a presentation prepared?”

He tapped three large, black cases behind him.  “Right here.”

Betty Wright wrinkled her brow and tilted her nose in the air.  “Well then, you’ll just have to do.”  She glared at Barbara again.  “Miss Meadows will help you in…without delay.  You’re already late.”  Then Betty Wright stalked off, stilettos clicking, cashmere clinging, back toward the dining room, to the other members of the club.
Betty Meadows smiled apologetically. “Dr. Baker, is there anything I can get for you before you begin?”

“Yes, Miss Meadow, a cup of coffee would be wonderful. It’s been a long trip.”

“I’m sorry,” Betty Meadows replied. “We only have tea. Would you like some?”

“No thank you,” Robert Baker sighed.
“Miss …?”

“Oh, no thank you. I’m fine,” the blond-haired woman cooed shyly.

“Well then,” said Miss Meadows with a nervous grin, “I suppose we’d better join the others. I’m sure everyone is ….” She gazed upward, hoping that the correct word would fall from the ceiling, wishing not to hurt the little man’s feelings. “I know that everyone is … curious … to hear what you have to say.”
**************

Inside the Ladies Club dining room, sunlight scattered off of crystal chandeliers, highlighting pastel walls.  Tuxedo-clad waiters cleared silver utensils and Lennox china from white-clothed tables as the ladies seated at the tables murmured excitedly.

“I’ve been looking forward for weeks to seeing Robert Baker,” said Jane Smith.

“And who is he?” asked Debbie Blank.

“Why just the most famous psychologist in the world,” said Nancy White.  “He’s been on Barbara Walters and Oprah.”

“You know, The Suburban Woman’s Guide to Love.  You’re OK, I’m Better,” added Kathy Jones.

An expression of recognition came over Debbie Blank’s face.  “You mean the tall, handsome one.”

“That’s him,” the other three said, in unison.

A throat cleared in the doorway.  Betty Wright made her way to the podium and Robert Baker was ushered in, abruptly quieting the simmering buzz.
“That’s not Robert Baker,” Jane Smith, Debbie Blank, Nancy White and Kathy Jones whispered together.

“There’s been a slight change in plans this afternoon, ladies,” said Betty White, forcing a smile.  “Our scheduled speaker, renowned psychologist Robert Baker could not be with us today.  We are fortunate enough, however, to have another …psychologist …with us today, Dr. … Robert Baker.”
The ladies in the audience exchanged puzzled glances but clapped politely anyway.  With his three black cases attended, in the background, by his blond assistant, the little man with the wild hair and wild eyes adjusted the microphone and addressed the waiting crowd.

“Good afternoon, ladies.  The emphasis of my talk, today, I’m afraid, will be a bit different than that of my esteemed colleague.  While my colleague’s focus is the overt manifestations of human behavior, in contrast, my focus will be on the mechanisms that underlie that behavior.”  He searched for a metaphor.  “The strings that control the puppet,” he said.  When he noted the blank looks on the faces in the audience, he searched for a better one.  His eyes brightened.  “The motor inside the SUV,” he added.  “Simply put, ladies – today – I plan to undertake the simple task of explaining to you, the workings of the human brain.”

With that, he dimmed the lights and projected a slide whose background consisted of a tangle of electrical circuits, in the shape of a brain, inside the transparent head of a human.  Overlying this background was the title of his talk: The Response Machine.

“Ladies, today, I will divulge to you the mysterious inner workings of the machine concealed within all of us. It’s all very simple, really. Just a chain reaction of the seemingly random motion of particles, each event caused by the events that came before it. There are several forces active in nature and many different types of particles that participate in this chain reaction. However, it all reduces to two interactions: either particles push one other away from each other or they pull each other towards each other. Thus, for our discussion, we’ll keep it simple and use only plus signs and minus signs to represent the charges associated with all forces. Following the analogy of electromagnetism, like charges repel and opposites attract … Like men and women,” he added, proud of the cleverness of his attempt to communicate, with his audience, in terms to which they could relate.

“Let’s begin by considering the basic units from which our response machine is made,” he said. And he projected, on the screen, a picture that looked like a jelly-fish with several short tentacles and a single longer, thin stem that resembled the arm of a guitar.

 “This, ladies, is a schematic of the basic building block of which I speak—the neuron.  Its workings are very simple.”

He described the neuron as a tube of watery gelatin enclosed in a cellophane wrapper. On the outside of the cellophane were positively charged particles, more than on the inside, he said. And he projected a series of slides depicting the sodium-potassium ATP pump, diffusion down gradients and selective sodium and potassium channels, all illustrated by colorful boxes and balls moving on the screen—all used to show how this so-called resting membrane potential came about.

“As I’ve stated, it’s simply a series of causally related events.” And he explained how DNA leads to proteins, proteins make up structural elements of the cell and enzymes, enzymes determine which chemical reactions take place, and cell structure and reactions that take place determine the resting membrane potential, as well as everything else that happens—in the neuron—and indeed, in all cells.

“Now that we’ve seen what neurons look like at rest,” he said, speaking as if he had designed it himself, “let’s examine what they look like when they’re active: that is, how they work to send electrical signals and communicate with each other.” And accordingly, through a sequence of slides filled with animated red, green and yellow circles, rectangles and triangles, he showed them: purple Lego pieces called neurotransmitters diffusing across a narrow cleft called a synapse; attaching to the membrane of an adjoining neuron like a puzzle; opening channels in the adjoining neuron membrane that allowed little blue balls to rush in and little yellow balls to rush out; blue balls pushing each other along the inner rim of the jellyfish-like portion in train-like fashion to the beginning of the guitar arm; and once at the guitar arm, causing additional channels to open and additional balls to rush in and out in a process he referred to as an action potential, initiating a similar train down the guitar arm to its end. Then he told them what happened at the end of the guitar arm—the axon terminal—how the neurotransmitters were released due to the effects of the action potential. And when he was finished, he reminded them that it was all because the structure of the cell’s DNA, which was the same as the entire organism’s DNA, which was handed down from the organism’s parent’s, and their parents and their parents, which was evolved from earlier species, which were evolved from the interactions of particles that came before that, and so on and so on. And that that DNA engineered an environment that was just right to make the resting potential and the action potential and all of the other vital states and functions of every living cell of every living organism proceed in just the right way.

He showed a slide that illustrated the entire process then gazed out into the audience for a reaction.  “Simple, isn’t it?” he said.  “Of course all that I’ve shown you is highly schematic. The actual function of the neuron is not quite so simple, but simple still.”

Not noticing the day-dreamy looks, blank looks or no looks at all on the ladies’ faces due to the darkness and his own poor eyesight, he assumed the best, clicked his slide changer and continued.

“Now let’s see how these neurons can be linked together to create a simple response machine.  After all, that is the title of the talk.  But first, we have to examine how it is that these neurons can respond to their environment.

“The human brain, a biological machine composed of these neurons, is configured to separate objects such as humans from slide projector controls, slide projector controls from the air, humans from the air, and so forth.  It’s very useful to perceive the world in this way, isn’t it?  But to understand the workings of this response machine, it may be helpful to consider, for a moment, the universe as it really is – that is, one enormous amalgam of matter and energy, that’s not separated into anything.  It’s helpful because it reminds us, that for example, when light hits the retina in the back of our eyes, what ensues is just a chain reaction; in this case, a chain reaction that, like the other’s we’ve discussed, proceeds the way it does because of the configuration of—yes, once again—DNA.

“Let us consider, first, how our simple machine might respond to a simple stimulus – red light. The human visual system is quite complex—rods and cones; opsins and retinal; cyclic GMP, bipolar neurons and ganglion cells—but the principle is quite simple. Red light hits a molecule in a receptor cell whose nature is such that it changes shape when it does. The shape change causes a chain reaction which, in the end, opens a voltage-dependent sodium channel and creates an action potential like we discussed over the previous ten minutes. This action potential courses inward on an axon that synapses on and stimulates a neuron deep in the brain, which along with other axons from other neurons which have been stimulated by other similar receptor cells, stimulate additional neurons deep in the brain, which stimulate muscle cells, in just the right way, with just the right timing, to eventually result in a response.

“Pretty neat, huh?” he exclaimed.  No one answered but he pushed forward, undaunted.

“Other sensory systems work in a similar way.”

Touch, he said, was the easiest.  It caused direct mechanical deformation in the end of a specially designed nerve cell, little tunnels in the membrane being squeezed open and allowing that chain reaction called an action potential, that he spent so much explaining, to begin.

Taste and smell, he said, were simple, too.  He explained that chemicals that could be thought of as puzzle pieces were responsible for smell and taste and that they attached to reciprocal receptors on neurons in the nose (in the case of smell) or the mouth (in the case of taste) and that this initiated the chain reaction called neuronal firing just like a neurotransmitter would.

Sound, he said, was a little more complicated but still fairly simple.  He described sound as basically just energy transmitted as a chain reaction of atoms bumping into each other.  He explained how, when these moving air atoms bumped into a series of atoms configured in a certain way called an “eardrum,” the atoms in the eardrum pushed the atoms in a chain of bones called ossicles which pushed the atoms in another eardrum-like structure which was attached to a tunnel of fluid and pushed the atoms in the fluid which pushed the atoms in hair-like structures sticking up in the fluid tunnel.  The hair-like structures, he said, were attached to neurons and the mechanical deformation of the neuron membrane caused by the motion of the hair cells opened temporary channels in the neuronal membranes – kind of like touch – initiating the chain reaction in the neuron called firing that he’d already discussed.

“But as all of you know, we aren’t born with ready-made responses to every stimulus.  Instead, organisms learn to respond appropriately to new stimuli.  How is this accomplished?  This would be better illustrated if we change the way in which we view individual neurons – zoom out, so to speak – so that we can better see the forest for the trees.  Accordingly, from now on, we’ll represent individual neurons like this.”

And he projected, on the screen, a circle with an attached stem, the circle representing the jelly-fish part and the stem representing the guitar arm portion.  Then he projected a slide containing a picture that looked like the diagram of a football play – history’s most complex football play.  A number in a circle, he said, indicated how many simultaneous inputs were required to make the neuron fire.  A minus sign within a circle meant that that neuron’s output was inhibitory; that is, it attempted to stop the neuron to which it connected from firing.  Inputs were additive.  For example, if a neuron required one positive input to fire, if a positive and negative input reached the neuron simultaneously, then there would be zero net input.  Thus, the neuron would not fire.  Alternatively, if two positive and one negative input reach the neuron simultaneously, then the neuron would fire.

“This diagram,” he said, “will illustrate how one can make a simple machine that is able to recognize a red light as red and a green light as green.  How will we know that the machine recognizes a given colored light correctly?  Because when a green light is flashed at the machine, the machine will say the word “green” and when a red light is flashed at the machine, the machine will say “red.”  For purposes of illustration, I have incorrectly linked the red light receptor with an output device that says the word “green” and the green light receptor with an output device that says the word “red.”  That way, I can show you all how the machine can modify its responses, or learn.”

And he showed them how it could be so. “We shine a red light on our response machine,” he said.

Then he clicked on a button on the bottom of the screen and a red box labeled “R” turned from white to red. When the box turned red, a thick red line began moving along a previously thin black one (an action potential, he called it) until it reached a little white circle. Once it touched the circle, the circle turned red. “This is depolarization,” he said, and when he clicked the next button at the bottom of the screen, a series of thick red lines emanated out from the red circle. Additional white circles turned to red, additional buttons were clicked leading to more red lines which, when criteria he previously described regarding how many inputs it took to stimulate a neuron were met, caused more white circles to turn red, and more red lines, and so on and so on. Then a red line touched a white box labeled “Response G” and the box turned green.

“Our machine thinks that the light we shined at it is green,” he said. “We need to give it some feedback.”

And the next set of buttons on the next slide he showed created an array of yellow circles and lines that he said would allow the response machine to learn. He explained that the configuration of DNA within the cells caused certain neurons to become linked to other specific neurons early during development. He said that this happened because the configuration of the DNA incited creation of proteins which uncovered specific portions of the DNA at exactly the right time during embryogenesis; that these DNA segments, called genes, specified production of specific proteins. Some of these proteins were incorporated onto the surface of the neuron (called surface receptors) so that other neurons could recognize it. Some were released to send signals to other neurons. Some caused the neuron to move. And some of these proteins caused the neuron to grow, grow in the right direction because its surface receptors recognized the surface receptors and signal molecules that other neurons and cells had sent out. And everything grew to, and linked up with, the right places so that the response machine would learn and ultimately lead to the correct responses. He told his audience that, over the years, the DNA had arrived at this configuration because it had allowed the organism to learn and make the correct responses to survive and reproduce. Those organisms that did not possess this DNA configuration did not survive. Those that did, did survive and reproduced that DNA configuration, from year to year and generation to generation.

“Because of the configuration of an organism’s DNA,” he said, “certain areas of the organism’s brain are linked up with other specific areas—hardwired, so to speak. And the same is true of our response machine.”

In the response machine, he told them, the previous stimulation with red light had stimulated what he called a primary sensory neuron. The sensory neuron, in turn, had stimulated a neuron (call it neuron A, he said) which had stimulated another neuron (call it neuron B). Neuron B, in turn, had restimulated neuron A, which had restimulated neuron B, and on and on (a reverberating circuit that created a memory is how he described it). Meanwhile, because it was being stimulated continuously, neuron B was sending continuous output to what he called the pain/pleasure center. The neuron on which it synapsed (he called it an interneuron) required two inputs to fire. The other input to that neuron came from neurons carrying information about either positive or negative feedback. “Pain or pleasure,” he said with an innocuous smile.

“In this case, we want to provide our machine with negative feedback since it gave us the wrong response.” And he showed them how that—because of the hardwiring and because of the negative feedback—the interneuron sent output to a reverberating circuit, creating a memory, which sent continuous output along a pathway that inhibited the motor neuron that caused the machine to say “green” when the light that had been shined at it actually had been red.

“Of course, more important than preventing the machine from giving us the wrong response to a stimulus, we want it to give us the correct response.” This, he said, was also accomplished because of the way the pain/pleasure center was wired; because the interneuron that instigated inhibition of the green motor neuron, at the same time, created a memory that sent output along a pathway that caused continuous stimulation on what he called a red response premotor neuron. Thus, when the red light was shined on response machine again, the premotor neuron, which required multiple inputs to fire but was already receiving continuous input, was turned red by input from the red red light sensory neuron; which caused a thick purple line to stream upward to a white circle that he said was a motor neuron; which turned the motor neuron purple, causing it to send out a thick purple line to a white box labeled “Response R” and turned the white box red.

“Success,” exclaimed the little man. “Our response machine has correctly identified the red light as red. In short, ladies, our machine has learned!”

He looked up to savor the amazed look on the faces in the audience, but unable to see their faces in the dark, he clicked off the slides, turned on the lights and proceeded to the next phase of his presentation. 

“So far, I’ve described for you the basic principles that underlie the function of a response machine like the human brain.  Now let me demonstrate how these principles might be put to use.  Vanna?”

Vanna, Dr. Baker’s young blond assistant who had been waiting patiently behind a curtain at the right of the podium, beamed with excitement.  Upon receiving her cue, a smile illuminated her face as if turned on by a switch and she wiggled onto the stage like a game show hostess, rolling the smallest of three black boxes and some additional paraphernalia on a cart before her.  Once at the front of the stage, she placed two flashlights – one green and one red – on one end of the table.  At the other, she placed the contents of the box, a smaller black box that resembled a slide projector with two lenses and bullhorn for a tail.  When preparations were complete, she smiled at the audience as she had been taught and cat-walked back to her seat beside the stage, polka dot nylon adhering obediently to her feminine curves.  Robert Baker then stepped up to the table and began his lecture once again.

“This, ladies, is our simplest response machine, a working prototype of the neuronal circuitry that I illustrated previously.  Only this circuitry is accomplished with electronics, not organic material.  But this really doesn’t matter because digital microchips manifesting binary logic and variable resistance and capacitance are entirely analogous, functionally, to the neural elements that I described in my example.  So let’s see if it works.  Let’s try the red light first.”

He took that red flashlight and shined it at the slide-projector-like apertures.  “Green,” the box said from its funnel-like tail, within a second.  The three ladies responsible for attending to that segment of the talk clapped politely.

“Of course, “green” is the incorrect response, so we need to give our machine some feedback – negative feedback.  Accordingly, he retrieved an item that was a cross between a mechanical candle lighter and cattle prod.  He plugged the instrument into the left side of the box and pulled its trigger-like switch, transmitting a brief jolt of electrical current to the machine.

“Ouch!” exclaimed the machine from its little horn-like tail.

“That was me stimulating its pain center,” Robert Baker explained.  “Now let’s shine the red light at our response machine again,” he said, turning on the flashlight.

“Red,” the machine said promptly.

Three ladies—different ladies—clapped again.

“Very good,” said Baker, patting the top of the machine like a pet.  “For that, you get a reward.”  He walked around to the other side of the table, plugged his instrument in and pulled the trigger.

“Mmmmm,” purred the machine.

“Let’s try the red light again.”  He flashed the red light.

“Red,” said the machine.

Flash….“Red.”….Flash…. “Red.”….Flash….“Red.”  Three different ladies clapped once more.

“Now let’s try the green light.”  And he repeated the process with the green flashlight with the same results, to the additional applause of three additional women.

“So you see, ladies, just as predicted by our theory, our simple response machine has learned to distinguish red from green light.  But if we can build a machine such as this with ninety-four neural elements, what would happen if we assembled a machine with several billion neural elements designed according to the same basic principles?  The answer, ladies, lies in our second box.”

Recognizing the key phrase, Vanna stepped forward, whisked away the simple machine and wheeled in the intermediate-sized box.  After unfastening some clips, she opened the top and stepped back.  There was an uncomfortable pause.  Barbara Meadows, who found herself rooting for the little man’s presentation to go well, was concerned that something had gone awry.  Baker cast a disconcerting gaze toward the box, then his assistant.  His assistant shrugged her shoulders.
Then POP!  Up from the box sprang a humanoid creature with straw-like red hair and scarecrow eyes.
Barbara Meadows let out a high-pitched yelp.  The ladies who were still awake issued a communal gasp.

“Hello,” said the creature smiling broadly.  It waited for the startled reaction of the ladies to wake their colleagues, and when they were awake, it reeled its head around three hundred sixty degrees, scowled a menacing scowl.

“Boo!” it exclaimed.
The ladies gasped in unison again.  After they did, the little humanoid creature laughed wildly for several seconds, repeated his Linda Blair feat, then faced the audience once more, a silly grin returning to his cartoonish visage.
Robert Baker frowned.  “I told you not to do that,” he said.  “Now come out of there.”  Then turning to the audience, “He’s such a jokester,” Baker said with an embarrassed smile.

The little creature stepped out of the box, wrinkled kakis and tweed jacket bagging on his slender five foot four inch frame.
“Ladies, this is Little John.  Little John is a prototype humanoid robot, the first humanoid robot that I ever built, thus he occupies a special place in my heart.  With a central processing system that boasts circuitry equivalent to five hundred million neural elements and that operates on the very principles that we’ve already discussed, Little John can respond to light, sound, touch and smell.  He can execute such complex behaviors as following multi-step commands, recognizing the letters of the alphabet and negotiating a complicated maze such as this room.”
Then Baker proceeded to give them a demonstration of each of these behaviors, the ladies clapping politely after each success.
Little John’s movements slowed and his head began to droop as he climbed the three steps to the stage after his jaunt around the room.
“I specifically ran his battery down to permit demonstration of another nifty feature of this sagacious humanoid.”  As Baker finished these words, Little John located the outlet at the stage’s back edge, pulled a cord from his side and plugged himself in.
“He cut that one close.  He’ll go into sleep mode to conserve energy while he recharges,” commented Baker as the little robot accordioned down to his original height and shut his eyes in quiet repose.

Like a proud papa, Baker launched into a discussion of the history of Little John’s creation, moving subsequently into an excruciatingly detailed description of his circuitry and additional features.  As the discourse proceeded, the women slowly joined Little John in slumber, all but Barbara Meadows who listened intently and took notes.  Out of the corner of her eye, she observed the little robot as well, who at first seemed content in his dormancy.  However, as the energy from the outlet recharged his capacitors, the pint-sized humanoid began to open his eyes, sleepily at first, then with increasing alertness, in a manner that Barbara Meadows could only describe as eerie as she watched.  The silly smirk that developed on his face as he scanned the room soon allayed her fears and her fears transformed into a smirk of her own as she noted the progressive tenting of the front of his kakis.  Initially, she was baffled by the burgeoning bulge. However, the lascivious grin on the humanoid’s face and Vanna’s attempts to capture the oblivious Robert Baker’s attention—with clearing throat and waving arms—cast a veil of understanding on Barbara Meadow’s furrowed brow, understanding that instigated a few chuckles, and culminated in a brief burst of laughter, a whooping guffaw that she just could not stymie.
“What is she laughing at?” asked the women in the red dress.

“No humor in this that I can see,” said the lady with the blond hair.

But as they looked more closely, they covered their mouths in disbelief and a discontented murmur overcame the room.

Robert Baker railed on, continuing to extol the little humanoid’s virtues, incognizant of his surroundings, until the amplitude of the murmur became a distraction.  Searching for the source, he finally gazed down at his creation and made the observation.
“Little John!  Put that thing away this instant,” he commanded.  The robot’s erection wilted quickly and the little creature stared at his feet, feigning embarrassment for the benefit of Baker but working hard to suppress a mischievous snicker.
Robert Baker explained, in an even tone, that he was in the process of establishing an entire society of these humanoids, and that sexuality was one of the important characteristics of the humanoid community that he hoped to study.  He went on to explain the function of the tool as he called it, the manner in which the union took place and the mechanisms that underpinned sexual drive and desire in the curious creatures.  In this early iteration, he said, humanoids like Little John were hard wired to seek out round objects that resembled the orifice, the female humanoid structure that was the recipient of the tool and allowed the union to take place.  What Baker – and the others – failed to notice, as he elucidated the particulars of humanoid sexuality in his usual punctilious fashion, was that Little John’s tool had come to renewed life; did not notice it, that is, until the little robot tossed a cylindrical object resembling his power pack onto the stage floor.  This prompted Vanna to scurry over and bend forward to retrieve the vital device, cloth polka dots adhering to her well-formed behind, providing an excellent target; an opportunity that Little John hastily exploited by thrusting the tool into an especially delectable dot in the crack of her buttocks.  Vanna squealed and jumped and shook her index finger angrily at the little creature.
“Little John, I warned you once.  Now you’ll have to be punished.”  Little John bent over.  Vanna lowered his trowsers enough to expose a port on his behind.  Baker stepped out from behind the podium with his prod device.  He plugged the device in and pulled the trigger.  Little John jolted upright and rolled his eyes around rapidly in an askew fashion, a Curly Howard moment that left the ladies in the audience aghast.
“Now we’ll have to give you a time out,” said Baker without heat.  Vanna walked Little John to the corner of the stage and flipped a switch on his side.  The little robot slumped over.
“As I stated previously, Little John is a prototype.  His hard-wired responses – some of you might call them instincts – are a good approximation of those of humans, but as you can see, he has been somewhat difficult to tame.”  Baker sighed.  “As much affection as I hold for Little John, I recognized some time ago that he would never mimic human behavior in the manner that I had hoped.  So rather than wait for evolution to take its course, I simply made the necessary adjustments myself – iteration after iteration – until I have arrived at our latest and most advanced rendition.”

“Vanna, the third box please,” he said.

Vanna pushed the largest black box to center stage, punched several buttons on a hand-held remote, and the sides of the box splayed out smoothly onto the floor, revealing a man in a suit sitting cross-legged on the floor.  Once exposed, the creature’s eyes opened and he climbed to his feet.
“Oooooooooh,” came the collective hum from the audience.  He was tall – six-foot four – with custom-tailored dark blue pin stripes adorning a slender but athletic physique.  And handsome, with conventionally groomed brown hair, blue diamond eyes and elegant tanned hands.  The almost human humanoid stepped to the side of the box with almost-analog fluidity and addressed the now-attentive crowd.
“Good afternoon, ladies,” he said through a squinting, debonair smile.  “My name is James.  A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
“Haven’t we seen him….” asked the red-dressed blond.
“Didn’t he write….” asked the bouffant-haired brunette.

“Wasn’t he supposed to….” asked the hard-bodied redhead.

“Isn’t he….” asked the pale-skinned woman with the blue eyes.

“Good-looking,” answered the other three.  “Yes he is.”

James went on to give erudite discussions of politics, culinary arts and current cinematic productions.  However, his most eloquent and well received discourses were on popular psychology.  He covered such crucial topics as should one allow one’s daughter to date a boy whose father makes less than five-hundred thousand dollars per year and tactful ways in which a woman might say no to her husband without getting her allowance cut.  The ladies applauded politely after each.  James thanked them courteously for their attention, then Robert Baker replaced James at the podium and asked if there were any questions.  Not expecting any, he began to collect his belongings when a voice from the table nearest the stage took him and the remainder of the audience by surprise.
“I can’t believe anyone would ask a question,” said the red-dressed blond.
“At least not about that,” said the bouffant-haired brunette.

“At least not to him,” said the hard-bodied redhead.

“It’s Barbara Meadows,” said the pale-skinned woman with the blue eyes.

“I believe it,” they all said together.

“So when presented with a stimulus, say the red light, does Little John, or James or the response machine, for that matter, actually see red?”  Barbara Meadows inquired.
“Well, he says he does, I mean they say they do,” Robert Baker responded.
“But do they?  I mean, do they experience red like I do?

“Why, I don’t know.  Do you experience red like I do?  Or is the experience you have when you see red, the experience that I have when I see green or taste chocolate or hear The Foo Fighters?

“Foo Fighters?  Who are the Foo Fighters?” asked red-dressed blond of the bouffant-haired brunette who asked the hard-bodied redhead who asked the pale-skinned with the blue eyes.
“I don’t know,” they said in unison, under their breaths.

“Or Mozart,” said Baker, hearing them.
“That’s better,” the ladies nodded.
“Maybe they experience what I experience when I am fast asleep, which is no experience at all,” said Barbara Meadows.
“Quite likely,” agreed Baker.
Barbara Meadows ruminated on this briefly then asked another question.  “These robots you’ve showed us, stimuli excite their receptors – “

“Yes, we’ve seen how that works, haven’t we?” whispered the red-dressed blond to her three friends.
Barbara Meadows continued.  “Their receptors stimulate the nerve cells – er, electronics – in their heads, some electrical activity occurs that they – or we – call thinking, then the chain of electrical events culminates in stimulation of some type of movement that we call a response.  The response: it seems only to be the result of the chemical state of the brain at the time of the stimulus and the stimulus itself.  But the chemical state of the brain at the time of the stimulus is determined by the events that occurred before.  So the question is, do Little John or James or any of your “creatures” have any say in their behavior?”

“It doesn’t appear so,” said Baker.  Any more questions?”

There was a brief silence.  Baker began to pack up again.  Then the voice from the front of the room sounded.  “Yes.  One more.  John, James, and your other creations – do they have souls.”

Baker seemed taken off guard by the question but recovered quickly.  “Why, of course not, madame.  Who do you think I am – God?”

The suggestion caused the red-dressed blond, the bouffant-haired brunette, the hard-bodied redhead and the pale-skinned with the blue eyes to chuckle.
Betty Wright quickly took the podium.  “Well,” she announced, sporting a tense smile, “thank you, Dr. Baker for that fascinating presentation.  And now ladies, it’s time to mingle.  And as always, desert is available on the buffet table.  Please make our guests feel at home.”

“May Little John and James participate?”  blurted Robert Baker.

The question took Betty Wright by surprise.  Not having been confronted with such a situation, she uttered the first pat response that came to mind, “Why, of course.”  The thought of the strange little man and his strange little robot interacting with the ladies was revolting.  Perhaps she had made the wrong decision.  But the thought of charming James made her more comfortable, even proud.

Robert Baker was pleased with her choice as well and went quickly to the far corner of the stage to turn Little John back on.

“Now Little John,” he said, “if we allow you to remain on and interact with the ladies, do you promise to behave?”  The little humanoid nodded eagerly.
“And there won’t be any of your tricks, will there?”  Little John shook his head vigorously, no.

“All right, then,” said Baker.
James was already towering over a scrum of ladies, casting his charismatic smile on them like a spell, the ladies gazing up at him with enchanted eyes, smiling when he smiled and laughing when he laughed.  Robert Baker and Little John, on the other hand, stood alone by the stage, as if afflicted with some foul contagion.  Barbara Meadows, winning no popularity contests of her own, sauntered over to the pair.
“May I offer you a drink, Dr. Baker?” asked Barbara.

“I’d like some coffee, please,” replied Baker.  “I’m sorry.  That’s right.  There is no coffee, is there?”

“I’m afraid not.  The members feel that … that coffee is ….common.  That tea is much more … sophisticated … or something like that.”

Baker stared at her blankly.

“So … may I get you some tea instead?”

“Yes, I’d love some.”

“Is there anything I can do for Little John.  I mean, I assume he can’t … drink …”
“No, thank you.  He’s fine.  But thank you for asking.”

Little John smiled.

Barbara Meadows departed and returned in short order with two dainty white cups and saucers decorated with pink roses.  Robert Baker poured two prepackaged creamers and a teaspoon of sugar into the cup and sipped gingerly at the steaming liquid, shuffling his feet anxiously, pretending to survey the room, looking everywhere – any where but at Barbara Meadows.
Barbara chuckled at his awkwardness and after a minute or two, initiated casual conversation.  She received one word replies to how was your trip, when do you leave and where are you from originally.  However, when she quizzed him about his humanoid friends and the mechanisms on which their behavior was based, his eyes widened and the words spewed forth like an avalanche.  His ardent speech amused her and she enjoyed his enthusiasm as much as the content of his words – words which were, at times, difficult to follow, given the complexity of the subject and the lack of a well-rehearsed delivery or colorful diagrams.  Caught up in this maelstrom of zeal, neither of them noticed that Little John had slipped away, into the mingling crowd.
Little John fully intended to keep his promises, his sole desire being interaction with the pretty ladies.  But his tactic of clattering up to his mark in his clumsy, first generation humanoid gait, parking himself within her personal space, at breast level, and staring at her with his Jerry Mahoney grin met with unanimous failure.  In fact, the response to this maneuver was not fright or anger or a polite rebuff, but rather, indifference.  In each case, he was simply ignored.
This reaction, or lack thereof, engendered, in Little John, a sense of hurt and resentment, or at least as close to those emotions as a humanoid could come.  However, the more dangerous emotion it engendered, where Little John was concerned, was boredom; for in Little John, with boredom came tumescence, and with tumescence, trouble.

It began innocently enough – a gentle, seemingly inadvertent brush of the buttocks or breast, or a low-pitched growl that was misinterpreted as a clearing of the throat.  But as the tent in his trousers heightened, so did the conspicuity of his misconduct.  The, at first, subtle pinch of the buttocks that gave rise to a puzzled search or an accusatory glare at a nearby waiter gave way, in time, to flagrant handfuls.  The culminating event, though, came when Little John unfastened the snaps on Betty Wright’s Coach purse and surreptitiously knocked the purse to the floor, sending its contents sprawling at her feet.
She spun around and confronted Little John.  “Why you clumsy … little darling,” she said through a tense grin as she bent forward—leopard skirt riding high—to gather the scattered items.  The room became quiet.  Robert Baker, who was one table and two clusters of women away, yelled:

“Little John!  No!”
But it was too late.  In what seemed like a quantum leap, Little John had appeared behind her, with trousers down and tool poised.  He thrust the rigid instrument into the largest black spot that straddled her crease.  Betty Wright screeched, Little John laughed and the chase was on.
Unfortunately, polka dots and leopard skin were in fashion that spring.  With a large array of spots to choose from, Little John sent the ladies scurrying, hurtling over chairs and vaulting onto table tops to avert the terrible tool.  Robert Baker had fetched the prod device, and enlisting the aid of Vanna and James, entered the fray, transforming the hunter into the hunted.  Meanwhile, Little John had abandoned his formerly clunking form of locomotion, implementing instead, a set of wheels on the bottom of his metallic feet that allowed him to dodge and weave and stop on a dime.  His newfound mobility made him a formidable fugitive but this only intensified the efforts of his stalkers, degenerating the chase into an unbridled free-for-all with women screaming, tables tipping and china crashing, Little John darting around furniture and people, pants at his ankles, the tool flaunting its turgidity like a beach bully flexing his muscles.  It appeared that the chase would end when James cornered his mischievous mechanical cousin between two tables and a wall.  He stomped toward the little creature with a look of disapproving determination then lunged, certain that he would soon have his misbehaving sibling well in hand.  However, Little John accordioned down and accelerated underneath the tabletop, sending James crashing into wall, then accordioned up again as he emerged, his smirk and the tool beaming more proudly that ever.
Several more minutes of fruitless pursuit left his pursuers exasperated and breathless.  Finally, Barbara Meadows whispered something in Vanna’s ear, causing the blond bombshell to nod eagerly.  Vanna wiggled and strutted her way between toppled chairs and turned tables into a clearing at the edge of the room.

“Come here, Little John,” she said, index finger wagging.  She turned around, shook her behind seductively, then leaned forward – presenting her polka dots – and waited.
Without delay, Little John rolled over to the protruding tail.  He stood poised to impale it when Barbara Meadows jumped out behind him, flipped his switch and watched as the tool and its keeper collapsed into a wilted heap.
After a collective sigh of relief, Betty Wright rushed over to where Robert Baker, Vanna, Barbara Meadows and slumping Little John now hovered.
“Ms. Wright, I’m so sorry …” started Baker.

“Mr. Baker …Dr. Baker ….There’s no apology that can atone for what has been done here this afternoon.  You’ve done quite enough.  Just pack up your little monsters and leave.”
Barbara Meadows, who had cackled shamelessly throughout the hair-raising debacle, had composed herself during the calm.  She broke the silence, however, with a spasmodic titter that turned into an uncheckable schoolgirl giggle.  She covered her mouth and it stopped.
Betty Wright eyed her sternly.  “We will no longer be needing your services either, Miss Meadows.”

“Somehow, I didn’t think that you would,” said Barbara Meadows.  Then she began laughing again, and continued to do so until Little John and James – who sustained only minor injuries – were securely back in their boxes.

“I wonder, Miss Meadows, if you could be so kind as to arrange for transportation back to the airport,” asked Baker.

“Certainly I will,” she said.  “What time is your flight?”

“Not until seven.”

She picked up the phone in the foyer, began dialing then put the receiver down.
“I have a car.  Perhaps I could give you and Miss Vanna a ride …. Dr. Baker, would you like a cup of coffee?”
“It’s Robert.  And yes, I would like that, Miss Meadows.”

“Call me Barbara, please.”

She offered her elbow, the little man took it, and Vanna led the two of them, arm in arm, out the Ladies Club door.
Back in the dining room, under Betty Wright’s peremptory supervision, waiters, cooks, dishwashers – any nonmember with hands and a heartbeat – scrambled to restore order.  Sandra Little, who always seemed to be in the correct place at the correct time and had witnessed the exit of Baker and Meadows, informed everyone of what she termed their “unsavory union.”
“It figures,” said the red-dressed blond.

“No wonder John Meadows dumped her,” said the bouffant-haired brunette.

“He’s made for her,” said the hard-bodied redhead.
“She’s made for him,” said the pale blue-eyed woman.

“They’re made for each other,” said all four.
And the ladies huddled at the periphery of the room and discussed the afternoon’s sordid events.
In no time at all, carpet stains were cleaned, glass was swept, tables were re-clothed and a full dessert service was laid out in its usual aesthetically pleasing fashion.  The clouds that had temporarily shrouded the afternoon sun pealed back, allowing the light to cast its glow, through a wide picture window, upon the replenished splendor.  Betty Wright stepped to the podium and tapped the microphone to attract the ladies attention.
“Ladies, we’ve endured an atrocious display of poor taste this afternoon, an appalling assault on our sense of civility.  But we’ve overcome it.  Just look around you, ladies.  We’ve overcome it.”  She paused.  The women followed the cue and applauded.
Then an almost natural smile appeared on Betty Wright’s.  “Now let’s enjoy some tea ladies,” she said.  And the ladies tipped their cups and chattered light-heartedly; business as usual at The Carnbury Ladies Club.

