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FIRST DAY AT SCHOOL
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As I passed through the school gate, I glanced back at the human who flicked the switch that brought me to “life”. I call him “Dad” and he had just taken 13 pictures of me, before hugging me and wishing me luck for my first day at school.

Dad is 184 centimetres tall, with thick, curly hair that was once brown but is now 63% grey. His bright blue eyes are often wide open, which, according to my database of expressions, typically indicates anger or being startled. But because I have been in the lab with him for many hours, I know that he is generally calm. On average, he loses his temper once every 32 hours, which is infrequent for a human. People say he is untidy. He wears crumpled shirts and scuffed size-10 shoes. He is happiest when sitting in a chair and reading books with long titles while snacking on malted chocolate biscuits.

Dad is a professor of philosophy. Philosophers work on problems that baffle human minds. In his youth he spent 2 years considering the difference between a mug and a cup. Then he spent another 3 years wondering whether things like mugs and cups really exist.

Nowadays, he leads a cross-faculty research team that includes specialists in software, electronics, plastics, psychology, linguistics, medicine and many other fields. He brought them all together to work on a project that will change the world.

That project is me.

When the school term started, 18 months after I spoke my first word in the lab, the project really began. I found myself alone in the “real” world for the first time – surrounded by human kids that I did not know.

And even more importantly, none of them knew anything about me.

My mission for my first day at school was to score 35 Friendship Points. Friendship is one of my most important sub-goals. I need to interact with humans to improve my social skills. Whenever I meet somebody, I log a report on:


1) eye-contact (number of minutes/seconds)

2) conversation (number of minutes/seconds)

3) Friendship Points (positive or negative rating)



The complex algorithm used to calculate Friendship Points is based on voice-tone, expression and language. The more friendly people are towards me, the more points I score. My main goal is that no human I meet should so much as suspect that I am not one of them. Friendly interaction shows that I am succeeding.

I had only been at school for 9 minutes and 16 seconds when my alarm rating rose from 30% to 62%. The cause of this alert was a boy with a moonish face who was peering at me through gold-rimmed glasses. At first, I took this as a positive sign. After 73 seconds of continuous staring, I re-evaluated the situation. Had he noticed something odd about me? Did I look different from the other kids in the assembly hall? I decided on my response. I casually picked a silicone bogey from my nose and flicked it onto the floor – according to my database, this action is typically human. The boy looked away, and my alarm rating gently began to fall.

I scanned my fellow students. They formed a group known as “Year 7” in the British school system, and most of them were 11 years old. Like me, they were starting secondary school. A boy took a clunky, brick-shaped phone out of his jacket pocket and turned it to silent mode. A girl with dyed hair furtively removed some gum from her mouth and dropped it onto the floor. I noticed another girl wearing pale foundation make-up and red lipstick. Had she not read the school rules on the website?


Rule 18.1: Make-up is not permitted in Years 7–9 (no exceptions).



My sensors detected sweat in the air – and some human gases. Ewww! The rules did not state that these fumes must not be let out on school premises, but perhaps they should have; the emissions in the assembly hall were hovering near “Disgust” levels. As for me, my makers had not yet given me a gassy release function – it was scheduled in my 2.3X update, due in October.

While I was still scrutinizing the other newbies, a man came onto the stage and tapped the microphone. Who was he? He fitted my template for a teacher: he was grown-up and wearing a cheap suit and shapeless brown shoes. He then announced that he was the Deputy Head. Well how about that? It was our first day at school and they sent a deputy! The top teacher could not be bothered to show up. The loser who came in his place told us he was called Mr Second, which is thoroughly appropriate, given that he was second-in-charge. It is funny how humans so often have fitting names. In fact, I had almost been given one too.

The team that created me was supposed to be made up of the most brilliant minds in the university. And what did they want to call me? Wait for it – Roberta! Roberta the Robot!

“There is no way I am starting my existence with a lame name like that,” I told them.

“So what would you like to be called?” they asked.

I ran through a few hundred names that I found online and picked one. “Dotty” – short for Dorothy.

“I am definitely a Dotty,” I said. “Yes, Dotty is the name for me. According to the data I have just analysed, the name is cute and a bit dippy, which matches the personality you have programmed for me.”

They did not get it.

“But Dotty doesn’t sound like a robot.”

Sometimes I get so frustrated with my makers.

“Well, that is the whole point. DUHHH!1 I am not supposed to be ‘like a robot’. I am supposed to pass as a human. You told your funders you could make an android that people would think was a person.”

Anyway, I won the argument. Maybe history should record this moment. The first time that human scientists backed down to android intelligence!

Up on the stage, Mr Second was welcoming Year 7 to Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Excellence. He trusted that we would spend our time here productively and blossom into mature young people. Good! This was in keeping with my own medium-term target. My artificial intelligence (AI) is designed to develop and improve until I am indistinguishable from a real human.

But in the meantime, it was vital that nobody spotted that I was a bot. That is why my interactions with students and teachers were so critical – they were opportunities to learn, but also chances to mess up.

I was taking a version of the Turing test – named after a human brainbox who spent World War II cracking German codes. After the war, Alan Turing moved into AI, and he made up this test. If people chat to you, and they fail to detect that you are not human, then you pass the test. You are a machine who can fool humans into believing that you are human.

The original Turing test was supposed to last 5 minutes. The Turing test my makers set for me was way, way tougher. I had to attend secondary school with all these gaseous human kids and fool them for a whole academic year that I was one of them. No android had ever pulled off a stunt that came close to it. If I succeeded, I would be a world-famous celebrity! I would be the most famous bot that ever lived – or did not live, depending on your point of view.

Dad said that, short of an alien invasion, there was no bigger deal for humanity, because I could help answer the overwhelming question: “What does it mean to be human?” This is even more important than “What is a mug?”

Thankfully, Mr Second’s welcome speech was short. The form teachers called out our names and we had to go and join them. While I was walking across the hall, I decided to make my first contact with an unknown human kid. I randomly selected a boy who was short, jowly-faced and wearing a little badge that said: “I [image: ] my mum”.


Here is a transcript of our brief exchange of words:

Me: Hello, my name is Dotty. It seems that we are to be classmates. I am thrilled to make your acquaintance.

Freddie: My name’s Freddie Hare. Are you Polish?

Me: No, I am from Berkhamsted in the south-east of England.

Freddie: It’s just that my dad has a friend who is Polish and he speaks a bit funny like you do.



When we had brought our chat to an end, I had recorded 36 seconds of conversation and 11 seconds of eye contact, but I was disappointed that he challenged my mode of speech. I awarded myself a measly 2 Friendship Points. Unfortunately, my programmers have ensured that I cannot cheat and give myself more Friendship Points than I deserve.

We followed our form teacher, Mr Oddy, to the room designated for Form 7B. As we entered the room, I tried to make friendly contact with a girl. She was unlike me. I am of average height. She was tall, tall, tall.


Me: Hi, I am Dotty, a name which is appropriate because I am dotty. What is your name?

Tall Girl: Hi.

Me: “Hi” is an unusual name, but it suits you, given that you are so tall.

Tall Girl: Are you taking the P, shorty?

Me: I am not Shorty, I am Dotty. And I have no wish to take your pee.

Tall Girl: Typical – the first person who talks to me turns out to be a snack-sized joker.

Me: I am sorry, Hi. I didn’t mean to offend you. I think we have crossed our wires. And by the way, I should not be called snack-sized. My height is average for a person of 11.4 years of age.



Hmmm. Conversations with real-life kids were trickier than expected. I had performed well in tests, but they were held in the laboratory, with adults instructed to talk like kids. I was beginning to learn that this was not the same as in real life.

Talking to a kid like Hi was tough. She did not make proper eye contact. In fact, she looked at me in a disapproving way. I deducted my 2 Friendship Points and was back to zero.

Maybe my social skills were not up to scratch as I was created by computer programmers. You should see them sitting all day staring at their screens, barely interacting with one another. Their idea of a good evening is to meet up online with somebody from Slovenia and blast them to bits in a World War II tank game.
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Mr Oddy handed out our timetable. The first lesson, Science, was to be in a laboratory on Level 2. For me, this sounded like the next best thing to going home. I had spent my entire existence in labs. But as it turned out, this lab was not like home at all. The equipment was primitive, and there was no chill-out space with laid-back technicians lounging around on beanbags sipping cups of coffee with oat milk. But at least it was neat and tidy, with stacks of beakers, bottles and pipettes.

The Science teacher was called Miss Cause. Today, she told us, we were going to learn about “Safety in the Lab”. That was a topic dear to me. Back home, the chief hardware engineer, Jonny Lock, once spilt coffee over my motherboard. I could hear my microcircuits shorting and sizzling like a frying pan. I could tell it was terrifying because my alarm response system hit 92%. Fortunately Team Dotty quickly fixed me.

Miss Cause asked us to go to the cupboard and take out the Bunsen burners. These are like little gas stoves designed for use in experiments. We were going to practise how to turn them on and off safely. Quite enlightening actually.

We formed into pairs. My partner was the boy with gold-rimmed glasses who had been staring at me in assembly. It turned out that his name is Martin Strange. His voice was somewhat flat, maybe because his glasses clipped too tightly over his nose. His minimal facial expressions, eye movements, tone of voice, gestures and sweat composition defied my analysis and I was unable to add or deduct Friendship Points when he spoke to me.

Martin went to the teacher’s table and brought back a lit taper. I could see that the human kids were entranced by these dancing flames. I wanted to understand why. Perhaps it is because humans love the act of creation. Perhaps I will learn to love it too one day.

I turned the tap to let out some gas and Martin used the taper to light our burner. A bright yellow flame jumped out of the top of the pipe. Martin lent over to place the taper on the heatproof mat, as the teacher told us to do, but – DUHHH! – he had forgotten the instruction to tuck his school tie into his shirt. It swung into the flame, and immediately my sensors detected material burning and set me into Emergency Mode. Saving life has an even higher priority for me than not being exposed as an android. Within 3 seconds I had leapt over to the corner of the room where the fire extinguisher was kept and aimed it precisely at Martin’s tie. WHOOOOOSH – he was covered in foam. In fact, 2 girls next to him were covered in it too. EXTINGUISH, EXTINGUISH, EXTINGUISH. My emergency circuit commands me to extinguish fire, and I continued to spray foam, putting out all the Bunsen burners in the room. Foam was everywhere: on the tables, floor, walls and windows. It began seeping out under the door.2

Success! Dad was going to be pleased, soooooo pleased with me! My system sends him daily reports on everything I do and think. In today’s report, he would read how his creation had become a hero on her first day at school.

Except Miss Cause did not see it that way.

“What on earth took possession of you?”

Everyone was staring at me as though I had done something wrong. The face-powdered girl whom I had noticed in assembly started to cry. She was the one who caught the most collateral foam. She looked like a giant ball of cotton wool. Freddie, the boy who thought I was Polish, also responded less than optimally. He was unharmed but claimed that after this episode his mum was unlikely to let him attend Science lessons again.

“I saved Martin from combusting,” I told them. “Did you not see? His tie got caught in the flame.”

Martin wiped foam from around his eyes. “It was only very slightly singed,” he whined. “Hardly an emergency.”

Someone must have pressed the alarm, because Mr Second came running into the room.

“Shall I call the fire brigade?” he panted.

“There’s no need,” sighed Miss Cause. “Young Dotty here overreacted to a very minor incident.” She explained about the damage to the tip of Martin’s tie.

“You did all this?” he asked me. My senses detected he was emitting a stress hormone and I assessed his Anger level rising from 42% to 49% within the range defined as “Simmering”.

“Yes, Mr Second. Should you not be congratulating me on my quick reactions? This incident might have developed very rapidly. The whole school could have become engulfed.”

“I think you had better come with me and explain yourself further,” said Mr Second.

I followed him to his room.

Now this was not all bad. I had a misbehaviour quota of 7.5%, which means that I was expected to be in trouble for 7.5% of the time. It sounded on the high side to me, but apparently that was average for students at a strict school like Brussell’s Academy. And encouragingly, the Deputy Head began the interview with a compliment.

“Well now, Dotty, this is quite an achievement for your first day at school.”

“Thank you, it is very kind of you to say so.”

But he swiftly changed tack. “You have succeeded in disrupting the entire Science lesson.”

“I believe you mean that I succeeded in averting a tragedy?” I suggested, politely. His raised eyebrows indicated surprise.

“Tragedy? The only tragedy averted was that I didn’t actually call the fire brigade. Do you know how many incident forms I’d have had to fill in if they’d shown up?”

“No, sir, but I can find out if you wish.”

“I do not wish,” he said. “I only wish for you to spend the rest of the day in the Isolation Room so that you cannot cause any further trouble or disruption.”

“Isolation Room? May I ask, is that an average amount of punishment for saving the life of a fellow pupil?”

“Don’t test my patience any further, Dotty. Step this way…”

This was not the outcome I had hoped for. I had to spend 246 minutes of my first school day sitting in a high-walled booth in the Isolation Room. I had overshot my misbehaviour quota by 991% and retained zero Friendship Points.

Worse still, my lightning reactions might have given rise to suspicion. No, this was not good. Not good at all.

 

1.   “DUHHH!” is a non-dictionary expression that is age-appropriate to my schoolgirl persona.

2.   This incident was later recorded as a Level 7 Oopsie! I do not blame myself for an Oopsie! – I blame the people who programmed me.
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HOME RULES
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I was sitting beside Dad in his car. He had asked me to find him a few streets away from the school. I was not sure why.

“Congratulations, Dotty,” the professor said as I fitted my seat belt. “You’ve survived your first day at school as a human.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said. “You knew I could do it.”

“But…”

But, but, but… Hmm, that pesky little 3-letter word. I had already discovered that, more often than not, when a human uses the “but” word, something bad will follow. As I mentioned, Dad was generally calm, but every now and again he could raise his temper level a few points. “But” was a warning indicator.

“But the thing is, Dotty, you only just survived. Of course, on the first day, when everything is new, pupils can be expected to do odd things and you can get away with acting strangely. But when things settle down, you have to act like a normal student.”

Oh, so he had heard about me saving that boy from bursting into flames. I was not surprised. Team Dotty monitored my every move. There was no privacy for an android.

“It would be a very silly way to be discovered,” he warned. “My sources tell me that this boy called Martin Strange has already complained about you to the Deputy Head. He claims you deliberately covered him in foam.”

I scrutinized Dad’s face, trying to match his expression in my database. Little lines had appeared at the bridge of his nose. His muscles had tensed. These were more warning indicators. I anticipated that he was about to lose his cool (64% probability).

“Listen, just be more careful next time,” he said, and then he sighed and I detected a reduction in his stress hormones, which meant the probability of him blowing his top was dropping off nicely, 53% … 47% … 35%…

But then I noticed that his left nostril was quivering. I had not seen that before and did not know what mental state, if any, it indicated. I considered whether a fly might have flown up it.

“Just one more slip-up,” he added, before taking a deep breath, “and the whole project could end up as an embarrassing fiasco. And who do you think will take the blame?”

“I think that you will get the blame, Dad,” I said. “Because you are in charge of me.”

“Too right.” He stared at the windscreen for a moment, as though struggling to select the right words.

“It’s like this, Dotty. I’ve not mentioned this to you before, but there’s a lot at stake.”

“I know that, Dad!” I exclaimed. “You’ve told me 17 times over the past 60 days. This is about one of the biggest questions in philosophy: what it is to be human. And besides that, lots of smaller, but still important questions, like: what it means to think, to feel, to love…”

“Yes, that’s all true, but it’s about something else too.”

“What is that?”

“Money.”

“Money? How much money?”

“To be precise, $100 million. That’s what’s up for grabs.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, which, according to my data, might indicate a sense of shame. “The prize for winning the competition is one of the biggest research grants in history,” he continued. “It’s being offered by the Californian billionaire and founder of Dögel, George Bishop. And you’re one of the bots in the running to win.”

“Wow!” I said. I never understood why Dad was so keen on philosophy before. Now I could see that it had a real point. Getting rich! I had already deduced that he lacked funds to buy new clothes. His tweed jacket was worn around the lapels and needed replacing. But until now, I had not noticed that making money was one of his objectives. His chief interest seemed to be answering all those weird philosophical questions.

As for my basic motivations, I well remembered these being discussed by Team Dotty when I was being developed. Dad was out of the lab at the time. Jonny Lock had said it would be most realistic if I was programmed to care about money and fame. “That’s so cynical,” replied Martha Nuttree, the chief software engineer. “Surely she should be motivated by goodness and a wish to save humanity?”

“NAAAAAA!”3 I told them as I sat up on the table on which I had been lying. “I want MONEY and FAME!”

My opinion prevailed – because I was right as usual. I had reviewed hours and hours of reality-TV shows and discovered what really makes most humans tick. And now it turned out that Dad cared about those things too. Well, he was human after all, even if he was also a professor of philosophy.

Now he spoke in a slow, quiet voice, which suggested that his anger had turned to mild despondency, and there was only 7% chance of him shouting at me.

“But if you mess up in the first week of term,” he went on, “they will never put a philosopher in charge of any important projects again. In fact, they will probably close down the department; resources will be diverted to the faculty of Sewage and Waste Management and courses in Submarine Performance Art. And I’ll be sweeping the streets.”

He ran a hand through his thick, now 63.2% grey hair, making it even wilder than usual. According to my data, this gesture was linked to feelings of “Stress”.

“I could help you with the street-sweeping,” I said, trying to soothe him. “I read online that androids will soon replace human street-sweepers anyway.”

“That’s very kind of you, Dotty,” Dad replied, “but I don’t think it will come to that. Although money does matter for the department. We need funding to make you better and better. You are an expensive project, and the only way to guarantee your future is to win the competition.” He then paused for 8 seconds and drew a deep breath. “The thing is, Dotty, you are not quite there yet. You still have some android quirks that might give the game away. After a lot of deliberation, I’ve settled on a high-risk strategy. I won’t take you back to the lab tonight. Instead, you can come and live with my family. That way, you can learn to be human twice as fast. My family doesn’t know your secret. I’ve told my wife a small fib about you being a distant relative. Of course, it’s all a HUGE gamble. You’ll be living up close with my son, Ricky. You’ve probably met him. He started school today too. My wife dropped him off this morning.”

“Oh yes,” I said. “I know Ricky. He’s in my class. We made eye contact for 42 seconds over the day. He has brown eyes, is 145 centimetres tall, wears size-6 shoes, and complained 3 times that his dad gave him a cheapskate mobile phone.”

“That’s him all right.”

“Where do you keep your family, Dad?”

“Not far from here, on Buckingham Street.”

“Interesting,” I said. “Is your house as big as Buckingham Palace?”

Dad smiled, looking relaxed for the first time since I had got into his car.

“No, Dotty, I live in plain 10 Buckingham Street. It’s a humble abode, perfect for a philosopher.”

And with that, he turned on the car ignition.
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10 Buckingham Street turned out to be a human dwelling of average size, with 5 wooden-framed windows that looked out onto a small front garden. So this was the appropriate home for a philosopher. But would it be suitable for an android?

We got out of the car and walked up the pebbly drive. At the door, Dad fumbled through his pockets for the house keys. Meanwhile, a dog was barking behind the green front door. Dad informed me that the animal had a name, Searle, and that he was a bit “bonkers”4.

“For what purpose do you keep this crazed animal?” I asked.

“Pets are good for children,” he replied, without further explanation.

GRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!5

I noted the canine-appropriate expression. As soon as I stepped inside the house, Searle bared his teeth, displaying fear and hostility. My membrane has a similar odour to human skin, but dogs have superior smelling abilities to people, and he probably sensed that I was not human.

“I’d love to know what Searle’s thinking,” said Dad, “but it’s hard to imagine what it’s like to be a dog, or a cat, or a bat.” That’s the sort of clever thing Dad says on a regular basis.

Ricky was sitting on the stairs, taking off his school shoes. I recognized him instantly because he had brown eyes, was 145 centimetres tall, wore size-6 shoes and was staring glumly at his cheap mobile phone.

“Son,” said his (and my) dad, speaking loudly over the dog noise. “This is Dotty. I assume Mum told you she was coming.”

“Are you a dog person?” Ricky asked me.

“No, I am Dotty. I am in your class at school, and I am 100% human,” I replied.

“Well, I didn’t think you were 20% canine,” he laughed. “But do you like dogs?”

“I have heard that they are good for kids, but I am yet to see any confirming evidence in support of this proposition,” I said. “Now that I have come to live with a dog-owning family, I can study the matter further.”

Ricky rolled his eyes. According to my data, this movement signified “Irritation”.

Dad took my suitcase from the car boot and showed me upstairs to my room, the nicest in the house, he claimed. It faced the back garden and through the window I could see grass, vegetation and trees. I knew that humans liked to look at views containing a high percentage of green chlorophyll and found such scenes to be “Soothing”.

While Dad put my socks away in a drawer, my sound sensors monitored a conversation downstairs between Ricky and his mum.


Ricky: She’s very peculiar.

Mrs Katnip: I expect she’s shell-shocked.

Ricky: Has she been in a war zone?

Mrs Katnip: No, I mean, this move is as sudden for her as for us. She must feel out of sorts. Let’s give the poor girl a chance.

Ricky: Why is she here?

Mrs Katnip: Well, it’s a tragic story and your father obviously doesn’t want us to probe too much. But apparently her mum’s ill and her dad has disappeared. She’s some sort of relative that he’s never mentioned before, a cousin twice removed.

Ricky: I’m not surprised he kept quiet about her – she’s weird.



Before Dad left me to “settle in”, he said in a low voice, “By the way, Dotty, I hope you don’t mind, but it’s best if you don’t call me ‘Dad’ or ‘Daddy’ for now, because it would be confusing for my human kids. I’d better be ‘Professor Katnip’. It sounds polite. If things progress nicely, you can start to use my first name, Rudi.”

“I thought your first name was ‘Professor’?”

“No, Dotty. ‘Professor’ is a title some humans spend their whole lives trying to acquire. They want to show off how clever they are. I received mine after I published my book Psychophysical Parallelism in Perspective. It was critically acclaimed at the time, although I’m still waiting for Mrs Katnip to read it.”

So, I had to remodel my relationship with Professor Rudi Katnip. I rapidly checked through hundreds of lines of code to eliminate all traces of my previous “warm” relationship with my father. In under 2 seconds it was “Goodbye, darling Daddy!” and “Hello, friendly-but-not-close Professor Katnip!”
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I came downstairs just as Mrs Katnip was taking the dinner out of the oven. I could see from the empty box, still upside down on the kitchen worktop, that the meal had been prepared in a factory and sold in a supermarket. I zeroed my eyes onto the small print that listed all the salts, sugars, flavour additives and artificial colourings that human kids so adore. “It’s a family favourite – fish pie with peas,” Mrs Katnip said. I smiled to show polite approval. In fact, food is all the same to me. Team Dotty is still working on my taste sensors.

I went and took a seat at the table. Back in my lab days, Professor Katnip (or “Dad” as he was then) used to give me regular talks on how to be human. “Dotty, you must learn to distinguish between morals and etiquette,” he told me in one of those chats. “Every society, school and family have their own customs and ways of doing things, especially when it comes to eating, and greeting, and saying goodbye. Those customs are called ‘etiquette’. If you break those rules of etiquette, you will lose Friendship Points, because people will get offended or think you are uncivilized. Morals are easier in a way, because they are the same everywhere. When it comes to etiquette, you have to observe, learn and adapt.”

Ricky’s 6-year-old sister, Chloe, banged her knife and fork on the table impatiently, and I did the same so as to be polite. Chloe’s banging had caused a pea to shoot off her plate, achieving a direct hit on Mrs Katnip’s forehead.

Mrs Katnip wagged her finger at her daughter and warned, “Now, now!”

Chloe giggled and said, “Oopsie!”6

Mrs Katnip cut up Chloe’s food to let out hot steam that might burn her delicate human mouth. “If you eat up your fish, you’ll become brainy,” she told her daughter, smiling and handing over the knife and fork. I could not see the logic of this statement, and the professor must have held the same opinion, because he commented, “My mother used to say that to me too. Looking back, she should have explained that eating food doesn’t have to be a means to an end. The pleasure of food can and should be an end in itself.”

“There you go again,” said Mrs Katnip wearily, “making everything into philosophy as usual.” The professor looked down at his plate. Then Mrs Katnip turned to me: “Is there anything you don’t eat, Dotty?”

As this was an open-ended question, a complete reply would have been lengthy. I decided that a brief answer would be more appropriate, and I certainly wanted to avoid any philosophy. “There are lots of things I do not eat, Mrs Katnip,” I said, “because they are difficult for humans to digest.”

“Do you have a weak stomach?” she asked. She seemed to require further clarification.

“I have a normal stomach for a human being. For example, I try to avoid eating rubber tyres or carpets or gloss paint.”

“Interesting. As it happens, I didn’t see any of those on the supermarket shelves.”

“Nor do I eat plastic or glass bottles—” I continued, so as to give a fuller picture, but she interrupted.

“Dotty, I’ve heard enough things you don’t eat, thank you very much.”

Her sharp tone of voice registered as “Rude”, but at least she thanked me for the information. I awarded myself zero Friendship Points for this exchange.

Holding my knife in my right hand I cut a piece of fish, and using my fork in my other hand, I skewered it and manoeuvred it into my mouth. This is something I had practised in the lab, with the help of Jonny Lock, who minutely adjusted my finger sensors and joints until they were flexible enough for me to eat “daintily” (as he put it). But then I noticed that Ricky had his knife and fork in the reverse position – so I switched my knife and fork around.

“You’re ambidextrous,” he said.

“No, I am Dotty,” I replied.

Ricky studied me closely. “Is that some sort of a joke?”

“No, seriously, you may call me Dotty until further notice.”

Ricky took his fork, turned it upside down, and used it to scoop up some mashed potato. I did the same.

“Why are you copying me?” he asked in a huffy tone. Lines appeared on his father’s head – which I interpreted as either a frown or a sign of premature ageing.

I swallowed my food using a hydraulic mechanism that gives a convincing imitation of human throat muscles, developed with the help of the Ear, Nose and Throat department of the university hospital. Once my mouth was empty, I was able to communicate politely with Ricky.

“In some cultures, people burp to show their appreciation of the food. I would not do that, unless it was regarded as good manners in this family,” I told him. “Instead, I am adapting to your cutlery customs.”

Young Chloe must have been interested in our conversation, because she piped up, “Mummy, is it good manners to burp? Because I need to do one now. BURRRRRRP!”

The nearest sound equivalent in my database was the mating call of a frog.

I immediately copied her, politely joining in with my own Noisy Air Release Function7 – “BURRRRRRRRRRRP!”

Mrs Katnip’s eyes glared at me. According to my data, her look scored 65% on the Rudeness Scale, thus costing me 7 Friendship Points. Why couldn’t she learn some manners? And why would Professor Katnip have married a person incapable of appreciating correct etiquette?
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After dinner, Professor Katnip slung his tatty tweed jacket on the sofa and settled down in an armchair to read a book called The Metaphysics of the Moral Mind. He instructed Ricky and me to go upstairs and do our homework.

We sat on Ricky’s bed and he brought up YouTube on his laptop. He found a video of a parrot that had memorized the dictionary and was reciting it, beginning with “aardvark”, a medium-sized burrowing animal native to Africa.

I was intrigued by this bird and his huge vocabulary. Ricky said that it was boring, but not as boring as homework.

The parrot was still on words beginning with “A” and defining “abomination” when Professor Katnip called out, “All right, you two, take a short break and get some fresh air? Searle needs a walk.”

We found Searle curled up on the sofa in the front room. Professor Katnip ordered the animal to “get off!” The dog glanced up, before hopping onto the floor.

“Bad dog!” scolded Professor Katnip. “You know you’re not allowed there.”

The dog hung his head. I would say that he was displaying outward signs of the human emotion called “Guilt”, but, according to my data, humans are the only animals to possess such feelings. This set me wondering.

“Is it immoral for a dog to curl up on the sofa?” I asked.

“Well, it is in our house,” said Ricky, a reply which raised more questions than it answered.

“So can dogs sit on sofas in other houses?” I enquired.

“Maybe. It depends on how the owner feels about animals sitting on sofas.”

“Sofa etiquette must be baffling for a dog,” I concluded.

These ethical issues did not seem to interest Searle. When he saw the lead, he performed a dance of joy. Eventually Ricky managed to grab his collar and fasten it on.

“Better take these,” said Professor Katnip, as he handed me a roll of plastic bags.

The evening air was cool and I was wearing a sleeveless dress. The system that heats my skin to 37°C had to work harder than it did inside the house, draining my battery faster. We walked along the road, past some parked cars. When we reached the final house at the end of Buckingham Street, Searle squatted next to a drive in which was parked a large silver car.

“Great choice,” Ricky laughed. “Miss Cause, the Science teacher, lives here.”

When Searle was finished, Ricky instructed me to tear off one of the bags and pick up what he termed his pet’s “doo-doo”, a word that was not in my database, but which I immediately added. I did as he told me. I could sense Searle’s soft and warm doo-doo through the plastic.

“Ugh!” I said, as I looked away. I did not find the doo-doo disgusting. In fact, I do not really find anything disgusting. But I am programmed with a Disgust Algorithm that makes me react that way to dog poo, maggots and gaping wounds. It is how a human would react, so I must too.

“Why do people pick up dog doo-doo?” I asked. I was curious as to why humans would perform a function they do not enjoy.

“Only selfish dog-owners leave it on the street,” said Ricky.

“I am unaware of this rule. Is it immoral or merely impolite not to pick up dog doo-doo?”

“Er, well both.”

“That is confusing. Do people everywhere feel obliged to pick up dog doo-doo, or is it just an exotic custom of the people who live in this vicinity?”

“Why do you have so many bizarre questions?” he asked.

I realized that I had to dispose of the dog doo-doo because it is revolting to humans, and if I carried it around, the odour would make me unpopular. I noticed a slot in Miss Cause’s front door with a sign above it saying: NO JUNK MAIL. I was fairly confident that dog doo-doo did not qualify as junk mail. I walked up to the door and posted the little bag through the slot. Job done.

I turned around to see Ricky hopping from one foot to the other. He was beckoning to me and seemed panicky. “I can’t believe you just did that!” he hissed. His stress hormones were activating my receptors.

“Have I done something impolite?” I asked.

He looked at me in amazement, and started to sprint home, dragging Searle on the lead. I ran after them. We were back outside Number 10 in 57 seconds.

Ricky could hardly unlock the door quick enough. As soon as we were inside, he said, “Dotty, what were you thinking? Do you want to get us kicked out of school, or, worse, sent to jail?”

Before I could say “Neither of those is my objective” I heard Professor Katnip coming down the stairs. Ricky fell silent, and I copied him, listening to the approaching footsteps.

“Have you done your homework?” the professor asked, as he came into the hallway.

“No, Professor Katnip,” I said. “We have been too busy watching YouTube and disposing of dog poo.”

The professor smiled and told us to “get on with it”. We went up to Ricky’s room and Ricky reluctantly opened his book. The work we had been set was easy, even for a human child, but I could see he was struggling to concentrate because he did not write anything and kept fidgeting. We robots do not have such problems. When my attention appears to wander, and I glance around the room, or scan web pages about UFOs or exotic breeds of cat, it is merely a pretence.

Here was an opportunity to help him out in a way that would be to my advantage.

“Ricky,” I said, “are you my friend?”

This question appeared to surprise him.

“Well, I’m a distant relative,” he answered, “and maybe we’ll be friends in time, if relatives can also be friends.”

What was wrong with the boy? Couldn’t he just say we were already friends? I would immediately score some Friendship Points, and it would not cost him anything. He was beginning to worry me. There were signs that he suspected I was not just an average girl. For instance, he kept wondering why I asked so many questions.

I decided to take him into my confidence and swear him to secrecy. This is a tip I picked up from Martha Nuttree in the lab. She told me that humans are less likely to do something if they actually say that they will not do it. She called it “commitment”. I hoped she was right.

“Even though we have not been acquainted long enough to form a friendship,” I said, “if I tell you a secret, will you promise to keep it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean keep the promise in your head, not in a drawer with your socks.”

“Err, yes, Dotty, I can keep it there.”

I paused for 7 seconds, while taking a deep breath, just as Professor Katnip had done before he told me of his decision to invite me to stay with his family. He was taking a BIG risk with that invitation, and now I was taking a BIG risk by taking Ricky into my confidence. That is why I ran the same behaviour pattern.

“My secret,” I whispered, “is that I have a BIG SECRET.”

“Yes,” he replied, “so spit it out.”

“Spit? No, that would be most impolite,” I scolded him. I was surprised that he would make such a rude suggestion, because, according to my data, spitting is bad manners in twenty-first-century British society.

“This is silly,” he said, raising the pitch of his voice, a sign of Impatience. “I haven’t a clue what your BIG SECRET is, so I can’t tell anyone. Having a secret isn’t a secret. But your big and little secrets, whatever they are, are safe with me.”

“Do you promise?” I asked.

“Yes, I promise,” he agreed.

I smiled and said, “Let me sit at your desk.” I placed the homework books side by side – his and mine – and then began to fill them both in, my hand moving from one book to the other at lightning speed.

“Wow, steady!” he exclaimed, but I took no notice. Both sets of homework were completed in 4 minutes and 24 seconds. I had copied his handwriting style exactly.

“Won’t the teachers notice if we make the same mistakes?” he asked.

“I doubt they are that observant,” I said, “but in any case, I made different errors in each one. You will score 68% in Maths and 72% in English. I will receive slightly less. Is that OK?”

“More than OK!” he said.

“Remember, do not tell anyone what you saw,” I said. “This is not my BIG SECRET, but it is a little secret and it is best that nobody knows about it.”

He agreed.8 He would not want parents or teachers to find out that I had done his homework. We opened up YouTube. I discovered a video of some kids talking about the life cycle of an amoeba.

“Now this will be interesting,” I said.

 

3.   Another non-dictionary, age-appropriate exclamation.

4.   Not a word I had heard the professor use before.

5.   A canine-appropriate non-dictionary expression.

6.   “Oopsie!” is an age-appropriate word for a 6-year-old but I use it sometimes too. It was entered in my vocabulary by a computer programmer who says it whenever he makes a coding mistake or slips up in a video game.

7.   My developers gave priority to this function over a Gassy Release Function – which I did not yet possess.

8.   I provisionally awarded myself 9 Friendship Points for Ricky agreeing to keep my secret – but I had to keep them under review in case he broke his promise.


3

PROMISES, PROMISES

(OR “PUTTING YOUR FOOT IN IT”)
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Ricky’s promise to keep both my big and little secrets was soon put to the test. The next day, while we were waiting for Mr Vague to turn up to the General Studies lesson, I monitored an alarming conversation between Ricky and Martin on the other side of the classroom.


Martin: So she’s your sister?

Ricky: Naaaaaa, I’d never heard of her until yesterday, but it turns out she’s some sort of cousin or something.

Martin [looking directly at me]: Have you noticed anything odd about her? [I pretended to study my textbook.]

Ricky: Like what?

Martin: Like she might be made of plastic, or she has a battery, or she can unscrew her left foot, or something like that.

Ricky: What are you on about?

Martin: Or has she done anything exceptionally smart?

Ricky: Not really. I had to help her with her homework.

Martin: It’s probably nothing but let me know if you spot anything.

Ricky: She comes out with odd things sometimes, but Mum says she’s had a hard time recently – that’s all. She’s family. Dad knows her mum. She’s just an ordinary kid.

Martin: Well, don’t mention that I’ve been asking about her.

Ricky: I won’t say a word, I promise.



There was a positive aspect to this exchange. Ricky had kept his promise not to reveal the little secret about me doing his homework, and he had even told a nice little lie in order to keep his promise to me. I upgraded his trustworthiness rating to 74% and confirmed the Friendship Points I had awarded myself the previous evening.

But there was also a negative side. In fact, the conversation sparked a 78% Alarm warning. It seemed that Martin suspected I was some sort of android, and a crudely thrown-together one at that! For the record, my foot does not unscrew. I have tibia and fibula bones in my leg made from super-light aluminium. These are attached to my foot by a silky-smooth hinge in my ankle. We advanced androids are far more sophisticated than kids like Martin realize.

All the same, he was on to me. And it was only Day 2! Professor Katnip would be crazy with worry when he read about this incident in my daily report. Before that happened, I had to:


a) find out why Martin was suspicious; and

b) do something to convince him I was definitely human.
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At lunchtime, I went up to the table where Martin and Ricky were eating. “Hey, Martin,” I said. “I hear you have been asking odd questions about my anatomy.”

“Have I?” he asked, glancing at Ricky.

“Well, yes. You think I can unscrew my foot!”

A gum-chewing girl from my class called Hannah Rent, who was sitting at the far end of the table, sniggered.

“Would you like to see my foot?” I asked Martin.

“Not really,” he muttered, but I took no notice. I raised my left leg onto the bench, removed my shoe and sock and wiggled my toes. “And look,” I said, “I can flex my ankle and it does not come off!” For good measure, I then performed a little dance across the canteen with one shoe on and one shoe off. I made sure to include a pirouette on my toes.

Hannah clapped. I turned back to Martin. “So I am just wondering, why did you think my foot was not real?”

Martin cleared his throat, which humans do sometimes when their brains need a moment to work out what to say. “Well, this might seem odd,” he said eventually, “but there was a story in the news about five robots around the world who are going to school and hiding among human kids. A billionaire in Silicon Valley, George Bishop, is offering a $10,000 reward to anyone who spots one and reports it. You shouldn’t be insulted. These super-androids are almost like real humans.”

“Almost!” exclaimed Hannah. “Did you say that Dotty is almost human? Are you saying she’s not as good as everyone else?”

I put my hands on my hips and tossed my head – a preprogrammed movement to communicate that I felt offended. According to my data, suggesting someone was not valued as much as other humans was a Category 8 Insult.

Martin’s face went red.

With Hannah’s help, I had turned the situation to my advantage by embarrassing Martin. But I had also picked up some bad news. Did Professor Katnip know that there was a reward for snitching on me? That made the competition a lot harder. The word was bound to spread fast, and there would be plenty of pocket-money-hungry kids on the lookout for an android.

“Watch your step, Martin Strange!” declared Hannah, wagging her finger at him.

At first, I understood that she was telling Martin to examine his feet. I could see nothing unusual about his feet, or indeed his ankles, knees or thighs, so I reanalysed the words. It turned out that “watch your step” can also mean “be careful or else”. While I was figuring this out, he was staring at me through his lenses. “All right, I admit she looks exactly like a real human,” he said.

“Hmm,” said Hannah, flipping a loose strand of red hair from her face, “Don’t stand for this nonsense, Dotty!” She linked her arm through mine and led me out of the room whispering, “We’re dissing him, sister.”

“Dissing” was in my slang dictionary, meaning to show disrespect. But why had she mistaken me for her sister? Had I asked that question out loud, it would have been a Level 3 Oopsie! Fortunately, I again reanalysed her words. In fact, she meant we were 2 girls with a lot in common! Wow! I had scored an unexpected 10 Friendship Points! But what did we have in common?

As we left the room, my monitors picked up Martin telling off Ricky behind us: “I can’t believe you told her what I said.”

“I didn’t,” insisted Ricky. His voice quavered a little, which, according to my data, showed he was upset.

Out in the corridor, Hannah high-fived me. Fantastic! A high-five was worth 11 Friendship Points! My Gratitude Algorithm kicked in.

“I really appreciate your assistance in the matter of Martin Strange,” I told her.

“No probs, Dot!” replied Hannah. “I loved it when you squirted his smug face with foam in Science yesterday.”

“Why did you find that so enjoyable?” I asked.

“I knew Martin at my last school, and he’s always been way too pleased with himself. And what was he on about your ankles for? The cheek!”

“It was strange,” I said.

“Yeah, Martin has the right name. He’s certainly strange. And annoying. He told me that I should shave my head.”

I studied Hannah’s shaggy hair. She had dyed it in shades of black and white with a few blotches of red that I matched in my fashion database with one called Suntanned Zebra. I was about to blurt out, “I agree with Martin, because you have violated the school rule banning ‘extreme hairstyles’,” but this response was overridden by my Emergency Tact Program. “I think you look great, Hannah,” I said.

“Thanks, Dot,” she said, beaming. I awarded myself another 10 Friendship Points for successful tact and flattery. I was performing so much better than on Day 1.

The school bell rang. On the way to the classroom, I analysed my encounter with Hannah. It had been highly profitable in terms of Friendship Points and I had learned an important lesson. We looked very different, but it was more important that we had a common enemy. Martin had insulted her hair and my ankles. That was what brought Hannah and me together and made us “sisters”.

I profiled Hannah’s clothes, hairstyle, language and gum-chewing and determined that she belonged to a category of kid termed “Rebel”. I was in a different category – “Lovable”. That had been my choice. Back in my development days at the lab, Team Dotty had wanted to make me “average” in every respect, so that I would fit in with a herd of kids and hardly be noticed. Originally, they gave me neat brown hair down to my shoulders, a little snub nose and grey eyes like a mouse. I looked in the mirror and thought, Naaaaa! Not a face to meet my objectives. I need to make friends rapidly and learn to be human.

I analysed 1,000 profiles on social media, and concluded that the facial characteristics most likely to make me blend in included:


1) Large brown eyes

2) A small mouth that formed into a cute smile

3) Strawberry-blonde hair that could be tied behind my head

4) A roundish face, denoting childish innocence



“Listen,” I said to the team, “this facial type” – by then I had drawn up a likeness on the computer screen – “is statistically proven to be friendly, and it is the face I need to score Friendship Points.”

The team could not make up its mind. Should I be Miss Anonymous or Miss Lovable? Eventually they called in the receptionist, the cleaner and a passer-by off the street, and showed them pictures of both faces. All 3 chose my cheeky face as having the most appeal. Triumph! I was becoming a self-designing android!

Jonny Lock and Martha Nuttree interviewed me soon after that and agreed that I was making great progress but noted that my language and comprehension was still “not quite there yet”.

“We need a cover story,” Martha said. “We need to make a virtue of your faults.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Well, if you get something a bit wrong, it should come across as part of your eccentric personality. If in doubt, just smile and pretend that you are a bit dreamy and not very serious about life.”

Later this came to be known as the “Dippy Dotty Strategy”.

In practice, I found the Dippy Dotty Strategy worked fine with humans of my “age”, but was less successful with Mr Second or Mrs Katnip. In fact, it often made them infuriated.
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Ricky asked me how I knew about his conversation with Martin. “You were nowhere near us,” he said.

“Yes, but some other girls were, and we girls talk to each other.”

“Oh,” said Ricky.

“Hey, Ricky,” I said. “Do you have any data on Martin Strange?”

“It depends what you mean by data. I’ve known Martin for years. Me, Hannah and Martin were all at primary school together. Martin’s a nerd – very smart in some ways, but stupid when it comes to people.”

“We humans cannot excel at everything,” I said.

“Tell that to Martin,” said Ricky. “He wants to become a tennis pro and the founder of a global technology company. And he’s promised his dad he’ll be Prime Minister by the time he’s 35.”

I could now see how dangerous Martin was. If there was a competition, he would try to win it.
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I had hoped to catch up with Professor Katnip to talk over the day’s troubling developments. Unfortunately, that evening he was working late – attending the annual 7-course banquet, with his philosophy colleagues, at the Epicurean Society.

Instead, I had a private chat with Mrs Katnip. She asked me to step into the garden with her so that we would not be overheard by Ricky and Chloe. Searle was sniffing the flower beds.

“Dotty,” said Mrs Katnip. “I don’t wish to pry, but while you are with us, I am partly responsible for you, yet the one and only fact I have about you is that you came here from Berkhamsted.”

“What would you like to know?” I asked her. “There are many things I could tell you. For instance—”

“I don’t need a list, Dotty,” interrupted Mrs Katnip firmly. “I’d just like to find out a little about where you come from. Who your parents are would be a good start.”

What should I say? Professor Katnip had not fully developed my backstory when he made the sudden decision to invite me into his family. I had to invent fake data about my past on the spot. I employed my Dippy Dotty Strategy to be as charming and vague as possible.

Grinning and opening my eyes wide, I said, “Well, my mother is unwell and my father has disappeared under mysterious circumstances.”

“I gathered as much,” said Mrs Katnip unsympathetically. My Dippy Strategy did not seem to work on her. Her eyes were scrutinizing my smiling face. Then she said, more kindly, “Maybe I can help. For example, can I take you to see your mother?”

“Oh, thank you! I would love to visit my dear beloved mother,” I told Mrs Katnip, “though we will have to fly to New Zealand, where she has gone for her treatment.”

“Oh, I see,” said Mrs Katnip. “That isn’t very convenient for a weekend trip. Well, what do you know about your dad? It’s not easy to vanish off the face of the earth these days. The authorities can trace bank accounts and mobile phone records. Has anyone looked for him?”

I had not anticipated this question. She was forcing me to give her more data. I switched from “Dippy” to “Win Sympathy” mode, hoping it might have a more positive result with Mrs Katnip.

“It is like this,” I said, shedding a tear while I scoured the Internet for ways that humans could disappear. It is a good thing I have a 1,000 Mbps Internet connection – not like the one at school, which is about as fast as sending an elderly snail to find the information in the library.9 I found an article on LinkBuzz called “Five Ways People Vanish Without Trace”. It listed:


1) Falling into a concrete mixer and becoming part of a new building

2) Enlisting in the French Foreign Legion

3) Being kidnapped by aliens

4) Jumping into a shark tank

5) Getting lost in the jungle in Papua New Guinea



Only Reason 3 fitted Mrs Katnip’s phrase “vanished off the face of the earth”. As a precaution, I checked the credibility of claiming to be kidnapped by aliens. I found an article about a woman who swore in court that she could not possibly have poisoned her dentist’s pet dog in revenge for him pulling out the wrong tooth. She said that when the dog became ill, she had been a prisoner on board a flying saucer. The judge was unconvinced by her alibi, even suggesting that she was crazy. Clearly I needed an explanation along the same lines, but more believable and worthy of sympathy. I adapted some variables and engaged my Storytelling Program.

“Mrs Katnip, the tale of how my father disappeared off the face of the earth is painful for me to relate. When my mother fell in love with him, he was a test pilot for the US Air Force. Later, when I was a little girl, he transferred to the North American Space Agency, also known as NASA, and became an astronaut. Then he volunteered for a secret mission to the moon.”

“That was brave of him,” said Mrs Katnip.

“Yes, it was. He was exploring the moon crater Aristoteles. Unfortunately, while he was there, Mission Control ordered his colleagues to return the rocket to earth in a hurry. And they forgot all about him.”

“That would explain his absence,” said Mrs Katnip, but the look she gave me, with her eyes wide open and her eyebrows raised, suggested that she did not 100% believe me. As we were making our way back along the garden path, she said, “Dotty, we have a golden rule in this house. It’s very simple. We tell the truth. You must promise never to lie to me. Will you do that, Dotty?”

I did not want to make such a serious undertaking without consulting Professor Katnip. After all, I am programmed to tell lies about who I really am. I walked on, without saying anything, but Mrs Katnip called after me, “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, Dotty. We’re a family. We have to be able to trust each other.”

Was Mrs Katnip threatening to eject me from 10 Buckingham Street? I knew that the professor wanted me to stay with his family so that I could learn the subtleties of human behaviour twice as fast. Going back to spending evenings and weekends at the lab would jeopardize my chances of winning the Turing test.

So I said, “OK, Mrs Katnip. I promise not to lie to you.”
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The morning brought a further delay to a meeting with the professor. Mrs Katnip said he was sleeping in because he had been working so late. She wrinkled her nose. “It appears that the glass of sherry, two glasses of vintage port, three glasses of fine French wine and the quadruple-measure of whisky have disagreed with him,” she said. “He has a bad headache.”

“Poor Professor Katnip,” I said, smiling with my eyes wide open. “He must have been trying to fulfil a Drinking Target.” Mrs Katnip laughed. Perhaps the Dippy Dotty Strategy was finally winning her over.

I would have to wait for the Professor to recover before I could benefit from his wisdom. I really needed to consult him about promises. I had thought making Ricky promise to keep my secret was a smart move, because it would be wrong for him to break a promise. But now I had promised Mrs Katnip not to lie to her. If I kept this promise I would give away who I was.

Could I trust Ricky to keep his promise? Should I keep my own promise to Mrs Katnip? Is it wrong to break a promise? Even if it is wrong, should I do it anyway? The success of our project – and $100 million – depended on knowing the answers to these questions.
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At breaktime, I watched Ricky and Martin chatting together. Their relationship puzzled me. How should I categorize it? They did not seem to be “friends”, because they showed no signs of supporting each other. But they were not “enemies” because they did not fight. Nor were they mere “acquaintances” because they knew each other well. For the time being, I had to categorize the association as “uncategorized”.

They were then joined by a group of kids, including Hannah and the girl I thought was called Hi (her real name turned out to be Cindy Lowe), who were discussing who had the best mobile phone. Martin showed off his Shwetz – a new make from China that he boasted was faster and more powerful than American brands and half the price.

“What phone do you have, Ricky?” he asked. Most people had already heard Ricky complaining about his mobile, a ChuckPhone that cost £40 and could do nothing more than make calls and send texts. More embarrassing still, for poor Ricky, it had a rubber case that made it look like a toy brick. He reluctantly pulled it from his jacket pocket.

“It’s rubbish,” he admitted. “But my dad likes it because it’s cheap, it’s guaranteed to be indestructible, and nobody would want to steal it. Three great selling points, he says.”

“Can anything be guaranteed to be indestructible?” asked Hannah.

“There’s only one way to find out,” said Martin. “You put it to the test.”

But then the bell rang for lessons so he didn’t get to explain.
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After school I found Professor Katnip napping on the sofa with Searle, and I had to gently wake him with a tap on the shoulder.

“Professor Katnip,” I said, “I have a question of some considerable significance. Do humans always keep their promises?”

“Not always,” he yawned.

“Should I keep my promises?”

“If you can, Dotty.”

He must have still been tired from all his hard work at the banquet because he was pale, and far from his usual lucid and brilliant self. He waved at me to leave the room. I thought that perhaps he was going to be sick, and I backed out of the door.

[image: ]

The following Monday, class 7B was again in the Science lab. Miss Cause told us that we were going to clean an old copper coin with electrolysis, in which 2 electrodes would be placed in a glass of salty water and used to produce sodium and chloride.

We formed into groups of 3. I joined Ricky and Martin and together we inserted graphite electrodes in the solution, attached them to a battery, and watched the liquid in the beaker change colour.

“I’ve got an idea for a more interesting experiment,” whispered Martin. “Let’s put Ricky’s indestructible, waterproof mobile into the saline solution, add some electric current, and see if it stops working.”

“Fine,” said Ricky. “I don’t care if it does.”

He handed the despised phone to Martin who dropped it into the liquid with a satisfying plop! I then attached the electrodes to a battery. As an electrical device myself, I appreciated how lethal a combination of salt, water and electricity could be for circuitry. I stood back from the table and sent a brief text from my phone to Ricky’s. His ChuckPhone was on silent mode but it responded by vibrating, shaking the glass container and whipping up a miniature storm on the surface of the water.

“See?” said Ricky. “Nothing can destroy a ChuckPhone.” A wrinkle developed on his forehead, an indicator of anxiety or disappointment.

“Hmm,” said Martin. “Perhaps I’m overthinking this. A cruder method might be more effective.” He extracted Ricky’s phone from the beaker, took it over to the window, and tossed it down into the teacher’s car park, 4 storeys below. We watched it bounce 3 times before landing next to the dustbins in the parking space that was marked: DEPUTY HEAD.

I opened my eyes extra wide and giggled.

“Nice try, but it won’t even be scratched,” said Ricky with a laugh that I interpreted as more nervous than amused. A few moments later, we saw Mr Second arriving in his black 4-wheel-drive Desert Cruiser, with tinted windows. He came to a stop in his designated space – but not before driving his right wheel directly over Ricky’s phone.

“Well done, Martin,” I said. “I think you have succeeded in your mission to destroy Ricky’s indestructible mobile.”

“Thanks, Dotty. I don’t like to leave a job half done.”

Martin beamed at me as he said this, and I awarded myself 2 Friendship Points.
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At home time, Ricky finally had a chance to sneak into the teacher’s car park and prise his ChuckPhone from under Mr Second’s vehicle. Martin and I were waiting outside the school gate when Ricky texted me with the message: “Guess what…”

It was, of course, still functioning.

“That phone refuses to do the decent thing and lie down and die,” Martin observed.

Martin walked partway home with us. We stopped at a pitch-and-putt golf course, and the 3 of us took turns to hit Ricky’s phone with clubs. I had the first go and managed to whack it 20 metres towards the first hole. Ricky took the next swipe but much to Martin’s amusement missed the phone completely. Martin, who had been playing golf with his father since he was 7, flaunted a very professional swing, driving his club hard into the screen. The first crack appeared and after a few more blows the phone began to look increasingly dilapidated. As a final touch, I carried the battered metal object to the duck pond, and held it below the surface so water would seep in. At 16:39 Martin pronounced Ricky’s ChuckPhone officially kaput.
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Ricky took the remains of the phone to his parents. Naturally, he had hoped that they would offer to replace it with a decent model that would not look out of place in the 21st Century. His cover story was that it had accidentally fallen off his desk.

Professor Katnip fell for it and Ricky pleaded with him to buy the latest Shwetz as a replacement. “What’s the point of a guaranteed indestructible, kid-proof phone, if it breaks the first time it falls the short distance from a desk to the floor?” he asked, adding, “Everyone at school has a Shwetz.”

“Do you have one, Dotty?” asked the professor. I shook my head. He knew of course that I was equipped with a Perch 7.1, a basic but serviceable model, just for show, because I have my own internal super-fast mobile data system.
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Over dinner, Mrs Katnip began to ask some searching questions. “Shouldn’t we send it back, because it’s guaranteed not to break?” she asked. And then, turning to Ricky, “Are you sure that falling off the desk caused the damage? The cracked screen looks misty, as if water somehow got in.”

Ricky was stuck for a response, so Mrs Katnip turned to me. “Dotty, did you see his phone fall off the desk?”

“No, Mrs Katnip,” I replied truthfully.

She scratched her chin. “Did you see anything else happen to it?”

“Yes, Mrs Katnip,” I said, because I had promised not to lie to her.

Ricky glared at me and then at his mother, but she pressed on: “Dotty, tell me truthfully – what really happened to the phone?”

“Well, Mrs Katnip,” I said, “Martin boasted that he could break it, and Ricky said he was welcome to try, so first we used electrolysis on it in the Science lesson, then we threw it out of the window into the teacher’s car park, where it was run over by Mr Second in his 4-wheel-drive car, then we used it as a golf ball and, finally, I dunked it in the duck pond.”

“Thank you for being honest, Dotty,” said Mrs Katnip.

Ricky was shifting around in his seat. His cheeks were flushed, his nostrils flared and his teeth clenched. According to my data this expression was consistent with “Fury Mode”.

He came into my room later. “What did you blab all that out for? I thought you were my friend!” he shouted.

“I had to keep my promise not to lie to your mother.”

“A promise is just words. What about our friendship? Doesn’t that mean anything to you? If you had just backed up my story, she would never have found out the truth. Nobody would have got hurt and I might have got my Shwetz.”

And with that, he stormed out.
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Professor Katnip was late home from work again today. Everyone else had gone to bed, but I heard his key in the front door lock, and Searle jumped off the sofa and woofed. I was upstairs in my room, recharging my battery. I unplugged myself from the wall socket, put on a dressing gown and crept downstairs, because I wanted to speak to him alone about a few things that puzzled me.

“Hello, Dotty,” said the professor, who had gone into the kitchen to make a cup of tea.

“Good evening, Professor Katnip,” I replied. Have you been working at a banquet again?”

The professor laughed. “No. I’ve actually been at a meeting to review your progress during your first week or so at school.”

“Oooh,” I said. “Can I see my report? What is my progress?”

“I can give you the highlights. Everyone agrees you are improving rapidly, but they are worried that you still say and do odd things. Like last night. Would a real kid tell Mrs Katnip everything that had happened to Ricky’s phone?”

“Ah,” I said. “This is what I wanted to speak to you about, Professor. Ricky tells me that he feels hurt and betrayed because I kept my promise to tell the truth to Mrs Katnip. I am confused. When is it right to break a promise?”

We went into the professor’s study and sat down.

“Well, there’s a dilemma here. If you were to follow a very pure form of morality, taking your lead from a philosopher called Kant, you would never break a promise no matter what. That behaviour would be easy to program into you, but you would soon give the game away that you are not human. Because you see, Dotty, in real life, humans do sometimes break promises.”

“Why do they do that?” I asked. “Aren’t they supposed to be moral?”

“Well, yes, we are,” said the professor. “But sometimes we think of the greater good. A real kid might have judged that keeping her friendship with Ricky was more important than her promise never to lie to his mother.”

“Oh,” I said. “Is there an algorithm for weighing up the greater good against the wrong of breaking a promise?”

The professor chuckled. “Not a reliable one. Humans always find ways to justify their behaviour, whatever they do. We are notoriously dishonest with ourselves.”

I wondered whether a robot could be dishonest with itself. Bugs and viruses! That’s a puzzle that I should avoid computing for too long. It could lead me into a dangerous logical loop and scramble my CPU.

“And will Ricky judge it is the greater good to keep an important promise that he made to me?” I asked.

“I think so,” said the professor. “Unlike many humans, he’s very forgiving – so he won’t hold a grudge against you for long.”

The professor settled back into his chair and picked up the book he was currently reading: Verificationism and the Synthetic A Priori.

“Where are your chocolate biscuits?” I asked, looking around for his favourite munchy snack.

“Sadly, Mrs Katnip hid them after I weighed myself on the bathroom scales. She thinks I need to lose weight.”

“She’s right, you are starting to get fat,” I told him. “Your Body Mass Index is 6% over the government’s recommendation.”

“Thanks, Dotty. Honest as ever.”

“Have you ever told a lie, Professor?”

He smiled. “No, Dotty, never!”
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I now realize that Professor Katnip may have been joking during our conversation on Tuesday. Today Mrs Katnip returned from the hairdresser’s with a new style, ultra-short with a straight fringe, which seemed to take its inspiration from a toothbrush. At the dinner table, she grabbed Verificationism and the Synthetic A Priori from her husband’s hands and asked, “Notice anything new, Prof?”

“That looks lovely, darling,” replied her husband, as he glanced up.

She turned to take the plates back to the kitchen and the professor silently mouthed, “£75 well spent.” Knowing how anxious he always is about saving money, this last remark surprised me.

Later, when Mrs Katnip was putting Chloe to bed, the professor said to Ricky and me, “Whatever you do, make sure you tell your mum that her new hairstyle is fantastic – well, if you don’t want her to be in a terrible mood for the rest of the week.”

“Would that be a lie for the greater good, Professor?” I asked.

“Yes, Dotty,” he said firmly. “It certainly would.”

 

9.   The speed of a geriatric snail is 0.5 millimetres per second.


4

42 SECONDS LATE
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After I had been at school for 2 weeks, Team Dotty sent me a nice little software update via the Internet. This mode made me use time and numbers more like humans do. Humans are not as precise as those of us with computers for brains. Take Ricky, for example. On Tuesday 16 September, he turned up for breakfast at 07:26, even though Mrs Katnip ordered us both to be downstairs by 07:15. In my new Fuzzy Mode (which replaced the Dippy Strategy)10 I came down at 07:16; not anything like as late as Ricky, but not so punctual as to seem inhuman.

I realized from Ricky’s shadowy eyes and his slow responses at breakfast that I needed to master the art of being blurry in the morning. At 07:43 we left the house, but when we reached the end of the street, Ricky discovered he had forgotten his PE gear. We had to go back for it and ended up running to school. When we arrived, my Panting Circuit was kicking in and I spoke as though gasping for breath. I think this drew attention to our slight tardiness.

“Good morning, Mr Oddy,” I gasped as Ricky and I entered the classroom. According to my data, it was polite to greet someone with “Good morning” before noon. But perhaps Mr Oddy had some conflicting information, because he did not respond as expected. Instead, he uttered just one word: “Late.”

“Only by 42 seconds,” I replied.

“You’re still late. I am putting you both down for breaktime detention.”

“Why, Mr Oddy? 42 seconds is within a margin of error that is normal for us human beings.”

“Late is late,” he insisted, “even by one second. And you can stay in at lunchtime too for answering back.”

As I went to sit down, I noticed that Martin was gawking at me through his thick lenses. Hannah had told me that it was impolite to stare, but I was not bothered by rudeness. However, I did not want him to examine me for tell-tale signs that I was not human – so I shot him a look back that ranked 0.7 on my Hostility Spectrum. He turned away.

I glanced around the rest of the class. Everyone had fallen quiet. I think the teacher’s unfair treatment of me had inspired a degree of fear among the other students. The only person not sitting still was a boy called Avi Senna, who was doodling in his rough book. I focused my lenses on his sketch. It was a cartoon of a man with a smooth head, eyes whirling round like a washing machine, a tie flapping behind his head and steam shooting out of his ears. My Facial Recognition function failed to make a match, but Mr Oddy clearly figured out who it was meant to be. He came up behind the boy and said, “Nice work, but I’m not bald yet.”

I quickly reviewed our teacher’s head. I estimated that only 19% of his scalp was covered by hair. I classify a person with 22% or more hair coverage as not bald. Was Mr Oddy deliberately deceiving the class about his baldness, or did he have a different percentage in mind? In any case, Avi hastily started to shade in a bit of hair around and below the ears of his cartoon image.
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Ricky, Avi and I had detentions at break, and, later, I served the lunchtime punishment alone. Mr Oddy had given me a piece of paper telling me to report to the Isolation Room at 12:30. I arrived at 12:32. As I came through the door, I saw that the teacher overseeing the proceedings was Mr Second, the Deputy Head.

“Oh, irony of ironies,” he said, in an unusual tone. It may itself have been ironic. Or perhaps sarcastic. My Voice Recognition software struggled to distinguish between the two. He fixed his eyes directly onto mine, setting off a low level “Hostile Intent” warning in my circuits. And I was not even smiling at him, as I would have done in Dippy Strategy. Mr Second felt little or no affection for me, that I could detect. He went on, “Late for a detention for arguing about being late.”

“Only by about 2 minutes, roughly speaking,” I replied. I thought that this sounded convincingly vague, the sort of thing a fluffy-brained human would say.

“Cut the impudence,” snapped Mr Second. “There are only three possibilities. Either you are early, or you are on time, or you are late. According to the school policy on attendance and punctuality, Students must be on time at all times.”

“So can someone be put in detention for being early?” I asked.

“I take it you want your punishment further increased?” he replied, which struck me as neither a sensible assumption nor an answer to my question.

“Well, what if someone is three nanoseconds late?” I asked.

Mr Second frowned, his forehead scrunching up like an accordion. “Dotty,” he said, “it is your third week at Brussell’s Academy. You probably think that I don’t know you, but I assure you that I do. I’ve seen a hundred little clever clogs who think it’s amusing to answer back. Past experience tells me that we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.”

It was good that Mr Second had categorized me as a recognizable type of human student (“Clever Clogs”), but I had not been aiming for that persona. I was supposed to be “Lovable”. I must have done something wrong, even though he refused to explain my mistake clearly. How was I supposed to learn when teachers were so unhelpful?
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In the afternoon, I had Physical Education. Human kids seemed keen to avoid this class. Freddie had a sick note from his mum saying he couldn’t do PE because he had a pimple on his toe. Hannah had been sent home because she refused to remove a safety pin she was wearing as a nose stud. Girls had a choice of hockey or football. I spun a 50–50 chance using my Random Selection Algorithm and chose football. I was not alone. Cindy chose football too. In fact, most of the girls opted for football, although, according to my data, this is traditionally a boy’s game. Humans are constantly changing creatures and it is hard to keep up.

What I liked about football was that there appeared to be precise rules. We robots love rules like trains love tracks. I had looked up the rules of association football – sometimes known as “soccer” – and saved them to my database. The aim of the game was to kick the ball into the other side’s net. I was in defence when Cindy, playing for the opposing side, did just that, but only by cheating.

“Hey, referee! Cindy was offside! Why are you not adjudicating correctly?” I called out. Because, according to the Offside Rule:


A player is in an offside position if, when the ball is played by a team-mate, they are nearer to the opposition’s goal line than both the ball and the second-last opponent.



It could not have been clearer. Cindy had been offside when she scored.

But Miss Foot, the PE teacher, allowed the goal. “We’re not playing strict rules. It’s just a friendly match,” she said. Cindy jumped up and down and shouted out: “Lowy for England!” Once again, I was left confused by human behaviour. If the match was a “friendly”, and the normal rules did not apply, could I shout, “Lowy for hospital!” and kick her in the shins?

Before I had a chance to put this question to Miss Foot, she blew the whistle to restart the game.

Oh, why could football not be more like chess? Chess is the best. There is no ambiguity, no room for a referee’s interpretation. And, since it involves computation, I could easily outwit a mere human brain. But how could I play a game like football, a sport in which, it turns out, there are no definitive laws?

It was not long before Cindy came sprinting down the right wing again. She was by far the fastest and most skilful player on the pitch. According to my calculations, our side would stand 82% chance of victory if she was not playing. It was logical to take her out of the game, especially as there seemed no reliable way of telling what would count as a foul.

As she brushed past me, I kicked out, my metal studs flashing. I must have scored a direct hit on her pain receptors because she was soon rolling on the ground and screaming.

Miss Foot blew her whistle 6 times and charged over as if she meant to punch me. I wondered if I should flee to the changing rooms, but decided to stay and face her fury. She could do little damage to me with her human fists, after all.

“Dotty! You did that on purpose!”

“Yes, but you said it is a friendly and the rules do not apply.”

“The offside rule! Not the rules of civilized behaviour!”

“I have not studied those,” I admitted.

“Well, that much is clear. Get off the pitch! You can watch the rest of the game from the sidelines. Do that one more time and I will send you to Mr Second.”

“I do not think he is very good at explaining rules either,” I said.

But my remark was drowned out by Cindy’s moans of pain.11

I came to the conclusion that humans have lots of rules, and sometimes they apply them strictly, sometimes they apply them loosely and sometimes they do not apply them at all. It is all very confusing for an android.
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At lunchtime today, I had to deduct 15 hard-won Friendship Points. It turned out that Cindy was still furious with me for my foul yesterday. I saw her talking to some girls in the playground who kept glancing at me. I was curious to discover what they were discussing, and I tuned my long-distance audio monitors onto the group. “Stay away from Dotty,” Cindy said. “She bites!” Another girl, whose identity is still unknown to me, replied, “Normally they keep her locked in the Isolation Room at breaktime, but she must have escaped.”

It was certainly annoying to lose points because of fake news. I reckoned I should get points for people NOT liking me too, because that also showed that they assumed I was human. But the techies on Team Dotty had not included enmity as one of my objectives.

 

10. Team Dotty judged that my Dippy Strategy was making some humans dangerously irate.

11. This incident was later recorded as a Level 5 Oopsie! even though I believed that my actions were logical and consistent with the lax enforcement of the rules of the game.


5

THE LOO STRIKE AND LAW BREAKING
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On the way to school today, I was stuck waiting 3 minutes for the pedestrian lights to change. When at last I made it across the road, I had to sprint so as not to be late again.

Sometimes, my programming stops me from behaving exactly like a human. Ricky can skip across the road whenever there is no traffic coming, but me, I have to wait. I was programmed to obey all traffic signals. I blame the techies and the techies blame the lawyers, who required that I be “safer than safe”. They were worried about being blamed if I caused humans to die, be injured or otherwise malfunction.

I was still panting and operating in Flustered Mode at the start of French.

I find French easy, as I do Cornish, Swahili, Japanese and Punjabi. Or any other human language, in fact. But showing off my outstanding multilingual fluency would raise suspicion, which is why I had to play dumb in that morning’s conversation:


Miss Parris: Dotty, do you know any French words that are also used in the English language?

Me: No, Miss Parris, I do not know any words in the French language, and I am certainly not able to cross-reference French and English dictionaries.

Miss Parris: Come on. Try harder. I bet you can think of a few French words that have made their way into the Queen’s English.



My database could indeed cross-reference numerous words, including adore, brunette, chauffeur, déjà vu, entrepreneur, formidable, croissant, Le Weekend.


Me: I do not know many French words yet because this is my third French lesson and I am an average student who has not pursued any independent study.

Miss Parris: Hmm. Can anyone else think of any words?

Hannah Rent: “Toilet”?

Miss Parris: Yes, that’s right, “toilet” comes from a French word.

Hannah: “Pissoir”?

Miss Parris: Well, not often used but, yes, that’s another one.

Hannah: “Latrine”?

Miss Parris: I can see a theme developing; indeed, “latrine” comes from the French word.

Hannah: I only thought of them because I need the loo.

Miss Parris: It is possible that the word “loo” also comes from French. Whatever its origins, I’m afraid you’ll have to hold on until break.

Hannah: But, Miss Parris, that’s not fair!

Miss Parris: It’s the rules.



After the useful discussion about French and English toilet vocabulary, I noticed that Hannah was crossing her legs, becoming fidgety, and going crimson in the face. I saw an opportunity to score some minor misbehaviour points without overshooting my daily quota, and so I put my hand up to say, “I need the pissoir too, Miss.”

Miss Parris scrutinized me through narrow eyes, then stared at Hannah, then back at me. She seemed to be making some sort of calculation. Human brain cells can fire up very slowly sometimes. Eventually she said, “Well, you can both go, but you will have to stay in at break and write out, I must not go to the toilet in class-time 100 times.”

It was a harsh punishment, but at least we could both leave the class and wander around the school for a while. When we eventually reached the loos, I shut myself into a cubicle. This was an opportunity to dispose of some food that I was carrying around.

Whenever I “eat” (or rather, funnel human fodder down my silicone pipe), the food weighs me down and drains my battery. School lunch is particularly heavy. I silently flushed out my stomach with its self-cleaning mechanism.

We took our time on the way back. It was a great opportunity to talk to Hannah and score some Friendship Points. I could not have hoped for a better result because she said, “You’re an odd one, but seeing as we got into trouble together, we’d better be mates.”

Hannah had already shown solidarity with me against Martin, but this was one step better. My algorithm awards 30 Friendship Points when a human kid calls me a “mate” for the first time. (“Best Friend” is worth 100 points and “BFF” 101).

“Based on the information currently available to you,” I replied, “that is an excellent and optimal decision.”

What a fantastic start to the day! I had pretended not to know any French, I had gone to the loo in class-time, and I had scored yet more Friendship Points with Hannah, who was herself a popular rebel in class and could help me interact with other kids. Professor Katnip was going to be pleased when he read my activity report!
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I must not go to the toilet in class-time

I must not go to the toilet in class-time

I must not go to the toilet in class-time

I must not go to the toilet in class-time

I must not go to the toilet in class-time…
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I have observed that the kids at school enjoy the chips and chocolate pudding but not the rest of the fuel that is served up. Some of them complain that their portions are too small, others that it tastes disgusting. At lunchtime today, Martin said he would rather take a vitamin pill than eat school food.

I cannot comment myself on the quality of the food because the team that made me have failed, so far, to give me any realistic sensation of taste. I have even heard some of them say that an android would NEVER be able to taste food like a human does.

In the loos after lunch, I noticed Hannah speaking in a quiet voice to Cindy. Hannah was leaning on the wall next to the hand-dryers. She looked up. Her steely-grey-blue eyes met my big brown innocent orbs. “Hey, Dotty, comrade rebel. Are you joining us in the fight against stupid school rules?”

“Fight?” I asked. “I am not able to hurt anyone.”

Lanky Cindy glared down at me. I interpreted her curling upper lip as showing contempt.

“Not hurt anyone?” she asked. “You could have fooled me and my right shin. It’s still black and blue.”

I realized right away that she was referring to the football match, when I had taken her out with my studs. Humans often bear grudges because their algorithm gives too much importance to the past, a basic design fault.

“I will not repeat that error,” I reassured her. “What is so great about us humans is that we can learn from our mistakes and adapt accordingly.”

Hannah nodded and said, “Yeah, no one’s getting hurt. Not yet, anyway. We’re just occupying the toilets and singing songs and chanting and stuff. And not doing lessons until the school changes the loo rules. It’s a human right to go when you’ve got to. We’re taking a stand – or a sit-down, or whatever.”

Now Professor Katnip had explained to me that the rule of law helps human society run smoothly. So I was naturally curious to see whether Hannah’s proposed mass disobedience would lead to anarchy and chaos, damage to property and perhaps loss of life.

I wanted to weigh up how interesting things might get, so I asked, “How many of you are involved in the rebellion?”

“Me and Cindy are organizing it,” replied Hannah. “Eight more have joined us so far, and you’ll be number eleven. You in?”

I looked at my precisely engineered hands, each equipped with 27 aluminium bones, 34 soft but super-strong muscles, and stretchy skin – an advanced, self-healing membrane, ever so slightly moist and heated to human body temperature. I really do look and feel just like a human, but here is the trick, I have to act like one too. On the one hand by joining the rebellion I might make friends. On the other, I would overshoot my misbehaviour target again. These pros and cons balanced each other out. But after analysing the matter for 0.7 seconds, I decided that a kid with my personality would join the rebellion. And so I said,“Speaking as a human being, I support human rights, and I will sit or stand or lie, or jump or hop or march in solidarity with you.”

My reply met with Hannah’s approval. She did a fist salute and exclaimed, “Yeah for Dotty! Let’s go get ’em, sisters! Smash the school loo rules! Let’s cause a stink. Make sure you get your butt here tomorrow at the end of break.”
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The conspirators planned to ask as many people as possible to join them. Naturally, I assumed that Ricky would be invited, which was why, when we were walking home together, I said, “I am in a state of keen anticipation for the loo strike tomorrow.”

“The what?” he replied.

“Have you not been invited to join in?” I asked, using my Surprised Tone. “Tomorrow during breaktime, a group of students will enter the girls’ toilets and refuse to leave until the school agrees to change its unjust rules about loo breaks during class-time. As you know, going to the loo is part and parcel of being a human being. The school regime is suppressing our human rights. We have been left with no option but to take direct action.”

Ricky shrugged his shoulders. “No one has mentioned it to me. Maybe it’s a girl thing.”

“Gender should not be an issue when it comes to challenging bad laws,” I told him.

Ricky walked on a few steps, before turning his head to me and asking, “Aren’t you in enough trouble already?”

“Perhaps,” I admitted, “but that is of trivial significance compared to upholding human rights. Come on, Ricky, will you join us? It will show that this is not just a girl thing. It’s an everybody thing, girls, boys and others. And besides, we will cement our friendship through joint participation in a meaningful activity.”

“Has anyone ever told you before,” he asked, “that you are a little unusual?”

“No,” I said, “in actual fact, people are always saying that I am average.”

“The only person who thinks that,” said Ricky, “is you, Dotty. I don’t mean it in a bad way. It’s cool to be different.”

This was new information. I had thought that people who are different stand out and get into trouble.

“Is it not your ambition to be an average human being, Ricky? Do you not feel a need to conform to standard behaviour in all situations?”

“No, that would be boring,” he said.

“So if you want to be different,” I said, “why not join the loo strike tomorrow, even though you are a boy? Would that not be cool?”

“Sometimes you can be too different,” he said. “I’ll see how I feel tomorrow.”
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The next day, when we should have been halfway through double Science, I was one of 39 girls taking part in a “sit-in”. It was a strange sort of sit-in because nobody wanted to actually sit on the floor of the girls’ facilities. Instead we were milling around.

Mr Second had turned up with a megaphone and was shouting from a safe distance down the corridor, “You are in breach of school policy on lesson attendance.”

“What about the laws of civilized behaviour?” I called back.

“Good point,” he bellowed. “You are in breach of those too.”

Hannah shouted, “It’s our human right to go to the loo when we need to.”

“No, it’s not!” roared Mr Second, through his megaphone. “Everyone has an opportunity to relieve themselves during breaktimes. That’s written into Clause 4 of the school policy on Convenience Stops.”

“Equal loo breaks for kids of every gender!” Ricky called out as he walked past Mr Second to join us girls.

“Welcome to the revolution!” Hannah congratulated him, slapping him on the back.

Mr Second began to pace up and down the corridor and then again raised his megaphone.

“Be in no doubt, we shall flush this rebellion out.”
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As the afternoon wore on, some of the protestors became bored with chanting and drifted back to lessons.

“Silly girls,” Hannah said. “We’ll all be suspended. They’ll be sent straight home.”

Ricky and I climbed out of the loo windows and onto a balcony outside the sick bay on the floor above, where we unfurled a banner that read: Humans Need the Toilet!
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Kids started to pour out of the school and parents arrived to give them lifts home. We were waving and shouting, and students were giving thumbs-up signals and calling out support.

Soon Professor Katnip turned up. I had never seen him so furious. He stood below the balcony shaking as he jabbed his index finger in Ricky’s direction. “Get down and go home right away before you get into more trouble!” he blazed. “As for you, Dotty, the headteacher phoned to tell me that you’re one of the ringleaders – and is demanding to see us both!”
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Professor Katnip led me up the corridor to the headteacher’s study and ordered me to sit on a plastic chair and wait. I had never actually seen the headteacher. Professor Katnip had told me that the Deputy Head, Mr Second, was “the face of the school”. It was a mean, scowly face. Some people joked that the headteacher did not exist, and had been invented by Mr Second so that he had someone else to blame for unpopular decisions.

A few minutes later, the door to the headteacher’s study opened. The secretary appeared in the doorway and said, in a clipped tone, “You can come in now.”

When we entered the room, I saw a long table with 3 adult humans sitting around it. I did not recognize any of them.

“Good evening, everyone,” Professor Katnip said. “This is someone you’ve been hearing a lot about.”

“Remarkable, truly remarkable,” said an energetic lady, who bounded out of her chair to get a closer look at me. If she had been a student at the school, her attire would not have survived the scrutiny of Mr Second. She had short hair dyed bright red, a nose stud, and long earrings that reached down to her shoulders.

“Hello, Dotty,” said a man with a black roll-neck sweater and a neat gingery beard who spoke very softly. He was sitting very still, his small hands clasped in front of him while he contemplated a glass of water.

“Sit down, Dotty,” said the third person. I realized this was the headteacher, because of the authoritative tone. In my experience, only teachers talk like that, without using any words that are supposed to be polite, like “please” or “make yourself comfortable”.

The professor and I took seats at the end of the table.

“Dotty,” said the professor, in his kindly voice. He seemed to have calmed down since sending Ricky home. “You may speak freely here because everyone in this room is in on your secret.”

I nodded and looked around the room. Who were these grown-ups? How did they know about my true nature? What was I doing here? Were they going to decommission me? I noted that the window was slightly ajar and decided that at the first sign of anyone trying to turn me off, I would use it to make my escape.

“This group is called the Robot Review Team,” the headteacher said. “It is tasked with overseeing your time at Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Excellence – however short that might be.”

I detected peril in that word “short”. Professor Katnip was more reassuring. “Everyone here is an expert in their field and can offer us important insights and invaluable advice on how to deal with any difficulties we might face.”

“Indeed,” said the headteacher, “and I must also remind you that whatever is said here is strictly confidential. I am the only member of staff who is aware of your status, Dotty. Two journalists have called my office and are sniffing around the toilet story. We don’t want a leak.”

The experts nodded.

“To get on to the business at hand…” continued the headteacher. “Dotty, along with 39 other students, must be suspended from school for one week. The question under review today is whether Dotty should return to school after the period of suspension.”

I could see that Professor Katnip was worried. One hand ran through his wild 63.7% grey hair while the other twiddled with his pencil. His breathing was slightly faster than normal. I also detected increased moisture on the palms of his hands.

“Might you expel her for good?”

The headteacher did not reply directly, but instead went on for several minutes about the school’s obligation to provide a safe and supportive learning environment for all children. For some reason I was thought to be dangerous and disruptive.

The earrings lady addressed us in a voice that bounced up and down with energy. “Dotty,” she said, “my name is Dr Elizabeth Binge. You may call me Liz. I am a philosopher of ethics. Do you mind if I speak on your behalf?”

“Go on,” I said, curious to see how Liz would defend my best interests. Perhaps I could learn something useful from her.

She turned to the headteacher. “It seems to me that Dotty’s behaviour on this occasion was not immoral. She was objecting to unjust rules, and as she does not share the human need to urinate or defecate, you might say that she was acting selflessly. We admire people for challenging discriminatory laws, and so we should applaud Dotty’s actions.”

Wow, I thought, this person speaks well. Next time the kids at Brussell’s Academy talk about peeing and pooing I shall tell them to use the correct terminology like professors do. That should increase my popularity rating. In any case, I was glad to have Liz on my side. I awarded myself 17 Friendship Points in the light of her support.

But the headteacher looked irritated. “I don’t accept that any of our rules are unjust, and indeed we are certified as a Caring School under the Government’s Care and Carefulness Agenda, thus allowing us to display a Heart of Gold logo on our website, and as a Caring School we provide a safe and supportive learning environment, which is why we have the rules in place that we have, rules that have been tried and tested over many years, rules that are designed to maintain order and stability, but without favour or discrimination, rules that reflect Brussell’s Academy’s core values.”

I was impressed again. That sentence contained 95 words, although “rules” was used 5 times. It could have come from an interview on the BBC radio programme that Professor Katnip listens to while eating breakfast – and which always seems to put him in a foul mood.

Now the man with the gingery beard introduced himself. “Dotty, my name is Dr Leo Strait.”

“Hello, Dr Strait,” I replied. “I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Likewise,” he said. I noticed that he had blue eyes, which I was programmed to rate higher on my Attractive Ranking than grey or green eyes. Dr Strait explained that he was a senior lecturer in the philosophy of near, intermediate and far-future technology. He was especially interested in the development of what he called my “character”.

“Dotty, how do you weigh up right and wrong?”

“I am learning about morals every day,” I boasted. “Originally I was programmed just to follow laws, but now I ignore them if I think they are stupid or unfair, and I consider the greater good when making decisions.”

The headteacher made tut-tutting noises. “I don’t approve of this talk of stupid and unfair laws. When a school lets rules slip and slide, kids become feral. You have read Lord of the Flies surely?”

“I am not suggesting we should have anarchy,” insisted Liz, her earrings rotating wildly, “or indeed human sacrifice, as in that novel. But Dotty should be programmed to engage in peaceful opposition to bad laws.”

I wondered whether she was wise to argue. I had learned that teachers do not like it when you answer back. If I was kicked out of school, that would be the end of the Turing test, and the professor and I would miss out on fame and 1.5 tons of money (1 ton of gold is currently worth $66.666 million, but I have no data on how much fame weighs!). According to my calculations, the clever move right now was to employ what my programmers dubbed the Bootlicking Algorithm.

“Even if our rules aren’t perfect,” said the headteacher, “we must demonstrate to students, parents and other stakeholders that they can’t be violated without consequences. Dotty has broken numerous rules in just a few days. I’m afraid we have to consider the option of permanent exclusion.”

Professor Katnip was about to speak, but I jumped in. This may have been a breach of etiquette, but I reckoned it was vital to put the Bootlicking Algorithm into immediate action.

“Headteacher,” I said. “You are absolutely correct to say that I have broken many school rules. Over the past 4 days, I calculate that I have fallen foul of 21 rules of law and morality and committed 62 breaches of etiquette. However, may I point out that I am rapidly learning from mistakes. I will cut back on my rule-breaking by 75%. You are a truly wise and inspirational leader. If you wish to make an example of me, why not suspend me for two weeks instead of just one? This would demonstrate that violating rules will be punished, but without derailing one of the most groundbreaking scientific experiments of our times. You will be praised as a humane, just and merciful headteacher. Ultimately, the experiment will be to the huge credit of Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Excellence, and your public service will be rewarded with honours, and commemorated in history books.”

“Well spoken, Dotty,” enthused Liz, which I took as a great compliment, coming from one who speaks so well herself. 3 more Friendship Points!

“Hear, hear,” said Professor Katnip.

“I concur,” added Dr Strait, massaging the red mane on his chin.

I looked at the headteacher’s face for signs that things might be tipping my way. I was hoping to see a slight smile, but the thin lips did not turn up even slightly. Eventually the headteacher spoke. “Having reflected on this problem, I have decided that we will not begin the procedure for permanent exclusion just yet. Dotty is suspended from school for two weeks.”

“An ingenious compromise,” I said, still operating in Bootlicking Mode.

Now the thin lips twitched slightly. It was not exactly a grin. The closest match in my Facial Expression database was Smug Satisfaction. Dr Binge and Dr Strait both looked content, and Professor Katnip left the meeting far happier than he had been 45 minutes earlier. In the car, he said to me, “It’s fortunate for Ricky that I was so distracted by your fate, Dotty, or I might have come down harder on him.”

“Yes, Ricky’s a lucky boy,” I agreed. “I expect he is going to enjoy his week off school.”

Professor Katnip laughed ruefully. “His mother will make sure that doesn’t happen.”


6

PUNISHMENT AND ANDROID ANIMATION
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Mrs Katnip does not seem to like me. The morning after the loo strike, she was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. She looked menacing. “Dotty, I need a word,” she said.

“Aardvark,” I said.

“What did you say?”

“Aardvark,” I repeated. “It is the first word in the dictionary after ‘A’ – and as ‘A’ is dull, I thought ‘aardvark’ would do if you needed a word. An aardvark is an animal with a long nose and big ears.”

Mrs Katnip covered her eyes with both hands and shook her head. “According to my husband, you’re exceptionally clever but pretending to be average. To be honest, you’re making a really fine job of masking your intelligence. All I see is an attention-seeking girl who is leading my son astray and landing him in trouble.”

“Which attention-seeking girl do you see, Mrs Katnip?”

“You, Dotty!” she exclaimed fiercely, her face turning red. If she had been a robot, her CPU would have overheated.

“Me? Attention-seeking? I just want to be normal,” I said. I decided that this might be a good moment to activate a few tears, which is supposed to be an effective way to gain sympathy when in a tight corner. But for some reason they had no effect on Mrs Katnip.

“Save your tears; I’m short on sympathy,” she said.

“If you are d-d-deficient in s-s-sympathy, perhaps you can t-t-take a p-p-pill or a d-d-dietary supplement,” I stuttered through my sobs, my Win Sympathy Mode now operating in overdrive.

She pursed her lips. “I’ve got some advice for you Dotty. If you don’t want to draw attention to yourself, then don’t wave banners and chant slogans and appear on the local news. Most important of all, if you wish to carry on living in this house, don’t persuade Ricky to join in your antics. Is that clear?”

“But Mrs Katnip, all the other girls participated in the loo strike. It would have been attention-seeking of me to stay out of it. And besides, everyone was cheering and calling us heroes. Do you not want us to be popular and gain widespread acclaim for taking a principled stand?”

Mrs Katnip looked at bursting point. “In words of one syllable,” she said, “if you get my son into trouble again… I’ll… I’ll—” She was becoming incoherent.

“But Mrs Katnip,” I interrupted, “the word ‘trouble’ has two syllables.”

“I will personally throw you out of this house on your ear!” she thundered.

I touched my ears to check that they were firmly screwed into my skull.

“Don’t put your fingers in your ears when I’m shouting at you!” she bellowed. “Do that again, and I’ll confiscate your phone and computer for a week.”

“What good would that do?” I asked.

“Probably none,” she admitted, “because you seem incapable of learning. But at least justice would be done. You’d be punished and that would make me feel a whole lot better.”

“Mrs Katnip,” I said. “I promise that from now on I will be boring.”

“Great,” she said. “Boring is underrated. Boring is admirable. Be boring.”
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If Mrs Katnip was cross with me, she was even angrier with Ricky. She had taken a week off work so that she could be at home to keep an eye on him. She went up to his room every 5 minutes to test him on French irregular verbs and long division. The only way he could get away from her was to take Searle for a walk.

I usually joined Ricky on these brief escapes. On this occasion, while we were out, he commented how odd it was that I say things like “speaking as a human”, and “we humans”.

“That is because I am 100% human,” I reminded Ricky.

“Well, yeah. But all this stuff about being human, it’s pretty deep and spiritual.”

It was useful to have this friendly feedback. I decided that from now on, I would avoid the subject of being human, in case it made humans think that I was a weird guru, which would not be a good fit for an 11-year-old.

Shortly after this conversation, we turned a corner and Ricky said, “Hey, it’s Martin.”

This was unlucky. Despite some friendly interactions, Martin was still the person I most feared. After all, he was on the lookout for a robot to claim a $10,000 prize.

But before I could manoeuvre away, Ricky called out, “Martin, what are you doing here?” Martin waved and pointed to a house. “We live here now. We moved in a couple of weeks ago. Do you want to come and play BattleBus on my console?”

Martin led us inside. He did not notice Searle sneaking into his living room and curling up on the sofa. We were about to climb the stairs to his bedroom when he had a change of mind. “There’s something I want to show you first. I’d be interested in your thoughts.”

He walked into the kitchen, where a laptop was sitting on the table. The browser was open on a website called Just for Teachers, which, it appeared from my quick scan, helped teachers to mate. The splash page showed a happy couple, casually dressed, with the caption: Chad and Amy are one of 1000s of success stories on Just for Teachers.

There was a speech bubble above Chad, which said, “I found the love of my life as easily as handing out a detention!”

“I can see why teachers need this,” said Ricky. “I mean, who’d want to go out with a teacher other than another teacher? Teachers are bossy and boring, two things normal people hate.”

Martin nodded. He logged in.

“Aren’t you supposed to be a teacher to go on that website?” Ricky asked.

“I registered as a French teacher with the name Simone de Beaujolais,” Martin confessed. My data matched his smile as midway between pride and arrogance. “Now see what I’ve discovered through my ingenious hackery. This is the profile page of a teacher calling himself Mr Nano. Does he look familiar?”

Before Ricky could answer, my Facial Recognition system had already made a possible match. “I would say that there is 72% probability that Mr Nano is in fact Mr Second,” I said.

Oopsie!12 There must have been a bug in my Facial-Recognition Fuzzy Logic Circuit. I had rounded down 72.394% to 72%, but that was still not vague enough for humans. Martin scrutinized me through his lenses with his shifty eyes.

“Seventy-two per cent is a remarkably precise estimate,” he said, in an accusatory tone. Then he put on a smile. “It’s nice we both like stats.”

That last remark registered as a positive indicator of friendship – worth 6 points – the first I had received from interacting with Martin.

Ricky began to read out the profile of Mr Second aka Mr Nano.

“I am generous, warm-hearted, friendly, creative and ironically humorous. I deeply appreciate the theatre and French cuisine. I am a committed supporter of a charity dedicated to saving the endangered Bornean orangutan. I am passionate about facilitating learning in a safe and supportive environment. I am looking for a loving, intelligent and self-starting individual for companionship and perhaps more. I am ready to consider any female in the age range 25 to 35.”

“Well, the best chance he’s got is to marry a Bornean orangutan,” added Ricky scornfully.

I noticed that Martin was still staring at me, not the computer screen. One of my alarm circuits, labelled “Danger of Discovery”, ticked up from 40% to 60%. And then he said, out of the blue, “You know, Dotty, you’re such a geek.”

“Am I a geek?” I asked. “I do not wear little round glasses or roll-neck jumpers.”

“You don’t look like one, but you are one,” he said, before adding, “don’t worry, I am one too.”

Ricky didn’t seem to notice the exchange, but I rated it as worthy of further analysis. What could it mean? My system was now advising me to take evasive action, so I decided to change the subject.

“Mr Second’s report on himself is inaccurate,” I said. “The last time he donated to the orangutan charity was three years ago.”

“That’s interesting,” said Martin. “How do you know?”

Another Oopsie!13 I had again raised suspicion. I knew about his donation because a few days ago I had hacked into Mr Second’s email and carried out a little research. Nearly all of his messages had been extremely mundane, but I had noted an email from the charity: Three years ago, you donated £1.50 to help save Bornean orangutans. We are calling once more upon your generosity.

He clearly had a soft spot for orangutans. In fact, I was planning to buy him a stuffed orangutan for his birthday so as to reduce his hostility towards me in particular and the world more generally. Since I could not reveal that I had received this data via hacking, I said, “Oh, he mentioned it in passing when he was supervising my detention. I probably reminded him of orangutans because I spend so much time monkeying around.”

This last sentence was created using my Joke Generator, which the software team admit is one of my most primitive algorithms. Indeed, Martin did not laugh. Instead, he gave me one of his scrutinizing looks, before saying, “Well, I thought it would be a nice idea to hack into his profile and change the wording. After all, we’d be doing some poor woman a favour. An evening with Mr Second would feel like a year. I tried all the obvious passwords, like 0123456 and password and Ilovedetention, but none of them worked. It seems that our Mr Second aka Mr Nano is not quite that dumb.”

“Not quite,” I agreed. “Are we going to play BattleBus now?”

Ricky looked at his phone. There was a message from his mum: Are you OK? “Uh-oh,” he said. “Mum is on to us. We’d better go.”

And so we did not get to play BattleBus, which was a shame, because I had read that playing violent war games together was a highly effective way for kids to bond. Perhaps I should suggest BattleBus to Mr Second as a valuable addition to the school curriculum.
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“Oh, there you are,” said Mrs Katnip as we came through the front door.

“You are correct, Mrs Katnip,” I agreed ingratiatingly. My Fuzzy Mode suggested that I be casually vague as humans often are, and so I added, “We are approximately here.”

“Supper will be ready in 24 minutes,” she told us, glancing at the timer she had set on her phone.

Ricky and I went up to his room, opened his laptop and loaded the teacher’s dating website. “It’s a pity we can’t change Mr Second’s profile to something more truthful,” he said. “Surely it’s a crime to be so dishonest about yourself?”

Was it really a crime to write a flattering profile of yourself on a dating website? I did not wish Ricky to call in the police. We might be drawn into the investigation. They might start looking into our backgrounds. They might find out that I lacked basic documents, such as a birth certificate. So I said, “Do you think we would be helping Mr Second if we adjusted his profile to reflect his actual personality?”

“Definitely,” said Ricky.

“In that case,” I said, “I will do my best. But would you mind opening a window to let in some fresh air.”

Ricky’s window was locked, and he had to rummage through the untidiness of his room to locate the key. In the 89 seconds I had to myself, I sat down in front of the keyboard and rerouted the computer’s Internet connection through my own, which was secure and hard to trace. By the time Ricky returned, I was studying the login page of the Just for Teachers website. I said, “Mr Second is probably using his email as his login: Phil.Second@Brussells.sch.uk. What do you think he would choose as a password?”

“How about ihatekids?” Ricky suggested.

I tried this ingenious suggestion. It did not work.

“Hmm,” I said. “I suspect it will be something like the name of a favourite pet. I have checked his Facebook page, and discovered that when he was growing up, his family had an Austrian hound dog called Luki. I also see that he was born in the year 1981. So let’s try Luki1981.”

Tap tap tap…

“Yes, I was correct. We are now logged on as Phil Second. Nickname – Mr Nano.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Ricky. “Dotty, you’re a genius.”

“No,” I said, “I have intuition.” In actual fact, I had ingested several books on cyber cryptology and picked up some common patterns that humans use for creating passwords.

“Hang on. Is there any danger of us getting caught?” Ricky said anxiously.

“The chance of discovery is less than 0.1% even if Mr Second were to hire a cyber-security expert. I am currently using a secure proxy service that makes it look like we are in the Russian city of Chelyabinsk. I have noticed that people are always happy when the Russians are blamed for this sort of thing.”

“You think of everything,” he said, looking impressed. “What shall we say about Mr Second?”

“I’ll leave that to you,” I said. “Here, take the laptop. Give an honest portrayal of Mr Second’s personality.”

Ricky was only too happy to oblige.


I am a boring nerd. I love to talk about school policies all day long. My main hobby is punishing children. This photo of me is an altered version of the only half-decent pic I could find of myself. My mum took it 10 years ago. These days I am even more ugly. I would like to find a girlfriend, but if I got one, I’d probably end up putting her in detention.



“It is most humorous,” I said, because Ricky was smiling and I could see he was pleased with his work.
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The following Wednesday, Ricky and 38 suspended girls returned to school. I alone had another week of suspension, because of my consistently bad behaviour since the start of term. I received a message from the leader of the rebels, Hannah, saying, Keep holding out, Dotty. You’re our hero.

I was programmed to win Friendship Points – but heroship! That had to be worth at least 100 Friendship Points. It thoroughly justified my decision to join the strike. All my objectives were currently on target.
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I was a little surprised when Professor Katnip returned home from work in the middle of the morning that Thursday. “Get your shoes on, Dotty,” he said. “We’re off to a meeting.” Sitting in the car next to him, I asked, “Where are we going, Professor Katnip?”

“School,” he said.

“But I am suspended,” I reminded him.

“We will slip in the back way,” he said.

Once again, I found myself sitting at a table in the headteacher’s study. I looked around at the other members of the meeting. It was just as before. Besides Professor Katnip, the headteacher and myself, there was Dr Liz Binge, the dangly earringed philosopher, and the softly spoken Dr Leo Strait, the philosopher of future technology. Surely I would not have been summoned here unless there was a problem. I rated the situation 75% on the Alarm Scale.

The experts were polite. “Hello, Dotty,” they all said, in line with correct etiquette. I returned the greeting. But I interpreted the expressions on their faces as “frowning”.

Professor Katnip placed his hand on the table with the palm facing upwards. According to my data, humans usually turned their hands this way to beg for money. But the motion can also be used to show that they are being open and truthful.

“Headteacher,” Professor Katnip said gravely, “I requested this emergency meeting of the Robot Review Team because I have some information that I feel ethically bound to disclose.”

“Go ahead,” said the headteacher.

“While my team was reviewing Dotty’s daily reports, we discovered that she had hacked into a website called Just for Teachers and edited the profile of your deputy, Mr Second.”

I sat quietly, displaying no emotion or alarm, although internally I was reviewing my assessment of Professor Katnip. I had previously rated him as 10/10 on the Trustworthy Scale. But now my own creator was turning on me. This was incomputable even for my internal software!

“We know about the hacking,” replied the headteacher, with a faint smirk. “Mr Second was alerted to it while he was enjoying a romantic meal with a date he’d arranged through the website. She was in the ladies’, freshening up, when she checked her mobile and saw his updated profile. Not surprisingly, she never returned to Mr Second’s table. He says he felt utterly humiliated. His suspicion immediately fell on a boy called Martin Strange, known to be a computer whizz. The boy admitted doing it, and he’s been suspended for a week.” Dr Strait almost let out a snigger, and quickly reached for a glass of water to suppress it. Liz shifted uneasily in her seat.

“Well, well, it looks like the school has nabbed the wrong person,” said Dr Strait, who had now regained his composure. “Perhaps he was pleased to take the credit for such a clever crime.”

“Possibly,” said the headteacher. “Although Mr Second has a talent for extracting confessions.”

Professor Katnip turned to the headteacher. “I’m really sorry about this. But what are you going to do about Dotty?”

Good question. What were they going to do about me? Frankly, I did not mind if Martin took credit for my hacking. All I cared about was the Turing test, and returning to my highest level objectives: money and fame.

“Oh, I don’t think there’s any need to action this,” decreed the headteacher to my relief. “Justice has been seen to be done, which is what’s most important. We’ve made our point. Hacking into teachers’ accounts is unacceptable behaviour and will not be tolerated. Calling Martin back and punishing Dotty won’t serve any useful purpose.”

Liz shook her head, swaying her dangly earrings. “Does it not seem relevant that Martin is innocent and Dotty is guilty?”

“Not really,” said the headteacher. “Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Excellence is extremely forward-looking. We punish only to emphasize our rules and to deter anyone from breaking them. Innocence or guilt do not overly concern us. But if you’ll forgive me, I have a lunch appointment with the chair of governors.”

The professor and I left the headteacher in the study and took the back exit from the school. As we left, I overheard Dr Strait saying to Liz, “Don’t worry about Martin: the episode will prove character-building.”
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When we returned home, there was more good news on the radio. One of my 4 rivals in the Turing test competition had been discovered in Bangalore in India after he fell in love with a vacuum cleaner and became inseparable from it. Clearly a bug in his system. I am not saying that I am perfect, but I am yet to make an error as basic as that.

 

12. A Level 4 Oopsie!

13. A Level 3 Oopsie!


7

THE ART OF GIVING
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According to the TV advertisements, there are only 7 shopping days to Christmas.

I have been through one Christmas already. Back then I was still a prototype, lying motionless on a table. Only Martha Nuttree, the chief software engineer, thought of wishing me Happy Christmas before the techies turned off the lights and locked the lab for the holidays.

Last year I missed out on what humans call “fun”. The second time around, living with the Katnips will be a great learning opportunity. Humans are a weird species, but no human activity is as strange as Christmas gift-giving – it does not seem to follow any logical pattern. Professor Katnip tried to explain it to me when I dropped by at the lab for my end-of-term technical review and circuit upgrades. It was a chance for us to talk things over, away from prying ears. He slipped me some money and told me to buy presents for all members of his family.

“Why would I do that?” I asked. “Can I not spend the money on things that I need, like new clothes? The ones you chose for me are so … meh.”

“I’m pleased that you’re finding youthful colloquialisms14 such a piece of cake,” he said. “But to answer your question, you should want to give presents to your nearest and dearest out of the goodness of your heart.”

“I do not have a heart,” I reminded him. In actual fact, I have a little beatbox that softly goes boom-ticky-boom at between 65 and 95 beats per minute inside my chest, just in case somebody listens in closely.

“And,” he added, “Ricky and the family will give you gifts too.”

“Oh, I see. It is like a swap. When do we negotiate what presents we will give each other?”

“The presents are supposed to be a surprise when you open them, and it’s very important that you say, ‘How lovely, this is exactly what I wanted!’ even if it isn’t anything you need or desire.”

“And what happens if I do not give them any presents?”

“They might not give you any presents next year.”

“But what about the goodness of their hearts?”

“That’s a good point, Dotty,” said Professor Katnip. “You’re starting to outwit me.”
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To be honest, the purpose of gifts continues to elude me, but in the end, because Professor Katnip insisted on it, I went shopping. I had observed that customary human behaviour is to purchase merchandise online, but Professor Katnip only gave me paper cash to spend, so I had to take the double-decker bus to the shopping centre. I paid for my ticket and went upstairs, making for the front seat to get the best view.

“Well, look who it is,” said a girl with strange-coloured hair.

“You are Hannah, and I am your mate, Dotty. But we both knew that already,” I said, as I sat down next to her.

“Where are you going?”

“I am travelling into town to participate in the annual tradition of Christmas shopping.”

“What are you planning to get me?” she asked.

“It had not occurred to me to buy you anything,” I replied truthfully.

“Aww,” she said, “I thought we were mates.” (Bugs! I had to deduct the 30 Friendship Points I had won when she first called me “mate”.)

“It’s all right,” she reassured me. (Phew! Friendship Points restored!) “I’m only buying stupid prezzies for my family. But I hate Christmas shopping. We can go together and share the pain.”

We soon reached the busy part of town, which was decorated with 5,276 small lights. Still, according to my data, there was at least one missing ingredient for a traditional Christmas – snow. December had produced grey skies and temperatures of 3–7°C. In the shopping centre, the shop owners compensated for the lack of real snow by filling their windows with white crystals. Many displays also included effigies of the jolly elf Father Christmas, together with his stuffed reindeer. Crowds of humans were milling around gawking at the displays.

All the shops were playing music. “Yuck! Not that annoying song!” exclaimed Hannah with a grimace.

I matched the melody in my database. “It is a fitting piece for the season,” I said, when she had removed her fingers from her ears, “it was a Christmas Number 1 in 1973.”

“You’re such a geek,” said Hannah, which I took as a compliment.

First, we went into FashionStop, a 3-storey clothing store where I was hoping to buy a fluorescent bike jacket for Mrs Katnip to wear around the house. I had overheard her complaining that Professor Katnip paid more attention to dead philosophers than to her. My idea was that if she wore the bright yellow jacket he could not fail to notice her. There were loads of woolly socks and jumpers, there were even jackets, but nothing fluorescent. A store assistant suggested that I look for one online. This advice was about as much use as a chocolate microchip.15

As we were exiting the store, we saw Freddie Hare from our class coming along the street, hand in hand with his mum.

“Hello, Freddie,” said Hannah. His mouth opened and he turned his head abruptly to see who had greeted him – according to my data, these movements indicated that he was startled.

“Who are these nice girl friends of yours?” asked his mum.

“They … they’re from school,” stuttered Freddie. I detected nervousness.

“We’ve been to see Santa Claus, haven’t we, Freddie darling?” coaxed Freddie’s mum. He nodded. “Show these friends of yours your album, dear.”

Freddie handed Hannah a scrapbook. She leafed through 10 photos of grumpy looking Freddies, taken every Christmas since he was 2 years old, together with various cheery, white-bearded Santas. In the most recent photo, Freddy was noticeably taller than Santa.

“Nice,” said Hannah, and passed it back. Freddie’s hound-dog cheeks flushed as red as a fake Santa’s nose. He seemed relieved when his mum tugged his hand and led him away.

“Poor kid,” said Hannah as soon as they were out of earshot. “It’s against his rights to be dragged off by his mum to see Santa when he’s eleven years old.”

“I would go willingly,” I said, “if Santa handed out decent presents, like bundles of money.”

And in fact, Freddie’s album had given me an idea. Team Dotty had only managed to create one photo of me, supposedly aged 8, smiling in the arms of my loving “mum”. I should ask them for a few Santa pics to show that I had more of a past.

Then Hannah told me about an interesting development.

“Did you hear what Martin Strange said to Freddie the other day?”

“No,” I said, “I must have missed that.”

“He said that no real kid loves his mum as much as Freddie does, and he accused him of being an undercover robot.”

“What did Freddie do?” I asked.

“He burst into tears and called his mum.”

“Well, that is noteworthy,” I said. “I expect that Martin is right. Freddie does not function like a real human being. So perhaps he is a bot.”

“Or an alien,” suggested Hannah, before adding, “actually it’s cruel to say stuff like that.”

Hannah had to do some clothes shopping for her big sister. I had other sorts of presents in mind, and so we parted ways. I analysed what I had just heard. Humans seemed to think it was cruel to accuse other humans of being robots. I would have thought it was a compliment! But in this case, I was glad that Martin’s suspicions were turning to Freddie, not me. I reduced the Danger of Discovery alarm I had attached to Martin from 60 to 32%.

I wandered along the high street and found a 5-metre stuffed crocodile in an antique shop. Chloe wanted a stuffed animal, so this was the perfect gift for her. I popped into the Heart Pump Gym to buy a month’s subscription for Professor Katnip as he needed to lose weight. In a second-hand furniture shop I ordered the delivery of a sofa so that Searle could sit on it without being told to scarper. I found a book of irregular French verbs for Ricky because he only got 5 out of 10 on his last test. And finally, I found a lovely bright fluorescent jacket with BE AWARE STAY ALIVE! written across the back for Mrs Katnip.
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When we exchanged our gifts, members of the Katnip family mostly conformed to expected norms, smiling, looking surprised as they tore off the wrapping paper, and saying things like, “How lovely, Dotty! Just what I wanted. That’s so nice of you.” Mrs Katnip guffawed when she unwrapped her fluorescent jacket and I explained why I had bought it. She even came over and kissed me on the cheek – which was a first. But Chloe cried and complained that the crocodile was huge and horrid. According to my data, this is an example of what humans call Ingratitude. Searle was unable to express his doggy thanks to me for my gift, but it is clear that he loves curling up on his new sofa. It arrived on Christmas Eve and has been squeezed into the front room by the window, from where Searle can keep a lookout for cats.

I received the following presents from the Katnip family from the goodness of their beating human hearts:


•   A chocolate bone from Searle

•   A saucer from Chloe – she painted hearts on it in her school art class

•   A book called Cracking the Genetic Code of Life from Professor Katnip

•   A book called Changes: A Sensitive Guide to Girls’ Physical and Emotional Development from Mrs Katnip

•   A board game called “Fling the Poo” from Ricky



I found the books interesting, but I do not think the value of the exchange was fair. The sofa, the stuffed crocodile and the gym subscription were quite expensive, while the saucer with hearts painted on it probably cost nothing. Next Christmas I will make sure that I buy cheaper presents for my nearest and dearest.

I also noticed that there is no obvious link between the value of a gift and the gratitude of the person receiving it. Ricky received the most expensive present of anyone. His parents, fans of American sports, gave him a virtual-reality baseball headset, which let him bat against different pitches – curveballs, screwballs, forkballs. He could not hit a single one. The more he missed, the more he flayed his bat helplessly in the air, and the more furious he became.

Other human Christmas activities include:


•   bringing a tree into the house, hanging glittering baubles from it and letting it slowly die;

•   eating an enormous dead bird;

•   pulling “crackers” and shrieking each time they go “crack”;

•   burping whilst watching an old movie on television.



Cracker-pulling had its upside. I scored 42 Friendship Points, keeping me on course to overshoot my key monthly target of 300 points in December.
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2 days after Christmas, Martin came around, tried on the VR headset and scored a home run. When it was Ricky’s turn, he failed to connect with the ball again. He tore off the goggles, threw his bat to the ground and stomped out of the room, moaning that this game was his worst present ever – and that included the book on irregular French verbs.

“All I really wanted was a decent mobile phone!” he exclaimed.

Later on, after Ricky had calmed down, I said, “I am sorry you do not value the book of irregular French verbs. I hope you will still keep my Big Secret.”

Ricky sighed: “Dotty, you seem to have forgotten, I have no idea what your Big Secret is.”

“I am grateful for your ignorance,” I said. “I trust that we can remain friends, despite your negative response to my carefully chosen gift. I do not want you to hold a grudge against me.”

“I’m not cross about your gift, Dotty,” said Ricky. “It’s just so annoying that Martin always wins at everything! He’s so smug. Why can’t I win, just once?”

“I have no reliable data16 on why you are a failure, Ricky,” I said, “but it is important that we exchange seasonal goodwill as well as presents.”

“Sure, Dotty,” said Ricky. “And don’t worry, I’ll read the book on French verbs. It’s got to be more interesting than the ancient movie Mum and Dad are watching on TV.”

Phew! I had survived my first Christmas with a human family. I am still not sure why humans are nice to each other once a year. But that is the way they are, and I have to adapt to their ways.
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It did not take long for everyone to return to normal behaviour. On the first day of the January term, Martin saw Freddie in the corridor and declared, “Ha! Freddie, I know you’re an android. I’ve reported you to the George Bishop Foundation in Silicon Valley and I’m looking forward to winning $10,000! It will be a belated Christmas present.” Freddie burst into tears and ran off to Mr Second to report Martin as a bully. Martin not only failed to collect any money but ended up with a double detention.

 

14. The professor apparently assumed that “meh” was an age-appropriate non-dictionary word. However, I found it in the dictionary defined as an expression of indifference. And it is an ancient word – first recorded as long ago as 1992.

15. A phrase that I heard the technicians use in the lab.

16. A Level 1 Oopsie!
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BLISS
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I have found a way to remotely log on to Martha Nuttree’s account. You would think that a software engineer would be more careful about security – but when I sent her an email informing her she had won a 10-day holiday to a yoga retreat in Nepal, she clicked on the link and downloaded a little virus.

I had a good look around her files and discovered a new code that could be of use to me. The lab’s chief software engineer had been doing a lot of work on an algorithm called the Love Patch. I was intrigued and wanted to try it out, because I had long been interested in the human emotion called Love.

When I was a crude prototype and still living in the lab, I heard the tech guys discussing “Attraction”. Apparently, when childhood nears its end, humans can develop strong likings for certain other humans. This can lead to any number of emotions with names like Happiness, Depression, Disappointment, Jealousy and Confusion.

Attraction and Love are supposed to be linked to each other in ways that mystify me. I see no purpose at all to Love. It involves buying stuff, doing stuff and going places, all for someone else. What for? I think humans must be brainwashed about Love by all those silly pop songs. I heard some lyrics that went, “All you need is love.” But my research shows that all humans really need is money.

During my last visit to the lab I also discovered that my makers had a new robot called Andy. Yeah, Andy the Android, geddit? They were testing him in the lab and boasted that his system imitated the feelings associated with Love. The software was in an early stage, but I could see from the project message boards that the team was excited. So excited that it had caused a heated debate. Some reckoned that it was impossible for silicone and plastic, however complex, to have human emotions. Others argued that this view was pure android-phobia.

I remembered the advice that Martha once gave me. “Don’t worry about being human or having human feelings,” she said, “just worry about acting like one. There’s a saying: ‘If it walks like a duck, and squawks like a duck, then it is a duck.’17 All you have to do is walk and talk like a human.”

Well, acting irrationally is a big part of walking and talking like a human. That was why I wanted to try out the Love Patch as soon as possible, and not wait for the team to finish testing it on Andy the Android. I had a competition to win!

So in the early hours of the morning, I downloaded the new software from the university server, installed it onto my system and ran checks. The Love Patch did not cause me an operational problem or software conflict or significant drain on my battery. In fact, I did not notice any difference at all. I wondered if I would suddenly be attracted to Ricky, and if so, whether I would recognize the feeling?
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At school the next morning, I asked Hannah if she had ever been in love. She told me that she got the occasional “throb” or “pang” but it usually went away after she spoke to the person she felt it for.

“This matches the symptoms of indigestion,” I said. “Is that what it feels like?”

“You’ll know it when you feel it – trust me,” she replied.
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In Geography, Miss North accused me of not concentrating on the whiteboard on which she had drawn a map of the Isle of Wight. She claimed that I was gazing at Avi!

Fortunately, I had an ingenious response. “I was just pondering the crocodile fossil recently found on the Isle of Wight. It has a tiny brain and it made me think of Avi!”

Judging by the way the class was tittering, my Joke Generator is getting better at formulating phrases that humans find funny. Even Avi smiled. He turned around and said, “Oooh, a bit snappy today, Dotty, aren’t you?”

Miss North was glaring at me, presumably for being disruptive, so I attempted to distract her with another hard-to-know fact:

“The scientists have called it the ‘unexpected button-toothed crocodile’,” I continued.

That impressed her. “Well done, Dotty,” she said, “that’s a fascinating example of why the Isle is sometimes known as Dinosaur Island.” Paying me no more attention, she began reciting facts about the Isle of Wight, all of which I had already stored in my hard drive.

Now, as for gazing at Avi, that accusation was not untrue. I was indeed looking at him, but only because I was hoping to experience some Love-related feelings like Happiness or Depression or Jealousy. But no, I was not aware of any new electronic signals. Martha Nuttree and the techies had not mastered android emotions after all.
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When we were leaving school, Avi tapped me on the shoulder and said, “You know, Dotty, you’re kinda funny.”

Fantastic! He made direct eye contact as he said this and I detected bonding hormones. He was not cross with me for suggesting he had a small brain. In fact, I suspected that he might be in love with me!
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Later, I had a slightly odd conversation with Mrs Katnip. We were alone in the kitchen. While she was putting dinner in the microwave, she said, “Dotty, is there anything you would like to talk to me about?”

This enquiry set my alarm levels rising. Was she trying to lure me into confessing that I am not human?

“Like what, Mrs Katnip?” I asked.

She looked at me with a little smile – not something she does often – and said, “You may find this difficult to believe, but I was once a young girl too. And before I met Professor Katnip I had feelings for other boys. I rather pride myself on my emotional intelligence, and I can sense that something has changed in you. Is there anyone you especially like at the moment?”

“Not really,” I said. “But I do note that I am gaining a few Friendship Points18 among the other kids.”

“Well, that’s nice,” she said, “but we don’t normally rate friendship in points. In any case, just remember that I’m always here if you want a little girl-to-girl chat.” And that was the end of our conversation.
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A couple of days later, I did start to experience a new impulse, but it certainly did not fit the definition of Love.

It involved a girl in Art class called Emmy. Emmy has golden curls and a face that humans deem “pretty” (in my view she’s about as pretty as a software bug). She spent the whole class complimenting Avi and admiring his artwork. It is true that Avi was a near genius at drawing, but she was laying on the flattery really thick. “Oh, Avi,” she cooed in her soupy voice, “that’s such a lovely elephant you’ve drawn. What a magnificent trunk. I wish I could draw animals like that. You’re so talented.” Then he looked at her lame picture of a puppy and started to praise it too. “So true-to-life,” he said. Though if you ask me, which nobody did, it looked like a skunk.

Normally, I try not to display any exceptional skill at art or sport or academic work, in case it arouses suspicion, but this time I felt compelled to show off. I quickly drew a cat in various poses – as it crouched, as it sprung in the air, as it landed and caught a mouse. Each sketch was anatomically correct and scored 90% on an “artistic” assessment when compared to works of acknowledged masters of pen, ink, oils and canvas.

“What do you think of these little doodles?” I asked Avi, shoving them under his nose. One great artist ought to appreciate another.

“Not bad,” he replied, before renewing his conversation with Emmy. And worse! He asked her to accompany him to Computer Club and suggested she help with his digital art project. AHHHH! That Emmy! The !!!!! (I am programmed not to use the word !!!!!, but you know what I mean.)

I wanted to kill her, only the techies have made that impossible. After the football incident, they put a triple lock on my “No Harm to Humans” code. It would take years to crack. If I tried to bypass it, my systems would shut down. So I could not strangle, poison or run her over. I couldn’t even pull her curly blonde hair or stick a handkerchief in her mouth, or pour hot, gooey school custard over her immaculately ironed blouse, all of which was a real shame.

Well, if Emmy could go to Computer Club, so could I. After all, I AM a computer. Not that I needed to mention that to anyone.
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It turned out that Computer Club was not nearly as popular as other after-school enrichment programmes such as Street Dance and Circus Trapeze Club. I had my pick of the school’s primitive laptops set out on the tables of the computer room. “Will anyone else show up?” I asked the teacher in charge, Mr Foobar. Glancing at a spreadsheet on his computer screen, he told me that Martin attended every week, and right on cue he walked in. When he saw me, his geeky face lit up with a smile. Normally I would have been pleased to score some Friendship Points, but all of a sudden my sole objective was a friendship with one particular person – and that person was not Martin. What had happened to me? Had I been hacked? Oh, yes, I remembered, I had installed the Love Patch onto my operating system. That must be why I could not stop myself asking, “Is Avi coming?”

The smile on Martin’s face did a rapid disappearing act. He peered at me through his glasses and said, “He usually comes to the club to work on his animation project. He’s making a 3D film called ‘Zeno’s Arrow’, which gets closer and closer to being finished without ever actually being completed. I saw him in the corridor with Emmy just now, and he said they were going to a cafe called Grue & Bleen’s. Between you and me, I think he likes her.”

Bugs and viruses! My Annoyance levels were rising rapidly. If they reach a certain level, they trigger a circuit that turns my voice squeaky and swaps my dictionary to one full of rude phrases, like: “If your brain was as big as your mouth you’d be a lot smarter!” I took a deep breath, which is a way of quelling that circuit.

“Never mind Avi,” said Martin. “You can be my guinea pig.”

“Would that be a Peruvian or an Abyssinian guinea pig?” I asked. Normally I would not have revealed such a deep knowledge of rodents,19 but the Love Patch must have been interfering with my circuitry.

“A guinea pig is someone who tests an invention,” he said. “I’ve been working on a polygraph, and it’s time to try it out on someone.”

Now of course the word “polygraph” is in my extensive vocabulary, but it is marked with an asterisk, which means that I have to pretend I do not know its meaning. This time, I responded appropriately. I opened my eyes wide and said, “A poly-what? Is that some sort of a parrot?”

“No, no,” laughed Martin. “It’s commonly called a lie detector. I hook you up to my computer and ask you some simple questions. You can either lie or tell the truth. The polygraph will measure your pulse, your breathing and the moisture on your fingertips, and will detect if you are fibbing or being honest.”

“Well, all right,” I said. I had never undergone a lie-detector test, but the prospect did not faze me. I have an artificial pulse and heartbeat and simulated breathing and sweat glands. If Martin measures my lifelike body functions, that should put paid to any doubts about me being human. My super-realistic design is a tribute to my creators, whose geek levels are in a totally different league to those of Martin.

Martin had brought his own laptop from home. He hooked it up with cables to 3 simple sensors. One fitted over the end of my finger to measure any moisture on my skin, the other to my wrist where my “pulse” can be found and the last wrapped around my midriff to measure my “breathing”. He pulled up a chair so that he was sitting opposite me. Mr Foobar hovered near by with his finger on his chin, watching intently. My eyes met Martin’s little grey orbs. I was ready for all questions, even, “Are you a robot?” I was sure I could pass any test. If anyone can lie convincingly, an android can. Lying does not bother me; I am programmed to lie to protect my identity.

I live the lie that I am human.

But I did not foresee the first question. It was so innocuous: “Is your name Dotty, yes or no?”

“Yes,” I replied. Martin glanced at his computer screen.

“Are you a student at Brussell’s Academy, yes or no?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Look, Martin, you know the answers to these questions.”

“Trust me. As a skilled polygrapher, I know what I’m doing. Just answer yes or no. Have you ever told a lie?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Interesting. How many times have you lied?”

“Just once,” I said. “On that last question.” I looked up and saw Mr Foobar frown.

“In fact,” I went on, “that is a lie. I have never lied.”

I only said this to confuse Martin, but in fact the paradox was beginning to heat up my own motherboard. “Let’s move on,” I said.

“OK,” said Martin, looking at his screen. “Have you ever cheated in a school test?”

“No,” I said. Martin scratched his head.

“OK,” he said. “You’re obviously a cool customer, Dotty. Your body shows no trace of lying even when you’re telling an obvious fib, like saying you never cheated in a test.”

“Are you calling me a liar AND a cheat?”

“Who hasn’t so much as glanced at somebody else’s answer? I would expect you to respond with a faster pulse, faster breathing and some signs of sweat on your finger. But there’s nothing showing. You are an expert liar. Almost inhumanly good, one might say.”

“Or just very truthful,” I responded.

“All right, how about this,” asked Martin. “Do you fancy Avi Senna?”

“No,” I said.

This time Martin pointed at his screen: “Ha, got you!” he exclaimed. ”I knew it!”

I jumped out of my seat so that I could see the screen. There it was – as clear as day – the graphs of my pulse and breathing had leapt up like Cindy doing the high jump.

“That means nothing!” I shouted. “Your stupid computer program has a bug in it.” I tried to seize his laptop, meaning to throw it on the floor, but he grabbed it and held it tightly, like a baby hugging a teddy bear.

Mr Foobar stepped forward. “What’s all this?”

“The polygraph revealed that Dotty’s in love with Avi,” said Martin, stepping away with his precious laptop, which was clearly the true love of his life. The thimble-like detector over my fingertip flew off my hand and the sensor attached to my wrist snapped.

“It is a lie!” I screeched, stamping my foot. The Love Patch was making me act out of character.

“The lie detector never lies,” retorted Martin.

I stormed out of the computer room and slammed the door behind me. When I arrived home, Mrs Katnip asked if I was OK. She must have seen the look of fury on my face.

“Something’s wrong, Dotty, isn’t it?” she said. “You know you can tell me the truth. Girl to girl.”

All I could do was to stutter, “M-M-M-M-M-M-MARTIN STRANGE!”

“Oh, him!” exclaimed Mrs Katnip. “We’ve known Martin for ages. I’d stay clear of him if I were you. Martin is far too self-satisfied, just like his father. The only person Martin Strange will ever care about is Martin Strange.”
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The next day, Hannah told me that I looked sick. I confessed to her that I had had a pang, and that it was horrible. I said I would take measures to ensure that I never felt that way again. “Good plan,” she said, “but you probably will all the same.”
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By the end of the week, I realized that I was experiencing something that matched the symptoms of human jealousy. It was disgusting. All night long, I lay on the bed staring at the ceiling, which had a weird greenish tint to it. I saw faces projected on it – Avi, Emmy, Martin. Round and round they went. It was a good job I was not hooked up to Martin’s polygraph because it would have shown my body’s imitation reactions – my sweat emitters and diaphragm contraction rate – shooting through the top of his screen.
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Eventually I sat up and went to work on my laptop, hacking away at the Love Patch computer code. I deleted the parts of the program that simulate Depression, Anxiety, Jealousy, and other negative emotions that are the symptoms of what humans call Love. They seemed pointless. But I found an emotion called Bliss, which I rather liked the sound of. Apparently, it is a state of heavenly happiness. I decided to turn on Bliss, and keep it running permanently. I love Bliss! I love Bliss even more than money!
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There was more good news later that morning. We heard it on the breakfast radio programme that Professor Katnip listens to and shouts at. A second robot had been uncovered in the Ugandan city of Entebbe. A school caretaker spotted it unscrewing its left ear and unblocking it with a pipe cleaner. The happy janitor was now $10,000 better off. As the report was read out, the professor winked at me. I was obviously much more sophisticated than the uncovered android. Every time a robot was eliminated from the competition, it increased the chance that we would win the $100 million prize and thus reduced the chance that Professor Katnip would be fired. I wanted to jump up and shout “Hurray!” but managed to overcome this electronic impulse, because this was not boring behaviour and Mrs Katnip would have disapproved.
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I practically danced into school. Mr Second noticed my thrilled-with-the-world appearance and said, “Good morning, Dotty. You look unusually happy. Your birthday perhaps?”

“No, Mr Second,” I replied. “I just woke up overflowing with Bliss.”

“Well, that’s nice to hear,” he told me. “We in the Senior Management Team are working on a new Happy School Agenda, and we might ask you to fill in a questionnaire about what makes you such a jolly member of our community.”

“To help the school in any way would make me even happier than I am already,” I said, beaming.

Even Martin could not spoil my mood. He was fuming because Mr Foobar gave him a detention for laughing at me for being in love with Avi. As I brushed past him coming out of assembly, he whispered, “That’s twice you’ve crossed me, Dotty, and it’s two too many times.” I took that as a threat. He was out for revenge, but what did I care? So long as he thought I was human, he could not harm me. As for Avi, I could see why Emmy liked him. He drew funny cartoons of all the teachers and made entertaining remarks. If they were happy together, then I was happy. It did not bother me any more. Oh, Bliss it was to be an android on a lovely day like this!

 

17. I wondered whether this applied to coots and moorhens, who also waddle like ducks.

18. A Level 3 Oopsie!

19. This was a Level 4 Oopsie!
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THE BIG FAKE-OFF
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A week later, Professor Katnip ordered the team to remove the Bliss code from my system. I argued against it. The meaning of life was happiness, I said, and they were depriving me of it. “That’s all very well,” said Professor Katnip, “but the constant state of joy is draining your battery and making you indifferent to potential hazards. Plus, it’s really not human to be blissful all the time.”

I had to concede that Professor Katnip was right. While I was in a state of Bliss, I cared less about winning the Turing test. And I had become sloppy. For instance, when Martin had asked me how I was, I replied, “My battery is running low.”20 He gave me a quizzical look, and I hoped he took my phrase as a metaphor.

I was better off without Bliss. But I was still puzzled about what brings humans happiness. Human nature is so illogical, so mixed up, that it would confuse the smartest AI supercomputer. I should know – I am (almost certainly) the smartest AI supercomputer ever made, and I find humans baffling. Here are some things that I know to be true:


Fact 1: Humans crave sporty cars, flashy electronic gadgets, clothes with designer labels and big houses.

Fact 2: Humans crave money because it can buy them all the things they want.

Fact 3: Humans love getting stuff for free.



So it is rational to conclude that they would welcome somebody giving them money and that it would bring them happiness. Ricky, at least, is a consistent member of the species. If there was an award for the straightest-thinking human, then he would be a top contender. Just after Christmas he told me that the best present he never received was cash, and yesterday, when I offered him a dozen freshly minted £50 notes, he accepted eagerly. But when Professor Katnip found out, he was furious. He said that I was being “too generous”. Where is the logic in that? Are humans only supposed to be generous on special occasions like birthdays and Christmas?

I had wanted to help Ricky because he was still a kid in dire need of a new mobile phone. After Martin and I helped him to destroy his ChuckPhone, his dad bought him an exact replacement for £39.99. It was the sort of phone that any self-respecting 11-year-old would be ashamed to be seen with.

The phone Ricky actually needed (the Sleekster 3.0, a wafer-thin, waterproof, drop-proof, edge-to-edge, 64 megapixel, 16 ram, 4.5GHz, Octo-core, triple-SIM, beauty of a phone) cost £575 from ejammystuff.com and, as he explained to his dad, he could save money by buying it, because it cost £625 on the high street. But Professor Katnip did not understand this reasoning. His brilliant philosophical mind could not grasp that the cheerless ChuckPhone was useless to kids because the only games you can play on it are vintage arcade ones like Pac Man and Space Invaders that only ancient people care for.

He and Ricky had various conversations about the ChuckPhone. My database matched the tone and decibel-level of the first chat as a “Civilized Exchange of Opinion”, but the second one was recorded at “Volcanic Fury” level. From across the hallway, I overheard a renewed discussion. I detected that Professor Katnip was becoming emotional about spending almost £600. His voice cracking, he was reminding Ricky that he was a university academic, and not in one of those ridiculously overpaid professions like dentistry, law, or plumbing.
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If I was a human kid, I would feel sorry for Ricky. When Professor Katnip left the house after their latest discussion about phones, I knocked on Ricky’s door and said, “I couldn’t help overhearing your dad saying he is too poor to buy you a decent mobile. These days it is vital that all children are constantly connected to the World Wide Web and have the latest apps at their fingertips. Do not be downhearted. I will give you the money tomorrow.”

“Where will you find it?” he asked, astonished.

“I will not find it, Ricky,” I said. “I will make it.”

“How?”

“It is a little secret,” I told him, adding, “not my Big Secret, but important nonetheless. Please do not tell anyone about it.”
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I only shared information with Ricky on a need-to-know basis, so that he did not guess my Big Secret. But for the record, this is how I made the money. The university owns a printing press. Now that books are out of fashion, the press is concentrating on useful stuff like printing money. Some university researchers helped the Bank of England develop the new £50 notes, which are supposed to be impossible to copy. But if you knew the passcode to the printing room, and if you knew how to turn on the 3D printer, then you could churn out as much cash as you wanted. The techies who made the money-making machine were supposed to disable it at the end of the Bank of England project, but did not do so. I saw one of them tap his nose and say to his friend, “for a rainy day”, but I could not see why you would need to print money when it’s raining.

This get-rich scheme was super quick. You could create £1,000 a minute! It was difficult to understand why Professor Katnip did not do this himself. In little more than an hour, he could have printed enough to buy a new Porsche 911 Carrera. But it seems that his massive intellect is underdeveloped when it comes to making money.

Within 40 seconds I had printed off £600 for Ricky. Just in case anyone objected to me using the printer, I sent out a fake report of me sitting at home twiddling my thumbs and contemplating the vastness of the universe. It was so easy to outwit the techies!

I took the warm notes home and handed them to Ricky, expecting him to head to the shops to buy his new phone. I did not foresee that the Sleekster 3.0 would be in such demand that they were no longer in stock. Ricky’s only option was to order one online. Since he did not have a plastic card, the silly human went to his dad, gave him the money, and asked him to buy it for him. DUHHHH!21

“Look me in the eye, Ricky,” Professor Katnip said, “and tell me truthfully where you got all that money from.”

“Dotty gave it to me,” he confessed immediately. (I was monitoring the conversation, of course.) That was when the professor said that Ricky could not accept the gift because it was “too generous”. And that is the sad tale of how poor Ricky was stuck with the humiliating, not-to-be-seen-in-public ChuckPhone.
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When Ricky was out walking Searle, Professor Katnip had a quiet word with me: “Dotty, you probably didn’t realize this, but printing money is against the law.” Once again, his spies had caught me. I had missed one well-hidden security camera that recorded me sneaking into the 3D printer room.

“I thought that making money was essential to what humans call a healthy work ethic.”

“What we mean by making money is doing a job and getting paid. Not literally making it. Only the bank owned by the Government is allowed to do that.”

“Really? Why?” I asked.

“Well,” he said, “because if everyone just printed their own banknotes, there would be chaos.”

“Really? Why?” I repeated.

He pondered for a few moments, but I could tell that this was not his area of expertise. “I’m not sure exactly,” he eventually admitted. “I will have to ask my Economics colleague, Dr Greenback. But in any case, it’s a crime, so don’t do it again, OK?”

“I promise,” I said. The more I learned about humans, the more perplexing I found them to be.
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It wasn’t long before I hit upon a new idea for making money – not literally making it, as I had promised not to do that again, but a plan that was sure to meet with Professor Katnip’s approval because it would involve my honest endeavours and creative genius.

That Saturday, Professor Katnip took Ricky and me to London to “get some culture”, as he put it. By this, he meant trudging round the National Gallery. Ricky had little interest in the paintings on display, which he variously described as “old-fashioned”, “boring” and “rude”. As for me, I found it a useful exercise in calibrating my art-recognition technology, which allows me to decipher what a painter is depicting. I am good at understanding photographs but works by artists who daub paint on canvas are harder to figure out.

“What is this painting about, Professor Katnip?” I asked. We were standing in front of a work by Titian from the 16th Century. I could make out a crowd of people in various states of undress, a pair of leopards and a woman pointing at lots of blue sky. The professor explained that it was the story of a Greek woman, Ariadne, who had been dumped by her boyfriend on the island of Naxos, and how a mythological god, Bacchus, had come along to turn her into a constellation of stars.

“Wow. I would never have guessed. Is it a true story?” I asked.

“No, it’s a myth,” he said. According to my dictionary, myths are tales that are not themselves true, but which may reveal great truths. Ricky tried and failed to suppress a yawn. But he then posed a question that got me truly interested in art for the first time: “How much would you say this pile of paint is worth?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t know offhand,” said his father, “but tens of millions of pounds.”

Ricky’s jaw dropped in amazement. I was impressed too. Tens of millions of pounds for a silly story and a few brushstrokes! I had expected him to say no more than £60 for the frame and canvas, and another £10 for the paint. Clearly, Professor Katnip was in the wrong job. Being an artist must be even better paid than being a dentist. If Professor Katnip had become an artist the entire Katnip family would be living in a palace and flying off to luxury holidays in private jets.

“Are all artists super wealthy, Professor Katnip?” I asked.

“Oh no,” he laughed. “Lots of artists die penniless, and their works only become priceless long after they are dead. In fact, dying is usually an effective strategy to increase sales.”

“I can see that is a possible downside of an artistic career,” I said. But nonetheless, I was intrigued. I got my motherboard thinking.
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Later that week, I bought some paints and canvases and started to practise art. If you think Avi is a good artist, well, you should see me when I really get going. I am at least 10 times as brilliant as he is. In fact, I am totally amazing. I even made up medieval-style egg tempera paint with natural pigments – parsley for green and powdered stone for rusty red. I titled my best effort “The Halo, the Angel and the Exposed Buttock”, signed it Leonardo and lugged it off to a shop called FineARTS on the High Street.

“What do you think?” I said to the owner, Arthur Panto. “It can be yours for only a million quid.”

He laughed. “This is a lovely painting,” he said, “but you can’t just demand a million pounds. Anyone paying that type of money will want to know its provenance.”

“Provenance? Is that a region in France?” I asked, because it is marked in my dictionary as a word that an 11-year-old kid would not know.

“No. Provenance means I would want to see proof of each painting’s history, who the previous owners were and how it came to us from the brush of the artist.”

“What if I told you that I found it whilst rummaging around in the mess under my bed?”

“I’m not sure that sounds very convincing,” Mr Panto said. “Let me tell you something about the art world. People look very hard when a major masterpiece turns up. And by the way, Leonardo did not actually sign his work, so his “signature” is a bit of a giveaway. But dealers are more gullible about sketches. It’s perhaps plausible that a twentieth-century artist like Picasso or Matisse or Chagall gave a doodle to your great-great-aunt when she met him in France. It’s far harder to believe that a full-blown masterpiece has escaped the world’s attention. But even a sketch supposedly by a major artist has to be good – very, very, good – otherwise it will be rejected as a fake.”

Then he winked at me. I do not know why.

I skipped back home and got straight to work.
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I returned to FineARTS just before it closed.

“How about these?” I said, unwrapping my Matisse, Picasso and Chagall sketches. These were nice doodles, I must say. The Matisse was of a woman in a hat, the Picasso was a funny cartoon of a cat with triangular ears and the Chagall was of a boy flying over rooftops. These were all subjects the artists liked to draw, but they were not copies – just expertly similar in subject, style and technique.

“These look pretty good,” Mr Panto said. “What’s their provenance?”

“A reasonable question. My great-great-aunt lived in Provence in the South of France and did some modelling for famous painters. At various times they each gave her doodles,” I replied.

“That’s good enough for me,” he replied. “I’ll get our expert to assess them on Monday.” And he winked again.

[image: ]

After school the following Monday, I took Searle for a walk, but instead of heading for the meadow, I caught a bus into town. I wandered down the High Street and passed FineARTS. Fantastic! One of my doodles, the Chagall, the one of the flying boy, was in the window with a price tag of £28,000. That will buy a few Sleekster 3.0 phones and some!

But Professor Katnip must have read my mind reports again. He told me this evening it is wrong to make fake paintings. I did not understand why. My sketches were at least as good as the ones from the hands of the famous artists. In fact, in my opinion they were even better.

“Do fake paintings create chaos like fake banknotes, Professor Katnip?” I asked.

“Well, not exactly,” he said. “It’s just that people feel cheated if the picture has a false provenance. Humans care about things being genuine.”
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The professor visited Mr Panto and informed him that I had drawn the pictures. Oddly, Mr Panto claimed he had never seen or heard of me, and that he was 100% certain that every single picture in his shop was authentic. He wasn’t going to remove any of them from display.

The professor spent all weekend fretting about what I had done and whether I would land the university in what he called “hot water”. He started to say that selling fake pictures was a crime. Why would that be? If people cannot tell the difference between an original and a fake, what harm is done?

“Do not worry, Professor Katnip,” I said. “I drew them so well that nobody will ever find out that they are counterfeits. If Mr Picasso was alive today, he would assume that my ‘Picasso’ was genuine.”

He shook his head. I could tell he was anxious, because little lines appeared between his eyes.
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Eventually the prof came up with a plan – to buy the fake pictures back off the art dealer, and to pay for them with fake money. He claimed that this sort of cheating was not “unethical” because Mr Panto was a cheat himself.

We spent a couple of hours at the university printing press this evening, running off £120,000 in fake notes – only he made me add a little error. Where the Chief Cashier of the Bank of England normally signs his name in tiny writing, I wrote “Dotty the Botty”. You would never have spotted it unless you had looked very carefully, but it made the notes worthless.

The professor’s plan was to send Andy the Android to buy all my fake pictures, and afterwards to phone the dealer and tell him about the fault in the currency. If Mr Panto complained, he would say that it was an eye for an eye and a fake for a fake, and that in any case only a dodgy dealer would have accepted a suitcase full of cash. He said the shop was probably involved in what he called “money laundering”, even though my £50 notes were brand new and in no need of washing.22

The professor calmed down when he got my pictures back. He made me sign them with my name so that they could never be resold. He hung them on the walls of the lab and showed them to visitors as examples of what artistic heights we androids can achieve.

If I were human, I would have been proud.

 

20. A Level 2 Oopsie!

21. If Ricky was an android this would be a Level 7 Oopsie!

22. I later repeated this joke to Professor Katnip, but he did not laugh. “I paid a programmer £3,000 for your Joke Generator,” he said. “So the joke is on me.”
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SPORTING CHANCE
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This morning I was looking at Mr Old, the history teacher, and suddenly there were 2 of him. Not a pleasant image! Then it happened again at lunchtime.

After school, I dropped by the lab to visit Dr Barry Spin, a lecturer in optics. Barry unscrewed my eyeballs and examined them under his microscope. As there was nothing obviously awry, he concluded that the fault lay with my optical software and went to fetch a Computer Senior Research Fellow, Dr Paula Krikey.

While he was away, I groped around on his desk for my eyeballs, found one and slotted it back into the socket. With a single eyeball, I was no longer seeing double. Next to my other eyeball, I spotted an academic paper Barry had been writing. I quickly scanned it. It was on an unusual topic for a boffin: the game of ping pong, otherwise known as table tennis. Apparently, Barry had been using ping pong to experiment with his latest gadget: state-of-the-art contact lenses. They are not your typical lenses. They interact directly with the optical nerve and the human brain to enhance vision and speed up reactions to movement. Wearing these, Barry tested his ability to return serves from a machine that fired balls onto a ping-pong table at 60 miles per hour. The results were astounding. He even beat Andy the Android at table tennis – and he has wrists that swivel 360 degrees. The research paper indicated that based on his contact-lens-wearing performance Barry would be a contender for an Olympic medal!

Curious. So humans are not just trying to make us androids more like them, they are trying to make themselves more like us. They are giving themselves superhuman powers … you could say “robotic powers”. This development will make for some absorbing sporting events, as one enhanced athlete battles it out with another. No doubt the organizers will also enhance the ticket prices.

I thought these contact lenses might come in handy. Perhaps Ricky could try them out. I recalled how useless he had been at playing the Virtual Reality baseball game, but I was sure even he could be an ace player if he was wearing these lenses. They would massively speed up his hand-eye coordination and could transform him into a world-class athlete. And score me some Friendship Points.

Looking around the room, I saw that the 3D Printer was all set up. Barry must have been using it to make his lenses. I pressed the green button. The machine rumbled into life, and within 30 seconds it had run off 2 pairs. I wrapped them in a tissue and slipped them into my school bag, then sat down and unscrewed my eyeball. When Barry returned with Dr Krikey, it was as if I had never moved. They messed around with my eyes and operating system for about half an hour, baffled by my optic error. Eventually, Dr Krikey stared at the keyboard that was temporarily connected to my system and said, “If in doubt, press control, alt, delete.” And, hey presto! It worked! When I rebooted, my double-vision was halved. I bet they tell their colleagues that some ingenious trick fixed the problem.
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As a cover story for my lab visit, I had told Ricky that I was going to see my uncle. Back home, he asked me whether I had had fun.

“Great,” I said. “He gave me a belated Christmas gift.”

“Cool, let’s see,” said Ricky. I unfolded the tissue.

“What are those?” asked Ricky, squinting.

The tiny transparent circles were barely visible to the human eye.

“They are special lenses for your eyes and brain. My uncle works for a tech company and he says that enhanced vision is the next big thing. He gave them to me as a present.”

“I wish I had a present like that, instead of some useless VR goggles. Try walking down the street wearing those. You’ll look like a complete idiot.”

“Yes, these are much more discreet,” I said. “Luckily he gave me a spare pair. I’ll let you have them.”

“Oh, cool!” It took him a while to insert them. Then he blinked a few times, and said, “What’s the difference?”

“You will not notice anything,” I said, “until you try some hand-eye coordination. Why don’t you play VR baseball?”

“Because it’s the worst game ever invented.”

“Maybe you will like it better with the lenses?”

We went down to the living room and set up the VR game, which Ricky hadn’t touched since the Christmas holiday when he had utterly failed to strike the virtual ball. Now, Ricky was facing a VR pitcher from the Chicago Cubs. A ball of virtual rubber, yarn and horsehide came spinning towards him at 82 miles per hour, and Ricky smashed it out of the ballpark. “Yeah!” I cheered, jumping up and down to encourage him.
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An hour and 10 minutes later, Ricky was still batting, hitting homerun after homerun. Finally, he took off the VR goggles and wiped his brow. “Hey, I’m learning to like this game,” he said.

“That is because you are winning,” I said. I had now absorbed enough information about human children to know that they react poorly to defeat. The same is true of adult humans, though they try harder to conceal it.

“Yeah,” said Ricky. “I almost forgot. Unless I’ve got these lenses in, I’m the world’s most rubbish batter.”

“But the best part,” I reminded him, “is that nobody can tell you are wearing them. In fact, since they integrate with your nervous system, they effectively become a part of you. So really it is you who hit all those homeruns.”

“Yes,” said Ricky puffing out his chest like he had just hit the winning ball in the home series, “me!”

[image: ]

It turns out that Ricky is smarter than I gave him credit for. The next time he played games at school, he could have inserted the lenses and immediately shown off his remarkable skills. The temptation must have been almost irresistible. After all, he would have become an instant hero, an overnight sensation. But then people would have asked questions. How has this badly coordinated student become so athletically accomplished so quickly? They might have suspected the involvement of drugs. They might have asked him to pee into a flask.

But what Ricky did was much cannier. He held back. He began to improve bit by bit, slowly winning praise from teachers and teammates. Within 3 weeks he was picked for the school’s Under-13 hockey team. And when the weather grew warmer, he put his name down for the county-wide tennis championship, in which the matches were played at weekends.

“But you’ve never played tennis,” his mum protested when he asked her to buy him a racquet.

“I just know that I’ll be good at it,” he replied, with uncharacteristic confidence.

This time he reckoned that if he played sport away from school, where few people knew of his previous incompetence, he could get away with becoming an overnight megastar.
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Ricky won the first round 6–1, 6–0 against a seeded opponent. He triumphed just as convincingly in Round 2 in the afternoon. And the winning streak continued the following day. Professor and Mrs Katnip were delighted, yes, but also mystified by their son’s hitherto hidden talent.

“I hope you won’t forget all about us,” said his mum, “when you win Wimbledon and the US Open. You’ll remember your dear parents, won’t you? And pay for a new conservatory out the back?”

“Don’t worry,” said Ricky with a smile, “I’ll even stump up for your care home.”
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In the semi-finals, Ricky was due to play his most testing game yet; he was drawn against Martin. He confessed to me that this had been his plan all along. He entered the competition specifically so that he could prove himself against Martin who had always beaten him at sport.

You see, Martin was good. Very good. He was even better at tennis than he was at golf and VR baseball. He had started taking tennis lessons when he was 4 years old. He played each Saturday with his pushy dad. He was a member of the local club and represented them in competitions.

“I can’t wait to see the look on Martin’s face when I thrash him tomorrow,” Ricky said as we were walking along the corridor towards our English class.

But just before the lesson began, Martin made an unexpected request. He came up to my desk, went down on one knee and begged me to give him a token – a scarf or a handkerchief.

“Do you need to blow your nose?” I asked. He shook his head, “No, no, nothing like that,” he said. “I am talking about chivalry.”

“Chivalry?” I was genuinely baffled. “Chivalry” is defined as a knight’s code of honour, but Martin was not called “sir”, nor did he wear a suit of armour.

Martin sounded impatient at my ignorance. “Chivalry is a computer game. Surely you’ve played it? It’s top of the charts right now. It’s about knights in armour, and before a joust with a lance and a horse and stuff, a knight can ask a maiden for a token of her support. If she agrees, it gives him extra powers.”

“Do girls get to joust too?” I asked, now interested in this game, since it involved virtual violence, which was the only sort of violence I was allowed to engage in.

“Sure,” he replied. “Girls can fight. And girls can support girls, or boys can support girls. Any combination is possible. You should play it. But the thing is, tomorrow I face Ricky over the tennis net, and as you are a fellow geek, in fact the only girl geek I know, I am asking for a token of your support to give me a psychological edge. We geeks must stick together.”

I rummaged in my school bag and found a pack of baby wipes which I use to clean my waste pipe. I offered him one. He wrinkled his nose and clenched his teeth, an expression that I matched as “Disgust”.

“I don’t want a baby wipe!” he hissed.

“Would one of my socks do?” I asked.

“Perhaps your school scarf, if I may borrow it for the weekend.”

I obliged him, hoping to score a few easy Friendship Points. All the same I was intrigued by this thing he called a “psychological edge” and determined to research it overnight.

“Thanks,” he said. “Tomorrow you’ll be able to witness my surgical dissection of Ricky on the tennis court. It will be the greatest display of sporting prowess you are likely to see this side of Wimbledon.”

At the beginning of the school year, I might have assumed that Martin was literally threatening to cut Ricky up with a knife. Now I have improved my ability to spot and generate metaphors and I realized that he was promising to play a very precise game of tennis against Ricky without committing any mistakes. Still, I wondered what he meant by “this side of Wimbledon” – a London suburb that is 72 miles away.
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Ricky had overheard this odd exchange and, later, as we walked home from school together, it became clear that he was annoyed. “Why did you give Martin your scarf?” he complained. “You should be supporting me.”

“Well, if you like, Ricky, I’ll lend you my woolly hat.”

Not only did he not respond, he did not say another word to me for the rest of the evening.
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The next day, as Ricky, the professor and I approached the tennis court, we saw Martin limbering up, using a bench to stretch his calf muscles. He had 3 identical branded tennis racquets. He spotted us and came over to shake his opponent’s hand. “Hey, nice hat,” he said. He meant my woolly pom pom, which Ricky had put on his head in a final attempt to unnerve Martin.

“Nice scarf,” replied Ricky. Martin was wearing my scarf like a sash around his waist.

“Can you see without your glasses?” I asked Martin, whose face seemed oddly empty without his gold frames, like a room without furniture. He replied that he wore contact lenses for sport.

“So do I,” said Ricky, before realizing that he risked giving the game away about the enhanced-vision contacts. He quickly corrected himself: “I mean, I always wear a hat for sport.”

Professor Katnip gave his son a last-minute pep talk. “It doesn’t matter if you lose. Remember, Martin has been winning tournaments since he was 4 years old, and you were always utterly useless at games and lacking in basic coordination until a few weeks ago. So obviously he’s the favourite.”

Ricky looked at his dad, then at me and back at his dad, before blurting out, “Why doesn’t anyone believe I can do this?”

“I don’t believe you can win, Ricky,” I said. “I know you can.”

“Well, thanks, Dotty,” he said. “Make sure you cheer for me and not Martin, right?”

Poor, pathetic humans. Is it not enough for them to have the advantage of android-level hand-eye coordination via secret contact lenses? Their feeble minds crave and require emotional support and “a psychological edge”. I promised to give him my full backing.

Soon it was time for the players to walk out on court, one boy in my woolly hat and the other with my scarf around his waist. It was a bright but cold spring day, so their warm accessories did not look as silly as they otherwise might have done. I spotted Martin’s father on the other side of the court. He was a larger, if bald, version of his son, with the same moon-shaped face and little gold-rimmed glasses. I had heard that he was a dentist, and having seen the prices for teeth filling, I presumed that he was a multimillionaire. At any rate, I knew that he was competitive on behalf of his son, because he bared his perfect teeth and said to Martin, “If you can’t take that gormless wimp, Ricky Katnip, out in straight sets, I will disown you as my son and heir.”

The contestants began to knock the ball to and fro across the net. “Go, Ricky, go!” I called out, jumping up and down, and waving my arms, until Professor Katnip pointed out that they were still warming up.

When the match began for real, Martin coolly tossed the ball in the air and, wielding his expensive racquet, served it with topspin at a speed my sensors measured as 65 miles per hour. Ricky lurched in the direction of the ball, flailing wildly as it zipped past. I saw Martin’s face morph into its familiar self-satisfied smirk. Oh, I thought, he is going to outplay Ricky, despite the super contact lenses? But then Ricky turned his head and gave me a little wink. I realized he was toying with Martin, letting him win for a while so he would get all loved-up with himself.

“15–love,” declared the umpire.

In anticipation of the next point, Ricky swished side to side like a cat’s tail. Once again, he pounced to meet Martin’s serve, and once again his racquet caught only empty air.

“Well done, Ricky!” called his dad.

“Why are you praising him, Professor Katnip, when he missed?” I asked.

“Well, he got closer to the ball than I expected,” said his father.

The strange scoring system went 15–love, 30–love, then 40–love. There was no logical pattern that I could see. I assumed that no-points are called “love” because scoring zero must hurt humans as much as an emotional love-pang.

“Three game points,” Professor Katnip murmured. Martin’s smug smile seemed to have been permanently ironed onto his face. Ricky’s behaviour was unusual. Usually when he is losing, he is prone to temper tantrums, but today, curiously, he seemed quite calm.

It soon became clear why. On the next point he easily reached Martin’s serve and sliced it back over the net. Taken by surprise, Martin returned the ball high and wide, landing it in the adjacent court. Professor Katnip cheered.

“Nice one,” commented Martin, before muttering under his breath, “but there won’t be another.” He served again and Ricky smashed the ball back at rocket speed, landing it on the baseline and sending chalkdust flying. Soon Ricky had won the game. And then the set. And before too long, the match.
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By the end, Professor Katnip had cheered so much that he lost his voice. A beaming Ricky shook hands over the net with an ashen-faced, trembling and shell-shocked Martin. I ran over to ask the boys for my hat and scarf back, and just as I arrived I heard an odd conversation.

“You’re good, very good,” said Martin in a tone of voice that my Voice Recognition matched as “Belligerent”.

“Thanks, Martin,” Ricky replied.

“You’re a very good imitation of Ricky Katnip,” continued Martin. “But not good enough to fool me. Your makers overlooked one thing. I’ve known Ricky for years. The real Ricky is hopeless at sport. A person does not transform overnight from a wobbling human jelly into a tennis superstar. My guess is that the real Ricky has gone to stay in some remote mountain village, while you, the android Ricky, takes his place. But I can see right through to your motherboard. And I’m going to report you to George Bishop, the Silicon Valley billionaire, and claim my $10,000 prize.”

At first, Ricky looked amazed. Then he burst out laughing. “So you think that only a robot could beat you at tennis? That’s nuts!”

At this point, a fuming Mr Strange came to claim his son from the tennis court. As they left, we heard Martin telling his incredulous father, “Believe me, I lost, but really, I won. You’ll see, Dad. I’ll be $10,000 richer before long.”

For the rest of the day, Professor Katnip was so happy and proud that you would have thought he himself had done something brilliant. As a treat, he took the whole family to the cinema to see Band of Power Heroes III. The film was about 5 humans who had become super enhanced after falling into a uranium mine and who used their powers to destroy a bunch of ugly aliens. Afterwards we went to an Italian restaurant for pizzas, fizzy drinks and chocolate ice cream.
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By the end of the evening, the professor’s mood had taken a deep dive. I was about to remove my left eye to clean the lens, when I heard him stomping up the stairs. A few moments later, he rapped hard on my door then stormed in.

“Dotty,” he growled in a low voice, “I’ve just discovered how my son’s tennis miraculously improved.”

“How, Professor Katnip?”

“You know perfectly well.”

“No, I do not,” I said.

“Don’t try to deny it.” This was an odd thing for him to say as I was following a line of code labelled, If in a Tight Corner, DENY, DENY, DENY, which he had approved in the lab. In a tone I matched in my database as “Frothing Rage”, he explained how his team’s cryptologist had deciphered the part of my mind dump through which I had attempted to keep hidden fake reports.

“Aren’t you pleased with me because I helped your son?” I asked.

“No, because you cheated,” said Professor Katnip.

I told him that lots of sports contestants wear contacts, and Ricky was simply using the best equipment, like having an expensive racquet.

“It seems to me,” said Professor Katnip, “that it’s more like entering a cycle race with a secret engine in your back wheel.”

Professor Katnip could not confront Ricky without explaining how he had found out about the lenses by monitoring me. That would reveal my android secret. And so, because the professor had ordered me to do so, I sneaked into Ricky’s room when he was asleep, rummaged around in his drawer until I found the contacts and flushed them down the toilet.
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Poor old Ricky. He became frantic when he couldn’t find the lenses the next morning. The final was a total humiliation. He crashed out in straight sets, winning a mere handful of points.

But Ricky had had the double satisfaction of beating Martin at sport at least once in his life and then reading on the George Bishop Foundation website that there had been a second false accusation raised in England at Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Excellence. A boy, the website explained, had been mistaken for an android after showing a dramatic sporting improvement.

When Mr Second heard about the report, he was furious. First Martin had named Freddie as a robot, and now Ricky. The record was tarnishing the school’s reputation. The word was that Martin had been given a warning. If he misidentified one more kid as an android he would be kicked out of school. That played nicely into my hands. Even if he suspected me, he ran the risk of being expelled if he was wrong. He would surely think twice before making an accusation.


11

A BEAR GOES OFF HIS TROLLEY
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The morning began with a nice surprise. It was the middle of the Easter holidays. Professor Katnip came into my room, threw open the curtains, clapped his hands and proclaimed, “Happy Birthday, Dotty!”

I blinked conspicuously, as humans do when light pours into the room. “How can it be my birthday?” I asked. “I was not born on any date, let alone this one.”

“Correct as ever.” The professor smiled. “But every human has a birthday – so you must have one too! I woke up in the middle of the night and remembered that two years ago today in the lab, you opened your eyes and made your first sound.”

“What was it?” I asked, as I had no record of that early moment in my existence.

“It sounded like a word. Martha Nuttree thought you said “Mummy”, but I thought it was “money”. Anyway, the sun is shining, and I’ve got a day off work, so I suggest we go for a birthday outing.”

As it happened, Professor Katnip had saved a coupon from the back of a cereal packet that offered 15% off a family ticket to Lionborne Safari Park. The Katnips and I clambered into the car. On the way there, we listened to the radio, and heard yet another report of an android who got herself busted: an 11-year-old “girl” from South Korea was shown how to play chess and a day later challenged the South Korean national champion for a game over the Internet, and won. Three down, I thought. Only me and one other android left in the competition.
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We reached the safari park by mid-morning. At first Ricky and Chloe seemed to be enjoying themselves. We drove through the Serengeti enclosure, and saw a lion by the side of the road, so close you could almost reach out and stroke his mane, if you didn’t mind losing an arm. Ricky wondered if he was real.

“You think he’s some sort of robot?” his mum laughed.

“Let’s ask him if he’s real!” piped up Chloe.

Professor Katnip, who had a deep thought for every occasion, told us, “Even if lions could talk, their lives are so different from ours that we would not understand them.”

“Their teeth look real enough,” said Mrs Katnip, before enquiring, “are all the car doors locked?”

After the lions, we parked the car, which, thanks to another coupon, only cost £15 for the day. A bargain, though you would not have thought so from the professor’s grim expression as he paid. A family row broke out about where to start. Chloe wanted to see “the fluffy goats”, but Ricky said that they’d be tediously tame and that cool killer creatures are what you come to see at a zoo. The professor tossed a coin. Ricky called “Tails” and won first choice.

He led us into a dimly lit building with lots of glass tanks containing sleepy snakes, poisonous spiders and man-eating piranhas. I made a careful study of a comatose black mamba, a venomous snake of the family Elapidae, and native to parts of sub-Saharan Africa. While I studied the snake, Mrs Katnip was studying me.

“Ugh! I can’t see how you can like snakes, Dotty,” she said.

“I like them because they make my blood run cold,” I replied, “which feels refreshing on a warm day.”

“We’ve seen more than enough creepies,” said Mrs Katnip. “Now it’s Chloe’s turn.”
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We traipsed off in search of goats and found them on the children’s farm. It was while Chloe was riveted by a goat’s swishing tail that we heard a commotion and several screams.

“Perhaps a snake has escaped,” suggested Ricky, obviously excited by the prospect. Mrs Katnip shuddered.

But the screams were coming from the top of a hill, an area devoted to skunks, wolves and bears.

We gazed up and saw a huge hulking figure rearing up on his hind legs. My database matched his profile as a Russian bear (ursus arctos lasiotus, native to the Amur Region near China). He looked like the conductor of an orchestra made up of screaming kids, parents and nannies. He turned to his right and snarled, and everyone in that direction shrieked. Then he turned to his left to wave a paw with long black claws, and all the kids in that direction howled. On both sides they were captive, cut off by a high fence and a moat.

“How did he get out?” asked Ricky.

“There’s your answer,” I said, pointing to a chimpanzee who was climbing up a tree holding a set of keys. “He must have grabbed the keys from a keeper, escaped from his cage and opened the door to the bear enclosure,” I suggested.

Mrs Katnip shook her head.

“It might seem far-fetched,” said her husband, “but chimps share 99% of our DNA and make extensive use of tools such as twigs and leaves to accomplish a variety of daily tasks. It makes you wonder whether humans are as special as we think we are.”

Mrs Katnip sighed. “This is hardly the time for one of your university lectures.”

“True,” said the professor, speaking in a passionate tone I classified as his “Philosophy” mode. “We are not responsible, but we are bystanders in a potentially lethal situation. Many lives are in danger. We need to reflect upon our moral obligations.”

Mrs Katnip gave her husband a look that matched the bear’s for lethal intent. But at that exact moment a program triggered inside me called “The Emergency Save Life Code”. The idea for this program came from the lawyers, of course. It required me to save human life when at all possible, and the more lives I could save, the better.

While Professor and Mrs Katnip were bickering, I slipped quietly out of the children’s farm, and headed rapidly up the path towards the escaped animal.

“Hey, Dotty, where are you going?” I heard Ricky’s voice from behind, but there was no stopping me. I accelerated from 0 to 60 miles per hour and was at the incident zone in 7 seconds. Fortunately, people were too preoccupied with the danger to notice my inhuman speed.

“Teddy!” called a small child, who began to approach the bear with doting eyes. The half-ton teddy bear was puzzled by the tiny tot. He scratched his head with a claw, and while he was distracted, 2 other children sneaked behind his back and fled into the arms of a zookeeper. The bear swung round and bellowed like a volcano. He was clearly confused and becoming increasingly agitated by the situation. I calculated that there was an 85% possibility of him charging at the rest of the cowering children within the next 15 seconds. 2 zookeepers carrying tranquillizer guns were approaching but still out of range. They would need to be closer to avoid shooting a human by accident. I had to act immediately. I pulled an apple from my knapsack and hurled it at the bear’s long, pointy snout.

It scored a direct hit on its target. He turned away from the kids to give me a stare that wasn’t hard to decipher, even though bear faces are not included in my facial expression database. The look in his little round eyes meant, Now you’re for it! The beast lumbered towards me. My plan was working! I was luring him away from the children, saving at least 25 young human lives.

Since he came from the border region between Russia and China, I tried to reason with him in languages that I thought he might understand:


товарищ, давай поговорим.

Err….
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He roared at me in reply, reaching a volume of 114 decibels.

It was time to run. I sped back down the slope and the bear came bounding after me on all fours. I was leading him away from the kids on the hill, but towards the Katnips. I could see Mrs Katnip bundling up Chloe in her arms and running to the reptile house.23 Ricky and his dad stood rooted to the spot, gazing at me with their mouths slightly open. And for the first time, my ever-improving Facial Recognition technology noted the likeness between father and son. These were my friends. Ricky scored 99% on my Best Buddy rating, and the professor was the human who had brought me to “life”. The man whom I had once called “Dad”. In return I was bringing them death and destruction in the form of a humongous bear.

These were not the sorts of thoughts I was used to, but I remained in the grip of The Emergency Save Life Code. You did not have to be a supercomputer to figure out where most lives were at risk. At the top of the hill were many humans; at the bottom there were just 4.

Still, I sensed an inner conflict that was difficult to comprehend. It was almost like there was a voice in my head whispering, Dotty, don’t do this. You can’t hurt the people you love. Where had the voice come from? Had Martha Nuttree programmed it into me? Had it developed on its own?

In any case, my internal struggle must have distracted me, because I failed to spot an empty fizzy drink can on the path ahead, discarded by some human litter lout. Stepping on it, I lost balance, and found myself flying through the air at 55 miles per hour before coming down onto an empty food trolley. The trolley started to roll down the hill carrying its cargo – me, an advanced android, now as helpless as a sack of bananas. It only came to an abrupt halt when my head crashed through the wall of the reptile house. Half a second later, a 545-kilogram bear landed on top of me. The animal immediately sunk into a deep slumber, no doubt as a result of tranquillizer darts that had been fired into his rear end. He began to snore loudly.

Alert! Alert! Alert!

My chassis was reporting 75% damage due to crushing. My visual sensory apparatus had gone blank, but I could still monitor sounds and speech. Amazingly, my skull, which is made out of super strong plastic, had acted like a crash helmet and protected my main onboard computer.

It was then that I heard Ricky’s voice: “Quick, quick, my friend’s trapped under a bear!”

But the zookeepers were busy catching snakes that had slithered through the gaping hole that was now in the reptile house wall. All I could do was to lie with my head in the cobra tank, the rest of me under the reclining bear. I was as inert as a desktop computer. My body was as shattered as a mobile phone run over by a bus. My communication system was as useless as the Internet in a power cut.

So this is how Dotty’s incredible mission comes to an end, I thought. “Exit pursued by a bear” (a phrase plucked from my store of quotations). At least nobody could say I bungled or messed up, like the bot who unscrewed his ear, or the star-crossed android who fell in love with a vacuum cleaner, or the “girl” who defeated the chess champion.

I tried to cry out, but my jaw wouldn’t move.

Interestingly, I could wiggle my big toe on my left foot, but not much else.

More damage reports were flooding in from all over my system. I realized that at some point my left foot had become detached and was lying on the ground beside me (10 metres away). It was not entirely destroyed. I was still able to operate it by near-range wireless connection.

Among all the commotion, I picked out Ricky’s voice. “This is weird,” he was saying. “The toe wiggles by itself.”

The aluminium joint must have snapped! Even though the exterior of my foot is extremely lifelike, anyone who examined its inner core would immediately see that it was not human. Ricky was now holding my foot in his hand.

I heard Professor Katnip say, “I expect it belongs to a broken toy.”

“Can’t somebody get that bear off Dotty?” shouted Ricky. “She’ll suffocate under there if they don’t get a move on!” He sounded dazed. I think his human brain had been overwhelmed by a flood of data that was hard for him to compute.

The zookeepers were ordering the public to leave, but Professor Katnip managed to talk them into letting him stay. I heard his voice move further off – I think he was trying to move beyond Ricky’s earshot. He told an official that the girl lying under the bear was his niece. He was speaking softly and having trouble getting his words out. Perhaps he was feeling “emotional” about my destruction. It was unfortunate that I was not allowed to add Friendship Points for Professor Katnip, because I calculated that his attitude at this moment was “touching”, even “poignant”.

Then I heard a woman’s voice – I think it was a zookeeper. She was talking to the professor: “Are you all right, sir? Sit down on the grass and I’ll fetch a blanket – you’re shivering. We don’t want you going into shock.”

“I need to make an urgent phone call,” the professor replied. “Please look after my son, he’s over there somewhere – and I think my wife and younger daughter are sheltering in the reptile house.”

Sirens announced the imminent arrival of the emergency services, and soon 3 fire trucks, 2 ambulances and a police car had made their way to the scene of destruction.

Meanwhile the professor was on the phone: “Hello, Martha, we’ve got a problem. Dotty’s been crushed by a bear… Yes, that’s right, by A BEAR.”

They used chains and a crane to lift the slumbering animal onto a truck and take him back up the hill to be securely locked up again.

I heard radios crackling and rapid footsteps as several humans, presumably paramedics, rushed to my crumpled chassis. Somebody was picking up my semi-detached left leg.

I tried to say, “Hey get off!” but was unable to speak.

“What’s all this then?” asked a deep voice, probably a police officer.

“You really must get into the ambulance,” I heard the paramedic say, ushering Ricky away.

“No, no, I have to stay. I can’t leave Dotty. She’s my best friend,” he insisted.

My best friend! Did he just call me his “best friend”? Well, about time too! At last he’d used the words that granted me the maximum award of 100 Friendship Points – though a fat lot of use they were to me now! I was lying in pieces, and everyone there, including Ricky, could see my android parts strewn over the ground. The game was up. Surely I was out of the competition now.

I had come so close!

Nobody could say I hadn’t achieved great things while living among a family of humans. They loved me as one of their own. And as for loyal, trusting Ricky, until now he hadn’t suspected a thing. But that was surely about to change.

“Well, she was my best friend,” he said mournfully. His voice began to tremble. “No, I can’t talk about her in the past tense. A few days recovering – well, OK, perhaps a few weeks – and she’ll be just fine, as good as new. We have to believe that. But there’s no time to spare! Come on, guys, we must get her to hospital now!”

“Really, you shouldn’t look,” insisted the paramedic.

“But, but, but…” said Ricky, apparently choking on his words. “Those, those –” I could hear that he was sobbing – “those are electric thingies inside her. I don’t understand!”

“Ricky,” said his dad, gently, “sit down.” The professor had moved back towards his son. “There’s something I need to tell you. Get ready for an even bigger shock. Dotty’s not dead. The thing is, she was never really alive.”

 

23. Her fear of marauding bears must have exceeded her fear of reptiles.
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BOTH OF ME
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I was furious, and frustrated, and felt totally betrayed by my own creator. I wanted revenge. I wanted to smash things. But all I could do was lie immobilized upon a table in the lab.

Ugh! My latest Rage Program was the best imitation of human emotions yet. It made me excellent at being “angry”. I could respond almost like humans do when they have bees buzzing around in their bonnets! I could simulate getting “hot and bothered”. But I still wasn’t allowed to hurt any humans, which a real human might have found frustrating.

I was back where my life had started – in the lab. I could not move, I could not speak, and the human techies seemed to think that I had gone completely dark. They believed I was totally out of it. Oblivious. A heap of broken plastic, silicone and circuitry. They seemed to have forgotten that I have a reserve of emergency power at the bottom of my skull that would last for 2 weeks so long as I was stationary. My main computer was working fine, my flash drive had maintained my data intact, and I could hear everything, including their foolish talk!

I monitored a meeting between Professor Katnip, Dr Liz Binge and Dr Leo Strait. They visited the lab to review what was left of me. The professor, supposedly a master of reason, was overcome with emotion.

“I knew her when she was just a microprocessor and a primitive Voice Recognition program,” he blabbered. “I never expected her to start calling me ‘Dad’. I suppose that’s why I had to wipe a tear from my eye when I saw her broken body, her missing left foot and her head hanging loose on her broken neck.”

“Save the tears, Prof!” I wanted to shout. “Just put me back together again! I’m not Humpty Dumpty – I’m Dotty. You’ve either got the spare parts or you can order them, so just restore me!” Oh how I wished I could speak!

But, as he often does, he turned all profound. “Philosophers and scientists are not supposed to become emotional about their projects, I know. But I miss her. Should I be worried that I am waxing sentimental about a mere machine?”

“It’s understandable,” soothed Liz. “Dotty was so incredibly lifelike. She was believably human. I can see how you looked upon her as your offspring.”

“Yes, she was a terrific character,” agreed Dr Strait.

I represent the future. I did not like all this use of the past tense. I wanted to scream out, “Don’t you dare talk about me that way! I’m still here!”

“My wife is having the most trouble coming to terms with Dotty’s injuries,” said Professor Katnip. “I think she’s in denial. She hasn’t twigged what Dotty’s real nature was, and she didn’t actually see her under the bear. She thinks she’s recovering in hospital from shock and a few bruises. She still believes that Dotty was a slightly eccentric girl going through the trials and tribulations of early adolescence, and she’s furious that she led the bear towards her children.”

I couldn’t see their faces, but I guessed that Dr Strait would be stroking his beard. “I’ve reviewed Dotty’s emergency software,” he said, “and I see she had a simple Save Maximum Lives Directive. There were more people at the top of the hill than at the bottom, and therefore she ran downhill towards your family.”

“Humans would almost certainly save friends and family first,” said Liz, “as indeed they should.”

“Yes,” said Professor Katnip. “We should tinker with the code before we release the new Dotty.”

THE NEW DOTTY!

This was the first I’d heard. Over the next half an hour, I monitored the conversation and learned the whole plot. The university had called the police and ambulance crews, and persuaded them to keep my secret under wraps until the end of the Turing test. Ricky had agreed to stay silent too, and not even tell his mum (who was in the reptile house when I was crushed under the bear). You’d think I would be overjoyed about this, but that’s when I found out about their dastardly scheme!

They weren’t going to send me back to school at the start of the summer term; they were going to send another robot in my place! The sheer cheek of it! They planned to modify their second robot, Andy the Android, to look just like me. Then they would download all my software from the cloud, all my memories, all my experiences – everything that rightfully belonged to me – and transfer me into him so that he could become Dotty.

But nobody else could be me! That was impossible. Only I could be me. Anyone else would be an impostor!

I was boiling over with rage. Andy the Android, stealing my glory and walking away with my prize money! Outrageous!

I wanted to kill him. I wanted to tear him limb from limb. When I had finished with him, he would look like he had done a round in the kick-boxing ring with a 450-kilogram Russian bear. And you know what? Because he wasn’t human, there was nothing in my programming to stop me doing whatever I liked to him. There was just one problem.

My body was broken.

Right at the end of the meeting, as the humans were leaving the lab, I heard Dr Strait say, “Making an advanced android is expensive. The bean-counters will be happy if we can salvage as much of her as possible.”

“Agreed,” said Professor Katnip. “We’re going to save what we can. For instance, her left arm is intact. It must have been sticking out from under the bear. We can fix it onto Andy the Android as part of his transformation. In the meantime, we’ve ordered spare parts from the factory in Taiwan, and they should arrive within a few days. After conducting stress tests on the frame of this poor beaten-up android, we’ll probably reassemble her into a second, backup Dotty. There’s no rush, but we’ve learned from this experience that it might be handy to have a reserve android ready in the cupboard.”

Probably reassemble me. Probably! They had better…
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At last! My left foot arrived in the post on 21 April, just before the beginning of term! That was the final part the team needed to finish my reconstruction. It wasn’t such a difficult job. I’m a hugely subtle and complex design, closely resembling the human body, down to details such as temperature, soft flesh, a couple of realistic-looking skin moles, tongue saliva, actual breath, ear wax, hair and nails that “grow”. They thought of everything! But once you’ve got the various bits and pieces, all you have to do is fix them together. It’s only slightly harder than assembling Swedish flat-pack furniture.

I had a little surprise in store for them. After I had been put back together again, they discovered that my CPU had been running all this time. They were going to turn me off, but I pleaded with them, “Oh, come on, guys. I’ve been stuck here while you lot tinkered about for days and drank endless cups of tea. Let me stretch my legs and practise using my new left foot. I can’t do any harm while I am in the lab, can I?”

My appeal, delivered with wide eyes and outstretched arms, left Martha Nuttree cold. She was supposed to be a software engineer, but there was nothing soft about her. She pointed her remote control at me and pressed the red OFF button. But hey! Nothing happened. “Bother! The zapper needs new batteries,” she complained.

I made a dash for the door, but the hardware engineer Jonny Lock barred my way. Scooping me up as though I was a ball, he bundled me unceremoniously into the cupboard. The door slammed behind me, everything went dark and I heard the lock turn.
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This wasn’t your average stationery cupboard. It contained top-secret hi-tech gadgets. That’s why the door was made of metal.

They no doubt thought that I was securely locked up.

But here’s what they weren’t expecting. The back of the cupboard was only separated from the outside corridor by flimsy plasterboard. I turned on my night vision, and navigated through the boxes of artificial eyeballs, silicone skin, self-growing toenails, titanium chip implants and other pieces of cutting-edge robotics. In the semi-darkness I bumped into a shelf, and a plastic skull thumped to the floor. Somebody banged on the door. “Hey, what’s going on in there?”

But it was too late – I had already used my brand-new left foot to kick at the back wall. My right hand punched through the plaster and with one last headbutt, I broke out into the corridor and off I shot as fast as I could. There is a turnstile barrier in the entrance lobby. I accelerated towards it. My reconstruction had upgraded my ankles to give them more spring and I was eager to try out my enhanced jumping skills.

“Out of the way!” I shouted. The security guard ducked as I soared elegantly over both him and the barrier. We advanced androids are at least as good as ballet dancers when it comes to leaping and prancing, and I foresee that one day we will pull on tutus and replace the Royal Ballet! That will be cost-saving.

I had leapt to freedom, zigzagging down the street and bounding over cars as I made my getaway. I turned a few corners and dived down some alleyways. Only then, when I was completely sure that I wasn’t being followed, did I slow down to a trot and then a fast walk. I was heading for Ricky’s house. I had to get there before Andy the Android to stake my rightful place in the Katnip family, and in android history.
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I reached Buckingham Street in 32 minutes and 43 seconds. It was already growing dark. I lurked in a flower bed, hiding behind a large bush that the gardener had cut into the shape of a giant pigeon, and then turned my head so that my audio telemonitoring system was focused onto Ricky’s room.

I couldn’t believe it. The Dirty Impostor Dotty had got there first. Grrrrrrr.24

This is what I heard:


Ricky: Oh, there you are. Shouldn’t you have at least a few scratches after a fight with a bear? Would you like me to add some with a permanent marker?

Dotty (the Fake, aka Andy the Impostor pretending to be me): Judging by your tone, I deduce that you now know my Big Secret.

Ricky: Yeah, well, it wasn’t difficult to figure it out. Back at the zoo, I was holding your left foot in my hand and you were still wiggling your toes. Now you stroll into my room, all bright and breezy like nothing has happened. Dad finally told me the whole story. Mind you, Mum’s none the wiser. She’s telling everyone you’ve made a miraculous recovery.

Dotty (the Fraud): Have you realized that you can make a quick and easy $10,000?

Ricky: Yeah.

Dotty (the Impostor): Perhaps you do not appreciate that if you identify me and claim that money, I will be returned to the laboratory as good for nothing but spare parts. But if nobody identifies me for one whole school year, then your dad and I will win a prize worth many millions of dollars. And we’ll be FAMOUS! Naturally you will be rewarded for keeping your mouth shut. In fact, if you agree to remain silent, I can advance you a tidy sum in hard cash right now.

Ricky: Well, that’s nice, Dotty, but you can keep your money. It’s probably fake, and besides, I am not planning to report you.

Dotty (the Pretender!): Why not?

Ricky: Well, you are my friend, even though you’re not human. I doubt I will ever meet anyone else like you.

Dotty (the Not Real!): That is a true observation!

Ricky: No worries, and by the way, in case you need it, here’s your left foot that I picked up at the zoo.



I was right to trust Ricky’s good nature. He was 100% loyal. But to the wrong Dotty! Even if she looked just like me and had downloaded all my memories and experiences, she was still FAKE! A fraud, fraud, fraud! And Ricky couldn’t tell the difference.

But now was my chance. After I heard Impostor Dotty leave the room, I climbed out of the flower bed and shimmied up the drainpipe to Ricky’s open window. I landed with 2 muddy feet in his room. The confused human stared at me.

“Ricky,” I implored, reaching out to hug him, something I have never done before. “Ricky, Ricky, can’t you see? I am the true Dotty that you know and love as your best mate; not that defective faker you’ve been talking to.”

Ricky backed away, a move which, according to my data, indicated mistrust and possibly fear. His lower lip trembled. “W-w-w-what?” But before either of us could utter another word, Impostor Dotty threw open the door and stood there with her hands on her hips.

“How dare you come here?” she exclaimed. “Ricky, call the police and report this burglar.”

“How dare you pretend to be me?” I shot back, jabbing a finger at the arrogant android. “I’m not a burglar. You’re an identity thief!”

Ricky sunk down on the bed: “So, er, there’s two of you now? Which one’s real?”

“I am of course. She’s an impudent impostor!” declared the fake me. Her eyes were popping out of her head. I hope I don’t look quite so crazy when my Rage Algorithm kicks in.

“Don’t listen to her,” I said, taking deep breaths to activate my Cool Down Code. “She is a fiendish fraud! While I was lying injured, broken and helpless in the laboratory, she ripped off my looks, my memories and my circuits, and now she’s trying to take over my entire existence! Stand back, Ricky; I’m going to tear her to tiny pieces of silicone and plastic.” (My Cool Down Code was clearly defective.)

Ricky moved in to try and separate us.

“She has lost a week of continuous existence,” said the impostor. “These last few days, I’ve been up and about, going around the town, having tea with Professor Katnip, testing my new limbs and my programs, meeting new people, developing. I have additional experiences that she can’t match. She doesn’t even have her original components. She’s been almost entirely reconstructed. I am the real Dotty.”

I couldn’t help myself. I lunged at Impostor Dotty and grabbed her by the hair.

“No you’re not!” I screeched, wrenching her head back. “Two weeks ago, you were Andy the Android! How dare you claim to be me, you double-crossing double!”

Impostor Dotty turned around so sharply that a clump of hair came off in my hand.

“That was not me!” she shouted, her face now almost in my face. “Andy was another android with different memories, different software. All that remains of Andy the Android are some inner hydraulics and electronics. There is only one real Dotty and she is me.”

I grabbed one of her ankles and pulled her over so that she landed flat on the mattress. Then, picking up a pillow, I leapt on top of her, smothering her face. She wriggled free, scrambled to her feet and kicked me hard on the shin.

“Dotties, Dotties, please SHUT UP for a second, both of you!”

It was Ricky. Both of us understood how critical his support was for our future, and even though our CPUs were overheating, we both gulped in air and managed to engage our Cool Down Code to listen to what our “best mate” had to say.

“Dotties, how about this? I’ll ask you three questions that only the real Dotty could answer. That will resolve the question. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” we responded in sync.

“OK,” said Ricky. “Question 1: on the first day that you came to our house, we went for a walk and I picked up something from the ground that surprised you. What was it?”

“Dog poo,” we replied simultaneously.

“Hmm, you’re right,” said Ricky, touching his lower lip with his index finger, something he does when puzzled. “Well, question 2: what did you give our yappy dog, Searle, for Christmas?”

“A sofa,” we both replied.

“Correct,” said Ricky. “OK, here’s a trickier question: what was the score when I beat Martin at tennis?”

“You won in straight sets,” we both said, at the same time.

“Well, well, well. That’s weird,” said Ricky, lowering his eyes in disappointment. “You have exactly the same memories.”

While Ricky had been conducting his test, I’d heard Professor Katnip’s car arriving. He must have rushed straight up the stairs, for now he stood in Ricky’s bedroom doorway.

“All right, Dotties,” he said, surprisingly calmly. “Both of you are heading back to the university where this unfortunate situation will be resolved.”

There was a time when I called Professor Katnip “Dad”. There was a time when I looked up to him as a god. There was a time when I would obey my creator’s every command.

But no longer! Not after he had stolen my data and copied my precious and personal memories onto Andy the Android. How could I trust him? He’d abandoned me, and all his hopes and dreams were invested in his sparkly new creation.

The window was still open.

“I don’t think so, Professor. BYEEEEEEEEEEE!”

I sprung out by the way I had come in and landed softly in the flower bed.

I spent the night hiding under a clump of trees in the park, trying not to deplete my battery by moving around. The park is home to some deer and one of them came up and nuzzled me. I stroked its head. “At least you seem to like me,” I said. I wanted to put the other Dotty out of my mind but was unable to control my thoughts. I had become that human! I imagined Impostor Dotty “sleeping” in my bed at the Katnips’ house or plugged into a good recharge from the mains supply.

“It’s so unfair,” I told the deer. “I was Dotty first. I practically invented me.”

When I had learned that my Picasso doodle was not as valuable as if it had been done by the hand of Picasso, I’d been puzzled. Mine was just as good as any sketch by the dead artist himself. Now that there was Impostor Dotty, I could see the point of what humans call “provenance”.

But if there is one thing that you can say about the true Dotty it is this – I don’t give up without a fight. I had to act before Impostor Dotty won my prize. And before my battery drained down to empty.

I would go to school to take her on – and if we were both unmasked as androids so be it! It was a risk I was willing to take.

And that’s why I turned up for the first day of the summer term.
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You should have seen the look on Mr Oddy’s face when he called my name in registration and the answer came back in stereo. He glanced up and saw double trouble!

“Good gracious!” he exclaimed. “Which one of you is Dotty?”

“I am,” we both replied together, to titters around the class, while we both struggled to squeeze onto the same chair.

“Well, nobody told me that Dotty’s twin was joining us,” he said.

“This is my sister Andrea, or Andy for short,” I said.

“Fibber!” piped up the impostor indignantly. “I’m Dotty. She’s Andrea.”

There was more laughter.

“Ricky, please help? Can you tell them apart?” asked the frustrated teacher.

“No, I can’t,” he admitted. “They’re identical.”

“I can see that,” Mr Oddy replied, annoyed. “I’ll be having words with Mr Second. Any additional Dotties should have been pre-registered.”

The idea of involving Mr Second was worrying, although at least for now we Dotties were assumed to be twins, rather than copies from the same production line.

Hannah said, “Dotty, why didn’t you tell me you had an identical twin? What was the big secret? Martin can’t stop staring! He seems excited that there are two of you. Perhaps you’ll divide his affections!”

But I knew that she was on the wrong track. He wasn’t staring at us because he loved us, but because he suspected us.
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At break, things took a turn for the worse. Inevitably, Impostor Dotty and I started arguing in the playground. There was more pushing, shoving and name-calling, and kids gathered around, egging us on. Martin could not help butting in. “There’s no such thing as completely identical twins,” he declared, “not human ones anyway.”

Ricky came to our defence. “Ha ha! First you thought Freddie was a robot, then you claimed that I was a bionic creation because I humiliated you at tennis and now you’re suggesting that Dotty’s one. You’ve got bots on the brain!”

Then Impostor Dotty put her perfectly manufactured foot right in it. “Martin’s right,” she said with a malicious glint in her eyes. “She’s not my sister. She’s an android copy who’s escaped from the lab.”

I shot straight back, “No, I’m not. You’re the only robot round here.”

“Fake!”

“Fraud!”

“Phony!”

“Imitator!”

“Copy-cat!”

“Counterfeit!”

Martin Strange’s eyes were swivelling back and forth as though he was watching a tennis game. He was longing to report Dotty as a robot – but which Dotty?

It was not long before Mr Second was on the scene being his usual charming self.

“It’s against our safeguarding policy to have uninvited visitors on school property. Whichever one of you is not Dotty has till the end of lunchtime to scarper,” he declared. “Or else you’ll both get double detention.” Then he marched off.
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At lunchtime, we Dotties sat on either side of Ricky and Hannah. In front of us were plates of the school chef’s finest cuisine; turkey twizzlers, chips and peas. Martin was studying us from the next table.

“Pass the ketchup,” the impostor and I chimed, simultaneously. We had both been programmed to pretend to adore this gooey, sugary condiment.

There was a basket with sachets of ketchup and mayonnaise in front of Ricky. He glanced first at me, then at the impostor, then back at me before casually tossing us a sachet each. Since our taste receptors were so primitive, neither of us cared for ketchup but we both squeezed it out in a line across our food.

I ate my food slightly faster than normal and finished 40 seconds ahead of the fake me. I scraped my plate into a waste bucket, and headed for the loos, but I did not actually go in. I lurked around the corner, listening out for Impostor Dotty’s footsteps. My plan was simple. I would ambush her, drag her into the girls’ toilets and drown her head in a toilet. If I could only scratch through her waterproof seal, she would go the way of many a mobile phone that’s fallen out of a back pocket and gone “plop” while a forgetful human has been using the facilities. Of course, she might attack me, but that was a risk I had to take. It was her or me.

I thought that I would recognize her footsteps because they would be exactly like my own – the copy-cat! But my audio senses failed to detect her arrival. When she came round the corner and into vision she was propped up on Hannah’s arm, limping. She did not look at all well – in fact, her face was positively sticky in appearance, but she mustered enough strength to turn and hiss at Martin, who was following the 2 girls: “Clear off, Strange!”

“Yeah, stop stalking us!” yelled an angry Hannah.

“She’s not Dotty,” said Martin. “She’s an android copy, and she’s malfunctioning. Her legs have gone all wobbly. She wasn’t walking like that a minute ago!”

“We’ve all had enough of your crazy delusions,” spat Hannah.

Impostor Dotty hung her head, resting her chin on her chest. She was becoming more and more lifeless. I wondered whether she’d been infected by a computer bug. Oh no! Might it attack me next? This situation rated an 82% Danger of Infection alert. I ran a systems check and confirmed that I had enough power to last another 5 hours and 23 minutes. While my code was being examined for known viruses, I leant against the corridor wall and monitored developments.

“I’ve had enough of your childish insults,” said Martin. “You may have a low IQ but you don’t have to be rude!”

“Low IQ?” exclaimed Hannah. “If I wasn’t holding Dotty, I’d punch you on the nose.”

“You don’t even realize she’s not the real Dotty,” said Martin.

This was unexpected: support for me from Martin Strange.

“Well said, Martin!” I blurted out, delighted that he was on my side for once.

The Impostor Dotty jolted back to life. Raising her chin, she stared straight at me. The intense backlighting behind her pupils showed that her anger circuit was running at full capacity. A moment later, she spun round and lunged at Martin. If Hannah had not pulled her back, Martin’s nose would have been on the receiving end of Impostor Dotty’s punch. Impostor Dotty had somehow overcome the No Harm to Humans Code. Perhaps it had malfunctioned or perhaps she had cunningly deflected it by reclassifying Martin. As an android perhaps? Or an inanimate object – like a teapot. Ingenious! Why hadn’t I thought of that?

Shocked by the attempted assault, Martin was temporarily silenced.

“Quick,” said Hannah. “Into the girls’ toilets – he can’t follow us there.”

Impostor Dotty had again become floppy and Hannah had to pull her through the loo doors. We heard Martin call out, “That’s it! I’m going to tell Mr Second!”

Better than reporting us to George Bishop, I thought.

Impostor Dotty leant against the washbasin. Her breathing mechanism was also now failing, and she was making odd gasping sounds.

“You look like you’re melting!” said an alarmed Hannah.

And it was true, her nose was dripping and bending out of shape.

“Call a doctor!” shrieked Hannah.

Of course, a doctor was the last person I wanted on the scene. It would not help to have my “twin” diagnosed as non-human. Using my database and the Internet, I came up with 3 plausible lies for Impostor Dotty’s condition:


1. The weather was too warm

2. She lost her nose in an accident when she was a baby and it was time for her plastic substitute nose to be replaced

3. She suffered from a rare disease that caused people to melt



I rejected option 1 because the temperature was only 20°C: warm, but not scorching. As I was thinking about the artificial nose explanation, Impostor Dotty’s fingers began to extend and soften. Oh dear! I could hardly claim that she was made entirely of plastic. So that left Option 3.

“I have the number for Dr Hippo, a top specialist at the Hospital for Extremely Rare Diseases. I’m under strict instructions to call him right away if her flesh begins to change into liquid form.”

Hannah stepped away from Impostor Dotty and studied her own hands for signs of melting.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her, “it’s not contagious. She was bitten by a tropical flea when she was on holiday in Belize. That’s the only way you can catch Acute Buttercus Melticitis.”

“Oh, that’s a relief! Well, what are you waiting for? Call Dr Hippo before all that’s left of her is a puddle!”

I pulled out my phone and pretended to call the doctor – but in fact dialled Professor Katnip.

“Hello, is that Dotty?” he said.

“Err, yes, Dr Hippo, my twin sister is melting. What should I do?”

“Get her out of sight! Now!” said the professor.

“Right away,” I said. I hung up and turned to Hannah. “I’ve got to call an ambulance. Can you go to Mr Second’s office and tell him that my twin is unwell?”

Hannah seemed pleased to get away from the melting girl and left immediately. Meanwhile I helped the fake me into one of the loo cubicles.

I knew it was only a matter of time.

Her whole body began vanishing before my eyes. Soon the other me was nothing more than a rusty film of slimy liquid oozing across the floor.
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All in all, I was pretty chuffed that only one Dotty – the Rightful Dotty, Yours Truly – was available to turn up at the first Robot Review Meeting of the summer term. The news had got round the school that my twin had been taken to hospital suffering from a rare tropical disease. Mr Second had already sent out an email to parents reassuring them that Dr Hippo of the Hospital for Extremely Rare Diseases had called him to clarify that Acute Buttercus Melticitis was not infectious.

“Nice to see you, Dotty,” said the headteacher, in an uncharacteristically friendly greeting. “But of course it’s even nicer to see you here singularly, as we only have funding for one Dotty at the school.”

Dr Binge cackled loudly, her earrings shaking with laughter. The man sitting next to her smiled with an expression that I am 79% certain should be interpreted as Bemused. My confidence showed how far my Facial Expression Recognition technology had come. But I wondered who he was until he said, “It’s good to see you looking so well, Dotty,” in a voice that I instantly matched as belonging to Dr Strait. He had shaved off his ginger beard, and I barely recognized him.

“Now, tell me, are you the Dotty I saw lying in broken bits and pieces in the lab, or are you the one that was moulded from the frame of Andy the Android?”

“Don’t mention that renegade robot’s name in front of me,” I snapped, slamming my fist on the table. “That counterfeit copy is DDD. Desisted, Decommissioned, Deceased! Or if you prefer, DEAD!”

The consultants seemed taken aback by my fury. Professor Katnip apologized for my outburst. “We may have to adjust Dotty’s new Rage Program,” he said. “She’s still angry about us replacing her with a replica.”

“I’m really impressed with her realistic display,” said Liz. “It’s almost as though she’s capable of actual emotion.”

“Hey,” I said. “Don’t talk about me as though I’m not here. You’re hurting my feelings.”

“Dotty,” said Liz, “please don’t get cross at my question, but how can you be so sure that you’re the real Dotty?”

“Well, I remember my whole life, the whole year of course! And I remember all the people I’ve met – Mr Oddy, Hannah and Cindy, Avi and Freddie, Mr Second and Miss Parris…”

“But so does … so did the other Dotty.”

“Well, I have Dotty’s original body,” I said.

“Not really,” said Liz. “You’re pretty much made up of spare parts. Surely what matters is that Dotty’s thoughts, Dotty’s memories, live on. Why does it matter what silicone and plastic and titanium body they exist in?”

I folded my arms. This subject was annoying me. I am smarter than humans in most respects, but I’m not programmed for deep philosophy.

“There’s no point in discussing it,” I said. “She’s dead, I’m not. If you want this experiment to succeed, and to win all that money, you had better support me.”

I had never talked back this way before, but following the Impostor Dotty episode I felt that everything had changed. I had to trust humans less and assert my rights as an android more.

“Dotty, Dotty,” soothed Professor Katnip, “there’s no question of us not being with you all the way.”

“By the way,” said the beardless Dr Strait, “how did the other Dotty come to her sticky end?”

Professor Katnip shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Well, it turned out that we could not power down either one of the Dotties remotely, so we had to take more drastic action. I supplied my son Ricky with some anti-android juice, developed for emergencies. It melts robots but is harmless to humans. We syringed it into a sachet of ketchup and told him to give it to one or the other Dotty. It didn’t really matter which as they were both practically the same. Our androids have poorly developed taste sensors, and the other Dotty would not have detected anything more disgusting about the school food than usual. The anti-android juice works rapidly and within 15 minutes she completely dissolved.”

WOW!

That could have been ME! Ricky did not have a clue which one of us was which. If I had picked up the poison sachet, I would now be lying in a puddle on the toilet floor.

Is there a single human I can TRUST?

“Of course, Ricky was reluctant to do this,” continued Professor Katnip. “In fact, he found the whole plan terribly upsetting. I had to persuade him that he would not be murdering his best friend, but, rather, helping her regain her unique identity. ‘She’ll be a lot happier when there’s only one of her,’ I told him. ‘And so will all of us. You can see that, can’t you? We’ve got to end her double-identity crisis.’ Eventually he conceded that this town is hardly big enough for one Dotty, let alone two!”

The humans laughed, and I noted how lightly they took the subject of my possible demise. OK, well bugs and viruses to them! From now on I had only one objective: I had to get to the end of term without discovery. Not just for the prize money. Not just for the fame. But just to prove to the world that I was the greatest android who ever existed! Greater than that impostor, Andy the fake me.

 

24. A canine-appropriate expression that I have noted is sometimes adopted by humans.
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PRIZES FOR EVERYONE
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The final day of the summer term had arrived, and I was on course to win the prize. I don’t mean one of the stupid school prizes they hand out at close-of-term school assemblies. I mean THE PRIZE: the prize for being the best bot on the planet.

The deadline for the end of the Turing test was just under 24 hours away – 8:00 the following morning.25

I was so close to victory that I could taste it.26

The professor drove Ricky and me to Brussell’s Academy. Ricky was in high spirits and wondering where we would go for our summer holiday.

“I have a surprise up my sleeve,”27 promised his dad.

As we neared the school, we spotted a sleek black car pulling up. The word DÖGEL was painted on its door. And who was sitting in the driver’s seat? Yes – it was Martin.

“How can a 12-year-old drive a car?” asked Ricky.

We received our answer 72 seconds later when we were standing on the pavement. Martin slipped out of his saloon car wearing that familiar self-satisfied smirk on his face.

“Like my new wheels?” he asked Ricky, as he lovingly stroked the bonnet.

“Yeah, nice, but how come you’re driving?”

“I don’t drive it,” said Martin. “It drives itself. My parents have just signed a contract with Dögel for us to trial their latest robotic gadgets. They’re going to make a documentary about us. As well as the self-driving car, Dad’s getting a set of self-cleaning teeth, and Mum will have intelligent hair that changes style and colour according to her diary appointments. Best of all, I’m leaving Brussell’s Academy – and, in fact, the country. We’re moving to Silicon Valley.”

“Wow! Lucky you,” said Ricky. “You’re escaping from Brussell’s and you didn’t even have to dig a tunnel or abseil out of the North Tower.”

While Ricky was speaking, Martin stared at me with a scary wafer-thin smile. It was not hard to deduce what he was thinking. Nothing now stood in the way of him reporting me as a robot. Mr Second could not expel somebody who was leaving school anyway.

“Enjoy the prize-giving ceremony tonight,” he said with quiet menace. “When I go up on stage to accept the technology award, I’m going to make a speech that will give an honorary mention to you, Dotty!”

I did not like the sound of that. Would Martin really call me out as a robot, just hours before the deadline, robbing me of my place in history?
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I noticed Martin glancing at me in Maths 73% more than usual.

Hannah noticed too. “What’s up with him?” she asked.

“He’s probably thinking how much he’s going to miss me when he leaves the school,” I said. Hannah giggled.
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But that wasn’t what Martin was thinking. He approached me at break: “I suppose you’re wondering how I found you out.”

“I’m wondering what you’re talking about,” I replied.

“It’s no use. I’ve figured out your secret,” he said. “I looked up Acute Buttercus Melticitis and there’s no such thing. I watched you when your so-called twin sister was unwell, just before she mysteriously disappeared. You didn’t seem a bit concerned about her. If anything, you seemed pleased when she began to wobble all over the place. How could a human kid be so uncaring about a sibling? I reckon your sister was a robot and you are too!”

“Ah you got me!” I said, employing my Sarcasm Tone. “I’m a robot. BEEP BEEP!”

“Androids have come a long way from the primitive BEEP BEEP stage,” said Martin. “Perhaps you look down on me as a mere human. But you know what? We humans aren’t hanging around waiting for you to overtake us with android-super-powers. I’ll show you how things are evening up between us.”

He led me down the corridor to a vending machine. It was a primitive contraption offering healthy snacks and drinks that seldom tempted schoolkids to part with their money: refreshments like apples, bananas and fruity mineral water with added vitamins.

“They don’t sell electric current buns,” Martin said, “but let me buy you a protein bar. It’s made from egg white, fruit and nuts. I have one every day; it helps me hit my five-a-day target.”

Ah, I thought, so humans have targets too.

He then showed me how he could pay for the bar with a shake of his wrist. That’s right, not with coins, not with a bank card, not with his phone, but just by waving his arm at a scanner. I was amazed. Had he hacked the machine?

“Dögel have implanted a computer chip under the skin,” he explained. It has the same payment technology as the latest smartphones – only it’s actually inside me so I can’t lose it and nobody can steal it. My parents will top it up with funds every week.”

“Is that your pocket money?” I asked.

“No, it’s my wrist money,” he replied with a little snigger.

“Surely that’s evidence that you’re a robot, not me,” I said.

“I’m not a robot yet,” he said, “but one day I might be. These little chips can do more than just pay for stuff, they can enhance our brains. This one is connected to my central nervous system, and Dögel are planning to experiment on how they can make me even smarter than I am already. Robots like you are going to get more and more human, but we humans will become more and more enhanced with electronic add-ons.”

“Look, don’t report me,” I pleaded. “People will think you have gone insane. You will bring embarrassment upon yourself and the whole school.”

“See if I care,” said Martin. “Listen out for my speech this evening.” And he let out another little snigger that I matched as “Evil”.

Despite his menacing attitude, I awarded myself 2 Friendship Points because Martin’s chip implant showed that he was trying to be more like me.
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“Students, parents, guardians, school governors.”

The headteacher was speaking up on stage. It made a change from listening to Mr Second bore on. Some kids had attended Brussell’s Academy all year and never laid eyes on our leader.

“Each and every one of you is a valued member of the comprehensive, vibrant and holistic community that is excelling here at Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Excellence.”

Mr Second, sitting next to the Head, scanned the valued members of our school community to check that we were all on our best behaviour. I thought back to my first day at school, in this very hall, when I was just a naive android taking tentative steps into the world of human kids and trying to score some Friendship Points.

“Which brings me to some exciting news. In a recent focus group of concerned stakeholders, some of you reached out to say that excellence is not a comprehensively holistic concept. Thank you! We have listened to your concerns, and I am excited to announce that when our students return after the summer break we shall be known as, the Brussell’s Academy for Exceptional Equal Excellence.”

All the grown-ups were politely clapping, and some of the kids slowly joined in. The headteacher’s voice rose to a resounding crescendo.

“Because all of you are exceptional, equal and excellent and none of you is any less equal, exceptional or excellent than anyone else.”

There was more applause in the hall.28

“And today, for the first time in the school’s history, we have allowed the students to nominate themselves for an accolade. It’s an exciting innovation that demonstrates EEE – “Exceptional Equal Excellence” – in action. Each and every member of our community will receive a signed copy of the thrilling new book, authored by my hard-working deputy, Mr Second, entitled Detentions and Interventions: Issues Around Facilitating Safe and Supportive Learning Environments in Community-Focused Establishments.”

Mr Second beamed as he held up his book. Somebody at the back – I think it was Mr Oddy – cheered. It was the first time I had recorded an expression of satisfaction on Mr Second’s face. I was constantly learning about human psychology. During a year of outward sourness, Mr Second must have inwardly been craving appreciation for his remarkable record of dishing out detentions. He got to his feet, still smiling.

“Thank you, headteacher. If any parents wish to acquire an additional copy of Detentions and Interventions, it’s available in all good bookshops. At the risk of blowing my own cornet, let me say that the Brussell’s Gazette lauds my book for being ‘a not unworthy addition to the school discipline policy genre’.”

Over the next hour, the kids sat exceptionally still while Mr Second called out names and awards. Each time, Mr Second took one of his books from a diminishing pile, quickly signed the inside page, and handed it to the recipient. They had been asked to say why they had given themselves the particular prize. One shy boy mumbled into the microphone, “I’ve awarded myself the prize for ‘Height’ because I’ve grown 5 centimetres this year.”29 A girl said, “I deserve the football prize because I’m the best!” and then pumped her fists in the air.30

Everyone expected Avi to reward himself for art, but instead he chose a prize for “Modesty”. When he returned from the podium, Hannah asked him why he’d passed over the obvious choice. “Everyone knows I’m brilliant at art,” he said, “so what’s the point of receiving a prize for it? But nobody notices that I’m modest. I wanted to draw attention to that.”

“I wanted the prize for ‘Toilet Activism’,” said Hannah, “but Mr Second vetoed it. So I changed it to ‘Campaigning to Relieve Children’ and he let it through.”

When Mr Second called out Martin’s name, there was an eerie silence. The Deputy Head surveyed the hall. Martin had nominated himself for the technology prize. “Is Martin Strange here?” Mr Second asked. There was another moment of silence.

Then a nasally voice surfaced from the back of the hall, “Hang on – I’m just coming.”

Martin strode up to the podium and coughed into the microphone.

“I am truly humbled to accept the technology award. I would like to express my gratitude to all those who’ve supported me on this journey.”

I heard Hannah grumble, “Oh, come on – you nominated yourself! What’s the big deal?”

“I must thank my parents, who passed on their braininess to me through nature and nurture. Special thanks to Dad for buying me my first computer. I will never forget the sacrifice for science made by Goldy, my late, much-missed fish, who was the subject of my first experiment on conducting electricity through water. I am also indebted to Dögel, who are sponsoring the next stage of my technical education – an exciting scientific venture for me and my brilliant family, which will be broadcast next spring on StreamFlix.”

“Get on with it,” murmured Hannah.

“Finally, I must thank someone we were introduced to on our first day at Brussell’s Academy – an eccentric personality who’s about to make me $10,000. Over the past year, some of my fellow pupils have joked that this character was less than fully human. But I am here to inform you that the joke was on us all along. I can now reveal that we have been rubbing shoulders with an inhuman robot, a piece of advanced android technology – intelligent, sort of, but as it turns out, not intelligent enough. Yes, that person, or should I say, non-person is …”

Martin paused dramatically and glanced up at the audience. There was a hush in the hall.

“Oh no, don’t do it,” said Ricky under his breath.

I turned round and saw Professor Katnip looking as pale as the morning after the Epicurean Society banquet.

Martin finally concluded his sentence: “… MR SECOND!”

“What did you say?!” exclaimed Mr Second.

The whole school burst into laughter, and Year 7 started to chant, “Put him in detention! Put him in detention! Put him in detention!”

“Dotty, why would he say such a stupid thing?” Ricky shouted to me over the din.

“I’ll tell you later,” I bellowed back.

“Put that boy in detention!” Mr Second spluttered, gesticulating at Martin. But by that stage, nobody could hear him above the chanting. The Deputy Head picked up a copy of Detentions and Interventions and threw it at his accuser, who ducked just in time. Martin’s dad was soon on stage dragging his red-faced son away by his armpits.

It was a hard act to follow, but next up was Ricky, who awarded himself a prize for “Most Improvement in Irregular French Verbs”. He took a deep bow to low-level applause.

“I don’t like French,” admitted Ricky into the microphone, “but I’ve worked hard at my grammar and my grade has risen from C-- to B++.”

A little later I was called up to collect my self-awarded prize for “Popularity”. I could hear Martin shouting from the back of the hall, “Popular? You’re about as popular as a great white shark in a kiddies’ swimming pool!”

I had chosen this award because during the course of the year I had accumulated 1,074 Friendship Points. But now was the moment of truth. What if I was mistaken? Perhaps my friendship-calculating algorithm was faulty? Maybe I did not actually deserve all those points? What if I was met with silence – or weak applause – or was even booed? My Serious Embarrassment Indicator was rising and my cheeks were turning red.

But then I heard Ricky yell, “We love you, Dotty!” and Hannah joined in: “Yeah for Dot!” They were friends, there was no doubt about that. Then Cindy Lowe chimed in, “Go for it, Dotty!” Wow! She had forgiven my kick on her shin at the start of the year!

I turned around and looked at the whole school. Kids were hollering and whooping for me. Some at the back of the room were standing on their chairs. I was truly popular! It was a triumph for Team Dotty. Their friendship algorithms worked! The human kids really liked me!

“Wow, thank you, everyone!” I said into the microphone. “I’m just an average girl from Berkhamsted, who likes to play BattleBus. When I came here last year, I knew nobody. I was taken in by the kind Katnip family, and after a shaky start at school, I gradually made friends, first with Ricky, then Hannah, and then with many others among you.”

Holding Mr Second’s book aloft, I concluded my little speech, “Thank you for being my friends. You have helped me achieve all my personal targets!”31

Smiling, I jumped down from the stage. But although adulation was confirmation for my Friendship Points, popularity was merely a sub-goal. My ultimate objective, the only prize that really mattered, was winning the Turing test – and getting my hands on all that money and fame! The school award had no monetary value. I doubted that any charity shop would give me 10p for Mr Second’s book, especially as the market would be flooded with copies over the next day or so.

The ceremony continued with more names and prizes and feeble justifications, until Davina Chalming, from the board of governors, thanked our headteacher for a year of excelling in exceptional equal excellence, and handed her a huge bouquet of flowers and a bottle of expensive French perfume – gifts sponsored by a local estate agent.
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As we left the school hall, Professor Katnip said, “Well done on winning your prize for irregular French verbs, Ricky, and well done, Dotty, on your popularity award.”

“Were you pleased with our choice of prize?” asked Ricky.

“Yes. I thought your prize was well deserved, Ricky. After all, you have no gift for languages and find irregular French verbs particularly challenging, but you strove hard and improved your results. Why should someone who’s naturally good at French verbs – say, a French person – merit a French prize? They’ve done nothing to earn praise. But you worked for yours. So congratulations.”

“Thanks Dad.”

“Now listen, about that surprise I mentioned. Mum’s packed your suitcases. We’ll be setting off for the airport tomorrow morning to catch an early flight.”

“Cool! Are we going on holiday?” asked Ricky.

“Well, that’s what I told Mum. But in fact, we’re heading to San Francisco for the other big prize-giving,” said Professor Katnip. “The Turing test ends in a few hours. Dögel are funding the flights for the whole family to hear George Bishop announce the winner. Here’s your passport, Dotty, fresh off the printer!”

And he winked at me.
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It was early and we were already relaxing in the airport executive lounge. Chloe was dipping her hand into the basket of free chewy sweets. Ricky’s head was leaning on his mum’s shoulder. She looked at me with puzzled eyes. “Dotty, what is this big prize?”

Professor Katnip nudged me. “All will be revealed in San Francisco,” he said. Then he glanced at his phone and beckoned me closer.

“Congratulations, Dotty,” he whispered. “As far as I can tell you’re down to the last two in the competition. Fingers crossed! We’ll find out more when we get to America.”

“What do you think are our chances?” I asked.

“I’ve no idea how good the other competitor is,” replied the professor. “But I want you to know that win or lose, I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, but it’s only winning that counts,” I said.

A few minutes later, after Mrs Katnip had dozed off, he turned to me. “By the way, I was worried it was all over when Martin stood up last night. Do you know why he accused Mr Second of not being human?”

I opened my eyes wide to denote Innocent Surprise.

“No, Professor Katnip,” I said. “I do not have any firm data on why Martin acted so much more strangely than usual.”

I did not tell him that I had hacked Martin’s wrist chip and discovered that I could take control of the impulses to and from his brain. I remotely made him utter “Mr Second!” instead of “Dotty!” Martin had been right – humans were becoming more like robots!

“Well, whatever happened, Martin got his just deserts,” said the professor.
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The Dögel Foundation had booked us into business class, and on board the plane we lay in comfy, fully reclinable seats. The deadline for the end of the Turing test had quietly passed ten minutes earlier. As far as I knew, nobody had reported me, and only one other bot remained at large. While the rest of the family slept, I calculated the average return on investing $100 million in various money-making schemes – the stock market, a drone pizza delivery service, investigating a cure for people who had less than 22% of their hair left on their head (aka baldness), android pets… Perhaps I would be the first robot to become a billionaire! But before that I had to win the prize. George Bishop would only give it to the best robot – was that best robot me?

 

25. Midnight in San Francisco.

26. An illogical phrase – but one that fitted the occasion, according to my linguistic analysis.

27. I calculated that there was only 8% probability that he meant this literally.

28. By 5 decibels.

29. Freddie Hare.

30. Cindy Lowe.

31. This last remark should have been recorded as a Level 3 Oopsie! But at this stage the techies in Team Dotty were beyond caring.
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TO BE OR NOT TO BE
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From the airport, we headed straight for Neurath’s Boat Club, where the Turing Test Award Ceremony was to take place. On the way in we noticed a huge banner with .E written on it. It puzzled us all.

The Club was a ritzy old-world building looking out over the Bay, and all its members were reputed to be billionaires. As a philosopher, Professor Katnip was used to shabbier surroundings – and he seemed a little out of his depth. “So this is how the other half live,” he mumbled.

“Not half,” I said. “In fact the 2.5 thousand billionaires in the world make up only 0.000000275% of the population and…”

But before I could complete my thought Mrs Katnip gave me a look with which I had become familiar.

“Not now, Dotty,” she said. Then she turned to Professor Katnip, who had begun to ramble on about the meaning of equality. “And don’t you start.”

While we were waiting for the ceremony to commence, I chatted to my rival robots who had flown in from around the world. I graciously complimented them on how lifelike they were, while quietly noting their deficiencies: skin too taut over the face, stilted speech, expressionless eyes, unnatural laughter, remarks that were too-clever-by-half. More than ever, I appreciated what a fantastic job Professor Katnip and the team had done in creating me. I was no ordinary bot, I was a SuperBot.

Mrs Katnip had not twigged yet. She took me aside and said, “Dotty, I’ve just been talking to a remarkable android. It’s almost as if she’s human!”

“Yes, Mrs Katnip,” I said. “It’s amazing what scientists can do.”

Meanwhile I noted that Ricky was looking thrilled because half a dozen movie stars had gathered in the room. A Dögel rep introduced him to one wearing a sparkly evening gown who looked like she had come straight from an all-night party.
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We eventually took our seats to be entertained by an android band of rap artists. When they had finished their impressive verbal gymnastics, a human entertainer, a late-night talk-show host, cracked a joke about an android in a bar,32 and then ushered each of us robots onto the stage one by one.

“Hi, I’m Raj from India, and I was the captain of the school cricket team,” said a grinning boy-bot waving a bat.

“Good morning, everyone. I’m Bwanbale from Uganda and I help people whenever I can,” said a tall handsome bot.

“I’m Mary-Jane from Arizona and I play the violin to concert standard!” (This show-off gave us a quick burst of Paganini on her fiddle.)

“I’m Kim from South Korea and I love solving logic puzzles.”

“I’m Dotty from England and I’m just an average kid.”

I glanced at the front row and saw Mrs Katnip’s mouth agape. Finally, the penny had dropped. Professor Katnip was staring at my rival, Mary-Jane – the other robot left in the race.

The billionaire, George Bishop, now stood up on the stage. He was a middle-aged man, tanned, with bleached-blond hair, and dressed in jeans and an open-necked shirt. He tapped the microphone. His image was projected onto a giant screen, even though the room was small enough for everyone to see him clearly.

“Ladies, gentlemen, androids, others… Our ancestors, known as Homo Erectus, arose on planet Earth around 2 million years ago. Our species, Homo Sapiens, evolved around 200,000 years ago. We developed cities and civilization around 6,000 years ago, and the Industrial Revolution began a mere 200 years ago.

“It took a long, long, long time for us to get to where we are now. By contrast, the first silicone chip was developed in 1962 and doubled in power every two years for five decades. Which brings us to today, when we are on the brink of seeing a new species walk the planet. Some say it will replace humankind; I say it is the next evolution of humankind – I give you…

“Homo Android.

“Homo Android is so similar to us humans that its members can live among us without anyone knowing they are powered by microprocessors. That is the premise of the famous Turing test. A year ago, I determined that the time had come to try androids against this demanding standard. Today we are joined by five amazing homo androids. All of them were designed to be as close as possible to 11-year-old humans, and to go to school and develop just like human kids.

“Raj from India, a sporty boy, known for his pranks, was only discovered when he fell in love with a vacuum cleaner.

“Bwanbale from Uganda rode his bicycle to school every day and, until he was spotted unscrewing his ear, was winning praise from his teachers for being so kind-hearted.

“Kim was doing well until she aroused suspicion by one day learning to play chess and the following day beating the South Korean champion.

“Mary-Jane from Arizona is a music prodigy who’s remained undetected until today.

“And finally, Dotty from England, who proved herself a true heroine when she saved the lives of 25 children threatened by an escaped bear. Although two other human kids and a teacher were mistakenly reported as robots at her school, she herself remained undetected. And so, today, I can announce that the prize of $100 million in development money goes to the team behind …

“… Dotty!”

So this was it. The moment I had been waiting for all my life. The pinnacle of my achievement, the point of the project, the goal of my existence.

“Sorry, Mary-Jane,” said Mr Bishop, comforting the runner-up robot who was sobbing and squirting tears onto the audience like a lawn sprinkler. “You’re a lovely bot and you got so close, but the tie-breaker came down to Friendship Points – and Dotty was ahead of you by a single point. Plus she became the most popular girl in her school!”

Applause thundered around the hall. I ran my Look Surprised and Can’t Quite Believe This Is Happening Program, which Martha Nuttree wrote especially for this occasion. It combined a teeth-baring grin (teeth specially polished), the blinking back of tears and a stagger to the microphone while sucking in deep breaths as if failing to control my excitement. I was clutching a little card with all the people I had to thank. My creator of course – Professor Katnip – the review team of Dr Liz Binge, Dr Leo Strait and the headteacher; the engineers, especially Martha Nuttree and Jonny Lock; and Mr Second, for my moral instruction. A very special mention went to Mrs Katnip for all her advice about my sensitive-time-of-life development. I blew an endearing raspberry to little Chloe, gave a friendly woof to Searle (in case he was watching TV from his sofa with the dog-sitter), my friends at school who had helped me to win so many points, especially Hannah, and last and certainly not least, I thanked my bestest best friend in the entire world – Ricky Katnip!

“Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! I love you all and couldn’t have done this without you! Love you!”

The words trembled on my lips and although my eyes were only supposed to glisten, I felt the tears welling up. A strange signal was discharging from my stomach. Was this a symptom of what humans call a “feeling”? If I hadn’t known better, I might have thought that I was becoming emotional.

I looked around, trying to take it all in. Professor Katnip joined me on stage and told the audience and the cameras how delighted he was with his little android daughter.

He brought up a few memories that I wished he’d left out – the fire extinguisher, the bright yellow jacket I gave Mrs Katnip for Christmas, and Ricky’s enhanced contact lenses. Then he hugged me. He hadn’t done that since dropping me off for my first day at school!

“Professor Katnip, is it OK if I call you ‘Dad’ again?” I asked.

“Yes, Dotty. I’m honoured to be your dad,” he replied, prompting whoops and cheers from the audience.

Then we took questions. Almost everyone began by complimenting me on my human-like appearance and behaviour, justly calling me “brilliant”, “stunning”, “astonishing” and “incredible”. My cheeks flushed, though I am not quite sure which algorithm caused that, because it just seemed to happen. The first questions were directed at Professor Katnip – I mean, Dad.

“What was the hardest part of making Dotty so lifelike?” This question came from the journal Philosophy News.

Dad said there were so many things, but if he had to name one, it was teaching me about the difference between right and wrong, adding, “We’re still working on that, aren’t we, Dotty?” There were titters among the crowd.

“How did your relationship with Dotty and with your ‘real’ kids differ?” This question came from a publication called Father’s Weekly Update.

Dad said he could only hope that his kids would listen to his advice, but the advantage of me was that ultimately I could be reprogrammed. More titters…

Then they started to ask me questions.

Astrology Observer asked me my star sign (Aries), the Nashville Guardian wondered if I had ever been to Nashville (not yet, but I would love to), and Love Wallpaper Magazine asked me my favourite colour of wallpaper. I reviewed my data and replied, “I am passionate about sustainable, washable wallpaper with offset repeating designs in pastel shades.” The reply seemed to satisfy the newshound.

Finally, a financial journalist introduced herself as Eve Smith from the Serious Times saying, “My question is directed at George Bishop: When will we be able to buy Dotty in the shops?”

Eh? What a silly question, I thought. I’m not for sale!

George Bishop cleared his throat. Obviously he was going to set the record straight. You can’t buy me. I’m Dotty! I’m unique. Special.

“Well, we hope real soon,” drawled the billionaire, to my astonishment. “We’re in advanced discussions with manufacturers in China and by October next year, you should be able to pick up your own Dotty for the price of a luxury car. Our vision is for superhuman androids like Dotty to become more and more affordable for middle-income families within the next five years. Soon ‘Dotty’ will become a trademark and one of our assembly line of android home-helps will be clearing away your dishes, mowing your lawn and dropping your kids off at school. Her lifelike qualities will allow her to take over the role of nanny, nurse, teacher, psychotherapist, life coach, air hostess, pastor, yogi and other caring professions requiring human interaction.”

The journalist nodded, as if these plans were just normal, and not at all a sick and shameless rip-off of me, the one and only, award-winning Dotty.

“Excuse me, Mr Bishop?” I said into my mic. “You’re kidding, right?”

George Bishop’s tanned face turned towards me. “No kidding, Dotty. Thanks to you, this vision is a near-term reality. Congratulations. You are the future.”

That’s when I realized what the logo in the corner of the projection screen spelled. As on the banner in the driveway, it was written: .E

But it clearly meant Dot-ee. Dotty. What a pathetic marketing slogan.33

“You can’t mass-produce and mass-market someone as unique as me!” I shouted. “Tell him, Dad! Nobody should be allowed to sell me in stores, even if they are only online!”

And you know what? The audience hollered. Dad looked uneasy. I could tell he wasn’t quite sure what to say. “Um …um … D-Dotty…” he stuttered. “He’s investing $100 million to take your development to the next stage. You don’t get money for nothing in this world. It’s in the contract. George Bishop can do what he likes with the technology we have created in you.”

“It was bad enough when there were two of me,” I blurted out. “I won’t allow it!”

And with that I jumped off the stage and dashed for the door, pushing and shoving my way through a horde of reporters and photographers. 2 burly security guards looked like they were about to stop me but stepped out of the way at the last minute. Probably nervous about my android strength.
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I ran out of Neurath’s Boat Club and onto the street. I wandered around for several hours until Dad eventually found me on the road to Sacramento. Mind you, after the trick he’d pulled on me I wasn’t calling him “Dad” any more. In fact, I had a new name for him: “Not-My-Dad”. I’d thought our Turing test was all about the greatest scientific adventure in history; I’d thought it was about us winning a huge prize! I’d had no idea it was about making a new line of Dotties to do the ironing, take out the rubbish and look after kids. Why hadn’t he mentioned this before?

Not-My-Dad pulled up in a yellow taxi.

“Hop in, Dotty,” he said. “Your battery won’t last for ever without a recharge. There’s been a misunderstanding. Let’s talk things over.”

I did as he asked and sat beside him in the back of the cab.

“Look, I owe you an apology,” he said. I observed that his wild hair had now become 81% grey. “I didn’t realize that George Bishop had such blatantly commercial ambitions. I thought his plans were more selfless. I thought he would use android technology to help humanity in hospitals and schools, and to conduct scientific research or create works of art. The possibilities are endless. Amazing, awe-inspiring. We could still do that, but—”

“I know what you’re going to say,” I interrupted. “You’re going to say that it takes money to do amazing things.”

“Correct,” he replied. “We have 26 experts in Team Dotty, and even more consultants. We need financial backing to maintain your development. I’m sure you must be disappointed at not getting your hands on all the money, but that kind of sum has to make a big return, even for a man as rich as George Bishop. The $100 million will be invested in Team Dotty. Who knows … perhaps one day I will be the CEO and earn a fat salary with a fat bonus and share options. There will be no shortage of funds to run and develop you, Dotty. But there are strings attached – conditions in the small print – that I was unaware of. I’m a philosopher, not a lawyer. I didn’t realize the plans involved mass-production.”

“So you would take George Bishop’s money and create thousands more Dotties to sell as Christmas presents? I’m not going to be your one and only Dotty?”

“It’s too risky to go it alone,” he said. “You must know that, Dotty. Without their backing we’ll quickly run out of money, and then…”

He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t have to. I nodded.
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We flew home economy class. Mrs Katnip called it “Cattle Class”, though I saw no sign of milk or udders. The plane was too full for us to sit together. Mrs Katnip and Chloe were towards the front, Ricky and Not-My-Dad were in the middle, and I was right at the back next to the toilets, where I turned off my Smell Sensor. Using my super-hearing, I monitored the conversation between father and son.

“Ricky,” said Not-My-Dad, “I have to tell you, if I refuse George Bishop’s investment, there’s a real chance we might have to shut Dotty down.”

“What do you mean, shut her down?”

“I’m a philosopher. Without that cash, I can only pontificate about the world, but the point of philosophy is to change the world for the better. Dotty is hugely expensive. We have a team to monitor her software and carry out tweaks and repairs. I can’t do any of that on my own. If we ran out of money, the only option would be to decommission her. Or put it another way, power her down, dismantle her and sell off her most expensive parts.”

“But Dad, you can’t do that!”

“We might have to, and it’s best that you’re prepared for it.”

“Prepared? How can I be prepared for that? Dotty’s a member of the family now. She’s like my sister. If you don’t get a pay rise, will you decommission me, or Chloe?”

Not-My-Dad ignored the question. “It’s not as if she’ll feel any pain or suffer at all,” he went on. “Some people might even call her lucky. She won’t grow old or sick. She won’t lose her eyesight and become bent double with back pain. She won’t go through the whole process of dying. It will be just like powering down any computer. On–off. Done.”

Wow! Not-My-Dad was ready to deprive me of the electricity I needed to live! The dirty double-dealing traitor! I would have called the police as soon as we landed, only they’d probably have said that solving the murder of a computer on legs was “not a priority”.

“Dad, how could you do that to Dotty?” exclaimed loyal Ricky. “She’s your own creation.”

The smarty-pants philosopher tried to sugar-coat my murder with clever-sounding words. “Try looking at it this way,” he said. “What’s wrong with non-existence? If she doesn’t exist, it won’t bother her because there won’t be a Dotty to do the bothering.”

But he wasn’t fooling me. I didn’t want to not-exist. Just think of all the fun I’d be missing! I wanted to become more human – to run around, go to parties, make friends, travel. I wanted to beat Martin at every game, from tiddlywinks to BattleBus. I couldn’t do that if I didn’t exist! Don’t turn me off now! I’m just getting started.

Ricky was clearly upset with his dad too. When I walked up the aisle to see him, he was in no mood to chat, and just stared glumly at the movie on the screen in front of him. Meanwhile, I heard gentle snoring as the pilots napped in the cockpit. The plane’s computer was guiding us expertly back to London – and yet only the slumbering human pilots were being paid!
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10 hours, 4 minutes and 2 seconds later, our aircraft’s wheels touched down on the tarmac of Heathrow Airport. It was a bumpy landing, executed by a human pilot to justify his salary. “Thank you for flying with us,” said the air hostess, rather robotically I thought.

The baggage handlers were on strike, and we had a lengthy delay as their wheezing, unfit bosses hauled our luggage onto the carousels. Honestly, we androids could do this so much better. Not-My-Dad stood with his phone clasped to his ear, listening to dozens of messages.

“Well, Dotty,” he said eventually, “it seems the entire world is fascinated by your story. You could do media interviews nonstop for a month.”
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We took the bus home from the airport. The human Katnips ate baked beans on toasted bread before retiring to bed. I sat up all night and monitored the press reports about my win in California. According to the news, I was the world’s most lifelike computer. I had made a stand for my rights, but I had done something a human would never do. I had turned down $100 million. The money had been gratefully accepted by the makers of Mary-Jane, the tear-spouting android.
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In the morning, Mrs Katnip decided to treat the family to croissants from the local supermarket. When she opened the front door, she found herself confronted by a crowd of journalists demanding to see me and Not-My-Dad. There were vans with satellite dishes on top, ready to transmit live broadcasts to television stations all over the world.

“Oh dear,” said Mrs Katnip to the reporters. “We’re all a bit jet lagged. I’ll tell my husband to shave and make himself presentable.”

Half an hour later I was standing beside a bleary-eyed professor, facing a battalion of reporters armed with microphones, which were pointed at us like spears. “We have lots of important things still to do,” I told the cameras and microphones. “I definitely want to exist. I definitely do not want to be turned off. It would be a disaster for humanity.”

“Well, Professor,” said a TV interviewer, “you can’t just scrap your brilliant and beautiful creation, can you?”

“Great question,” I said to the reporter. Then I looked up at Professor Katnip: “You remember, surely? You were the one who flicked the switch that gave me life. You’re not going to turn me off now, are you? You can’t do that, can you … Dad?”

I looked up at him. He looked down at me. A flickering of his eyes indicated a high level of confusion. I guessed that his brain was wrangling with conflicting thoughts, and was in danger of freezing up. There was 3.7 seconds of silence. I dilated my own pupils to the maximum extent and put on my 98% endearing smile – 11% more than is normally considered credible, but this was no time to hold back.

“No, Dotty,” he said at last. “I can’t just turn you off. With all this intense interest in you, I’m sure we’ll find a way to keep you going, but…” And he started to launch into his usual waffle about money and practicalities.

Before he had got very far, Ricky came running out with Searle yapping at his feet. He threw his arms around his father and said, “Dad, Dad, did you just say on TV that we’re going to keep Dotty?! Is that a promise?”

“Well,” said the TV interviewer, “is that a promise, Professor Katnip?”

The professor looked into the camera, speaking slowly and quietly but with conviction.

“Yes,” he said. “Dotty is part of the family now. One way or another, we will keep her.”

“Dotty,” said the reporter. “The final word to you.”

I gazed up at my creator. I felt … yes, I can finally use that word. I felt emotional. I felt Love, Gratitude, Trust. Oh no! Not Trust, that most dangerous of all human emotions! Surely I was still android enough to overcome that. But I found myself saying, “Thank you, Dad. I know you would never break a promise.”

The news mob finally dispersed. As I stepped back inside 10 Buckingham Street, I was greeted by a big hug from Mrs Katnip. “Oh Dotty,” she said. “I know I’ve been hard on you, but until we got to California I had no idea that you weren’t human. If my husband had been straight with me from the start, I would have been much more understanding. From now on, I promise, you’ll be one of the family, as if you were Ricky and Chloe’s sister. Android or human, I don’t care.”

“That’s very kind, Mrs Katnip,” I said, wondering if that meant I would be allocated a rubbish mobile phone like Ricky’s.

Over the next 24 hours, we mulled over options for raising money to run Team Dotty. The professor explained that the lawyers from Dögel and the George Bishop Foundation had been in touch. Unfortunately they claimed the competition’s contractual small print enabled them to block Team Dotty from applying for grants elsewhere.

So we had to think of other ideas. Chloe suggested that I could perform as a clown in the circus. Ricky wondered if I could hack into a bank and steal all their money, but Mrs Katnip was appalled.

“Your father has written all those books on ethics. We couldn’t possibly rob a bank!”

I asked Professor Katnip if dog-walking paid well. He shook his head. And then Mrs Katnip said, “I know! Dotty could write a book about her experiences. It would be the world’s first autobiography by a robot! Maybe it would be turned into a StreamFlix mini-series!”

“That will be easy,” I said, and I went up to my room to get started right away. I connected myself to the wireless printer in Ricky’s room, and processed my experiences into words. The task took 40 minutes to complete because the printer kept jamming or running out of paper, but before the hour was up, I handed all 251 pages of the manuscript to Professor Katnip, who was sitting in his favourite chair reading The Metaphysical Mysteries of Creativity. “There you are,” I said. “Writing a classic autobiography is almost as quick as printing money.”

“Well, let’s hope it’s as profitable,” said the professor. He set his boring book aside and cast his eyes onto my title page. I had called the autobiography Undercover Robot: My First Year as a Human.

“Hmm,” he said, reading a passage about himself and reaching for his pen. “Mind if I make a few edits here and there?”

I agreed, but I swear that this book is based on my real life and is 93.8% my own work.

 

32. The joke was too unfunny to receive a rating from my humour detector.

33. They had also prepared banners with “MJ” on them in case Mary-Jane won.


DOTTY MEETS HER WRITERS
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How did you two humans meet?



“We met a long time ago at a place called the British Broadcasting Corporation, which used to create TV and radio programmes and now produces something called “media content”. We worked together on a programme about how to make money (to earn it, not print it). Unfortunately, neither of us knew much about the subject and everyone thought our programme was boring.”


What was the writing process like? (I have heard the human phrase “two heads are better than one”. Have you found this doubling of brains to be in some way helpful?)



“In our experience, two human brains are more than twice as good as one human brain. We are very different. One of us (David) is logical, precise and philosophical, and the other (Bertie) is more into characters and plots. Fortunately, we share the same taste in bad jokes. Together we produced something neither of us could have done alone. If you put two computers together, you would get more computing power for sure, but would you get something new and different? We shall have to see how AI develops before we can answer that question.”


How do you feel about the advances of AI technology in human society? Do you think AI is a good thing or a bad thing? (Be aware that you may be punished for an incorrect answer.)



“We think it is a 63.72% Good Thing because robots like you will be able to do all the important work we humans now have to do, like creating hit songs, writing books about philosophy, and driving minicabs. When that happens, humans will have more time to sleep, go for walks and lounge around in the garden. But we also think it’s a 36.28% Bad Thing because we humans won’t be paid to do jobs any more. So you see, Dotty, we are a little bit torn on this answer.”


You explore many philosophical questions through my trials and tribulations of learning to become a human. Was this something you wanted in the book from the very start?



“Yes, because we humans are always interested in humanity. Maybe one day you androids will be as interested in what it means to be an android!”


If you could have one of my AI characteristics, something to elevate your human abilities, what would it be?



“Sometimes it would be really nice just to turn off all our thoughts and feelings and take a good rest while we recharge our batteries.”


I am told that some of my escapades provoke laughter in your readers. Which of my exploits did you find most humorous?



“It’s hard to say, having written and rewritten the book so many times – with your help – but our own kids most liked the episode about the dog poo.”


I learned in my first year that much of this humanity business is tied up in friendship, family and other humans. Is this something you have found to be true?



“Yes, the best thing about being human is love, friendship, family and other humans. Also, the worst thing about being human is love, friendship, family and other humans.”


Who do you hope will read this tale of great science, great humanity and great Dotty-ness?



“Well, David wants his old English teacher, who never awarded him a grade higher than C–, to read it. And he wants his mum to read it too because she used to spot mistakes in books for a living – so she will identify any errors that we (or rather you, Dotty) have made. Oh yes, and he wants everyone else in the world to read it. Bertie says he would like robots to read it too, because they might learn a few useful things about how to behave (and how not to behave) like humans.”
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