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In all stories, critical items are in bold and underlined for the ease of the reader.  For each critical item, the 1st reference is always correct, the 2nd is neutral, and the 3rd is misleading; these references are separated by backslashes.   If the middle reference is a series of X’s, that means the neutral version involves no additional text (rather, the sentence should read fine without the inclusion of the correct or misinformation answers).  The reader should counterbalance fact framing across subjects, so that each item appears once per subject, in one format, but across subjects the items appear in all 3 frames.  As the stories will be archived as separate word documents, it will be easy for the reader to remove the bold/underlining formatting prior to using the materials in an experiment.  It will also be easy for the reader to remove references to the frames not used in a given version, and to create different versions of each story for counterbalancing purposes. For two of the nine stories, modified versions are included so that the reader may see how the stories may be changed to fit particular needs. 

The eleven word files are called:

1. art.doc  


(Art Thief)

2. bear.doc 


(A Bear Tale)

3. doctor.doc


(The Doctor Game)

4. inventor.doc


(Inventor)

5. inventor_modified.doc 
(Inventor modified to contain 18 critical items)

6. letters.doc


(Letters)

7. ocean.doc


(Ocean Voyage)

8. scouting.doc


(Scouting)

9. star.doc


(Summer Star Search)

10. star_modified.doc

(Summer Star Search modified to contain 18 items)

11. travel.doc


(Travel)

ART THIEF


People are always asking you questions like “How are you?” or “Having a nice day?” for which they don’t really want the real answers.  Instead they want stock, short, acceptable answers.  But sometimes your answer isn’t simple, and you just gotta tell the whole story.  I’m sitting in this seedy little bar in Paris, and you’ve just asked me why I’ve chosen to hang out in this particular bar. I can’t just answer “Because it’s close to my place” or “because the beer is cheap”, because neither is true and there’s a story to be told…  


I meet people wherever I go -- at parties, on planes, in book stores.  I get some great stories that way.  But nothing compares to the story I’m about to tell you -- it’s about a guy I meet last year when I was here in Paris for spring break.  So I wandered into this very bar, this little hole-in-the-wall kind of bar, because I was lost and I wanted someplace to read my guidebook away from the pickpockets.  I sat down next to this kinda scruffy looking guy who had obviously had way too much to drink, and he just started talking!


“Ah, my friend, the city! The lights! The people!  My American friend, can you believe we are in Paris?  I am from a fairly impressive city myself, the capital of Kentucky, Frankfort, / XXXXX / Lexington, -- but compared to this - nothing!”  


I glanced over at the guy, it was dark in the bar, like it is today.  I couldn’t really see him, and frankly I wasn’t very interested in what he had to say.  Why would I want to talk to an American in Paris?  A drunk, old American who looked like he hadn’t showered in a few days.  


The guy caught my glance.  “So, little American, you think I am nothing but a silly, pathetic tourist?  No, you are the tourist -- you are a student, correct?  Well, listen to me, and you can learn a thing or two.”  


I glanced around the bar, thinking maybe I should switch seats. But prep-school manners kept me politely seated next to the old American. 


“So, what do you do?” he asked me.  “Is your daddy paying for your trip?  Do you ever make any money for yourself?  Do you ever live dangerously, or do you just go to all the tourist sites and check things off your itinerary?”  He polished off another vodka shot and banged his glass down onto the bar.   I decided that maybe if I just ignored him he’d stop talking and meanwhile I’d just look up things in my guide book while finishing my drink. 


“Me, I am an art connoisseur.  I do what it takes to get myself pretty, interesting paintings, and then I appreciate them, fully, unlike all those silly people who go to the museums just because they feel like they should.  You have heard of the disappearance of Wood’s / the / Green’s American Gothic?  One of my favorite paintings, it looks so nice above my bed…  you look uneasy my friend.  Don’t worry.  I am not a thief.  I am not about to pick your pocket.  What, you compare me to that idiot whose convinces an old lady to part with her red ruby / XXXXX / amethyst ring?  


Definitely crazy, I decided.  Just my luck, to meet a crazy American in Paris. 


“But what is the most beautiful painting of them all?  The Mona Lisa, of course, and that is why I must have it for my home.”  He laughed at my look of disbelief. “You don’t believe me?  But you see, it was surprisingly simple.  There are natural tunnels under the museum, I just dug into one of them from the basement of a nearby building.  

The hard part, my friend, was getting the painting off the wall.  What made it all possible, though, was that no one believed that anyone would ever try to steal the Mona Lisa -- and when people assume something is impossible they are bound to overlook something.”  

The drunkard paused and considered me.  “You want to make some real money?  By yourself?”  he leaned closer and whispered into my ear.  His breath was foul.  “See what I will give you if you help me…”  with that, he reached into his pocket and produced a blue stone which glistened even in the dim light of the bar.  “it’s a sapphire.  It’s like the blue eye of a Siamese / XXXXX / Angora cat, no?”

I think he misinterpreted my silence as some kind of agreement or interest.

“Here’s what I need you to do.  Go to Heathrow airport in London / XXXXX / in Dublin and use my plane ticket to fly back to Kentucky.  That’s all.  I just need it to look as if I left Europe.  Then, if anyone should even think to track me, the last place they will look for me is here in Paris.  Or maybe I will travel round Europe.  There is so much beautiful art in Europe to see…  I would like to see that famous ceiling artwork of Michelangelo in the Sistene Chapel / XXXXX / in the Duomo, or maybe I will go see his “David” in Florence / XXXXX / in Rome.  Yes, that would be perfect -- Italy.  I’ve always wanted to go to Venice / Italy / Padua for a gondola ride….”  

He ended his reverie and looked sharply at me.  “What say you?  You want the sapphire?”

By this point in time I had finished my drink, settled my check, and figured out where I was headed next.  I had no more reason to sit listening to a crazy guy.  So I stood up, put my guidebook back in my backpack, and started towards the door.  But for a drunk, the old guy moved quickly -- before I was two steps away he had an incredibly firm grip on my upper right arm. 

“You arrogant little American” he hissed.  “You don’t believe a word I’ve said.  You probably think I’m a crazy carting around a blue paperweight.  I was being nice -- offering you a chance for a little excitement and you walk out on me.”  His grip on my arm tightened, it was actually painful. “Before you go, my friend, I ask you to look in this shopping bag.”

He pointed with his foot to a dirty shopping bag under his bar stool.  I hadn’t noticed it before.  I shook his grip off, and just so he’d leave me alone, I looked in the shopping bag. What I saw was a gun.  After I stared at that for thirty seconds, I realized he actually wanted me to look at something else -- a rolled up piece of parchment.  All I could see was that it was an oil painting, with greeny-golds at the edges.  But surely it couldn’t be… 

I don’t know how long I just stood there with the open shopping bag in my hands.  Suddenly the air was pierced with the sound of sirens, the old man brusquely grabbed the shopping bag away from me, and I was alone. 

The next day I eagerly bought a newspaper -- no art theft.  Nor the next day, or the day after that.  I had classified it all in mind as a hoax on the old man’s part until I got home to New York City.  Waiting on my doorstep was a box addressed to me, and it contained the sapphire paperweight with a note attached:  “I forgive you my friend for your lack of imagination.  Thanks for listening to an old man.  Now do something exciting with this cat’s eye.  I’ve given you the real thing, unlike what I left them in the Louvre.”  

I don’t know how the old man got my address or even my name.  I don’t know what to think about the Mona Lisa currently sitting in the Louvre.  All I know for sure is that he sent me a sapphire which I sold for $50,000 -- enough to pay off the rest of my college tuition but instead I used it to take a trip around the world, I’m doing something exciting like the old guy said -- and that’s how I’ve come to be here in this bar talking to you.  Revisiting the scene of the crime, so to speak. 

A BEAR TALE


Joe and Hank were ready for an outdoor adventure.  They both lived and worked in Anchorage, Alaska -- a surprisingly urban place.  Somehow they had lost the Alaskan dream of living off the land and  instead had become businessmen who supervised the processing and canning of Alaskan salmon (caught by real Alaskans off the coast of the Kenai Peninsula).  Joe and Hank both drove sedans (no dog-sleds or pick-up trucks or even SUV’s) and they lived in identical raised ranch three-bedroom homes complete with indoor plumbing.  In short, Hank and Joe were glaring transplants from the lower 48 and not Alaskans at all – a situation which actually made them feel inferior at times to the buff fisherman who sold them salmon.  Originally Hank thought they could be like Ahab / XXXXX / Bligh, the sea captain in Moby Dick, and go hunt a whale.  When he figured out that it would be too hard for them to do alone, Hank decided they were going to have a real Alaskan hunting experience, so that they could decorate their homes with bearskin rugs and moose antlers.  The end result was that Hank rented a glider for them to get into the real wildness, the backcountry (and he chose this mode because no pilot’s license was required to fly an engine-less plane--obviously Hank and Joe were not the sort of guys to have pilot’s licenses). 


So the two adventurers set off one fine Saturday morning for their four-day hunting trip.   Being February, they needed to leave early in the day as the sun would set by 2 pm.  In retrospect, it was not the best time of year to schedule a hunting trip in Alaska.  The temperatures were hovering around negative 30 degrees, there was only about six hours of light per day, and then there was the snow factor -- Anchorage itself had already accumulated almost two feet of snow, there was bound to be more in the backcountry, and the local weatherman had predicted another 10-15 inches of snow for that weekend.  But fortunately (or perhaps unfortunately), Joe and Hank were not the kinds of guys to pay attention to weather reports or to worry about problems (and thus they lacked the foresight to pack snowshoes), and thus their enthusiasm for the trip remained high.  


Hank the pack-rat saved every map (and every other piece of paper) that he ever came across.  So he had happily produced a weather-beaten, slightly torn piece of paper with a map of the Denali area, where a real Alaskan had once set an exciting hunting story (actually, the real Alaskan’s story was inaccurate -- it could not have taken place in Denali as Denali is a national park and thus hunting is not allowed.  But Joe and Hank were unaware of this detail, and so blissfully continued on their way).  


Joe, a nervous flier, started anxiously every time the small plane hit a bump.  


“Gee, Hank, I hope you know what you’re doing.”  Joe managed, just as the plane hit a particularly bumpy patch of air.  “Watch it!  Who do you think you are, some great flier like Post / XXXXX / Lindbergh, the first guy to fly solo around the world?”  


Hank ignored these comments, and simply continued to watch the scenery passing beneath them as they traveled towards their destination.  To distract Joe, Hank made a few idle comments about his wife’s reaction to the proposed trip.


“Susan had no interested in coming -- she thinks we’re crazy.  She said she hoped you didn’t shoot me by accident.  Then she said she hoped I’d be lucky enough to bag a deer so we can have some venison / meat / veal for dinner some night soon.”  Hank sighed as he thought of his wife’s under-estimation of their outdoor skills. 

“Deer!” responded Joe.   “Who the heck wants a deer?  What I want is to bag a bear!”

Hank groaned over this display of ignorance.  “It’s winter you fool!  The bears are hibernating / not around / migrating  -- they’re all asleep!”


 Joe looked disappointed.  “whatcha mean -- no bears?”


Hank nodded firmly and tried to look knowledgeable.  “We’re looking for dear.  Maybe moose. NOT bears.  It’s the wrong time of year.  The only bears out now are the really old ones who can’t get enough fat on them to go to sleep for the winter.  And those are mean bears -- they’re starving and they’ll do anything to eat.  Let me tell you a story…”  and with that, Hank promptly told the real Alaskan’s Denali story as if it were his own.  


By some miracle, Hank successfully landed the plane in the wilderness.  The two men set up their tent and laid out their gear in a clearing.  They then poured over the map to try and locate the spots marked with an X as being good places to spot wildlife.  The problem was they weren’t even sure how to locate their current location on the old map. 


Joe gave in to his frustration first.  “Beats me when that darn cartographer / map maker / geographer  was last here  -- or maybe he was never here at all -- ‘cause this map sure as heck doesn’t match what’s here.  What are we going to do?”


Hank was still staring intently at the map and didn’t answer. 


Joe stomped around the clearing kicking at tree stumps.  “Why are you looking at the sky?” he asked Hank. 


“Weeell,  I was just wondering if we could figure out our location using the stars -- it won’t be too long before it’s dark you know.”


“Via the stars?!  Are you crazy?  Do you even know where the North Star, Polaris, / XXXXX / Orion, is?”  You’ll probably see Sputnik / XXXXX / Mir, the first artificial satellite, put up by the Russians, and think that that’s the North Star. ”


Hank again deigned to reply and returned to studying the map.  “Hey -- there are caves listed on here!  That might be fun to look at!”


“Caves!  Caves are dark and full of nasty things like bats.  Whatcha think you are, a explorer?”  Joe paused for a moment and thought.  “But maybe we could shoot some sleeping bears, don’t bears sleep in caves?”  he looked excitedly at Hank, who was once again fixated on the map.  


“Shut up and let me look at this thing” mumbled Hank. 


Irritated, Joe once again began pacing around the clearing (actually, he was more stumbling than pacing because of the large snow drifts).   Suddenly he stopped because his attention was caught by some movement in a clump of trees at the Northern end of the clearing.  There was a rustling noise too.  Joe froze, all of his attention fixated on the shape slowly coming into focus -- a bear. 


The bear was the scrawniest bear he’d ever seen.  Its fur was mottled and covered with burrs and mud; there were bare patches where all the hair had fallen out.  It was a sorry specimen of a bear, but all Joe saw was a BEAR, with squinty yellowish eyes and lots of teeth.  Joe looked at the bear, and the bear looked at Joe.  

“Hannnnnk…” whispered Joe.  “It’s a bear.”


“What?” said Hank loudly.  “I can’t hear you, you fool, you have to speak up.”


“BEAR! BEAR! BEAR!”  yelled Joe at the top of his lungs, pointing to the bear, which was now standing on his hind legs, waving its front clawed paws at the two men. 


“AAAAAAh!!!” responded Hank, and as if they had agreed aloud, both men promptly dropped their guns, turned, and ran.  They ran and ran and ran, until they could run no longer (and since neither man was in good shape, they didn’t run very far, so that when they turned around they could still see the bear).  The bear had lost interest in the two men, because it had found something better.  Joe and Hank, not being knowledgeable about the woods, had failed to store their food in bear-proof containers.  So the bear happily sat in the campsite and gorged itself on all of their food.  After a 20 minute snack, the beer snorted and trundled back into the woods from where it had come.  


Hank and Joe cautiously returned to their campsite.  Everything was destroyed.  The tent was knocked over, their gear was scattered across the clearing.  Even their clothing had been shredded, probably because they needed washing and thus smelled of food.  All the food was gone, except for a moldy plum that Joe had been saving because he had hoped to dry it into a prune / dried fruit or something edible / a date.  Given the state of their campsite, the two would-be hunters had no choice but to return to Anchorage with nothing but a story to show for their shortened adventure.  Given that they couldn’t get the engine-less plane off the ground, they were forced to call the park service on their cell phones, and submit to a long ride out of the park by an annoyed 19-year-old ranger who fined them for bringing guns into the park.  


It was a number of years before Hank and Joe went on another hunting trip, and when they finally did they went on a special package trip guided by a real Alaskan.  They finally came back successful with antlers to mount and display.  For what they had learned in the interim was that no one believed their bear tale from their first trip, because they had no bearskin rug to show for it.  Instead, the standard reaction was “there’s no bears out in February, you fool! What the heck kind of story is that?”  Thus the moral of the story is that unless a hunting tale is backed up by a tail (or antlers or fur or some other animal part), it remains a tale and not a truth.  

THE DOCTOR GAME

Ever since I was a little kid, I’ve wanted to be a doctor.  My favorite toy was the Fisher-Price doctor kit, the one with the plastic stethoscope and the blood-pressure unit with the dial that really moved.  I was always busy making prescriptions -- creating pills out of cheerios and ketchup, or tonics out of grape juice and milk.  My little sister (always the patient, never the doctor) dutifully swallowed all these concoctions until my Mother found out about it.   She was quite firm about what she thought about my practice:

“What do you think you’re doing young lady?  You’re going to make your little sister sick with all that junk!  Who do you think you are, Florence Nightingale / XXXXX / Clara Barton?” 

  Such comments stung, not because my Mother disapproved of my prescriptions, but because she dared compare me to nurses, and I did not want to be a nurse -- I wanted to be a doctor. 

So years later I felt vindicated when I was finally admitted to medical school.  I had been so afraid that I wouldn’t get in, because I had no clinical experience (I could hardly count my experiences with my sister).  Instead, following the advice of my advisor, I had focused on taking serious science courses and doing medical research.   Because of this, I wasn’t sure which area of medicine I wanted to focus on, but I wasn’t worried as I figured I’d have plenty of time to figure it out while doing my rotations.  People always asked, though, and offered lots of advice. 

If my Father was around, he’d state  “Plastic surgery -- that’s where the money is.  That’s where our little girl is going.” 

“Pediatrics” sighed my mother.  “She’s always loved helping children.  Just look how she used to take care of her little sister.”

“Yeah, right,” snorted my teenage sister.  She thought for a moment.  “I know!  Be a dermatologist / skin doctor / pathologist and be the hero of all teenagers with acne everywhere!”  

My family was useless…  they were just not the right people to discuss this with.  

Finally, it was the night before my first day at medical school.  I was plagued with insomnia / an inability to sleep / narcolepsy, I just couldn’t get to sleep no matter how hard I tried.  So I took a sleeping tablet, which put me to sleep but meant that I had the hardest time getting up in the morning.  And I had to go to my first day of classes with a headache, the kind of headache that makes you feel just nauseous.  It’s hard to tell whether that was because of the sleeping tablet or my nervousness. 

It turned out we didn’t do much on the first day.  We took an oath -- At first I was confused because I thought we were taking the famous doctor’s oath named after that Greek doctor Hippocrates / XXXXX / Socrates, but of course that’s for real doctors only.  And we, as first-year (first-day!) medical students were at the absolute bottom of the totem pole, no where near the status of real doctors.   The only other thing of importance was that we met our classmates, and we were assigned a partner for anatomy lab.  My partner, Julie, was from someplace small, I think the capital of Delaware, Dover / XXXXX / Wilmington, and her experience was the opposite of mine -- she’d worked on rescue squads for years, and had recently gone back to school for the requisite chemistry and physics.  

Besides anatomy, we took a class on physiology, where we learned about things like the liquid portion of blood, plasma / XXXXX / platelets, and we had a practical class that basically involved following real doctors around and observing.  We weren’t allowed to do anything, not even help the nurses.  Different doctors led the group periodically, so that we’d get as much exposure as possible to different fields of medicine.  Sometimes the medical school apparently even convinced famous visiting doctors to talk to us --an older student told me that once the group was led by Barnard, / XXXXX / Barnes, the first doctor to do a heart transfer.  But most of the time it was self-important doctors from our local hospital, annoyed that they had to spend an hour or two with such young students.  

The small-group practical class was most students’ favorite -- after all, it was our only escape from large lecture class, textbooks, and memorization, and it was our only exposure to real patients.  It was not without work -- you were supposed to read up on the field before doing rounds with the doctor, and he or she would quiz you, making sure to ask each of the students at least one question so everyone could get a grade. It quickly became my most dreaded two hours of the week.  The problem, for me, was that there wasn’t any reading in particular assigned, rather you were simply supposed to be familiar with the field.  I was excellent at memorizing material, and at taking tests, but I was miserable at figuring out what the relevant to-be-remembered material was if it was not tightly contained in a series of textbook pages.  So I never felt prepared for the practical class, and I felt uncomfortable relying on my instincts (rather than some memorized fact) when answering questions in this setting.   My anatomy partner Julie, on the other hand, excelled in this forum whereas she had a much harder time in the formal classes.  We turned out to be a good pair. 

One morning we were walking around with Dr. Smith in the pediatrics ward.  He was a grumpy older man who had little patience when we made stupid comments.  This particular morning I had been spared his wrath by stammering out the correct definition of a medical term when asked.  I had thought the week’s ordeal was over when Dr. Smith suddenly veered into a private room marked ‘Contagious.’  

A small girl was sitting up in the bed, singing to herself while playing with a doll.  She looked up at us with interest when we entered.  The child looked flushed with fever, and she was covered with red, scabby spots, and periodically was scratching herself.  

Dr. Smith looked pleased. “You!”  he pointed at me (he couldn’t be bothered to learn any of our names).  “What’s wrong with this little girl?”

My throat felt dry.  I heard a ringing in my ears.  How could he possibly expect me, a mere first-semester medical student, to diagnose what was wrong with her?  I couldn’t speak, even after taking a deep breath. 

“Well?”  he demanded, tapping his foot. 

“Smallpox!”  he declared triumphantly.  “What do you say to that?”

My relief was great at having been spared the diagnosis, and I had to say something, anything.  

“I know Jenner / who / Salk invented the smallpox vaccine!”  I whispered. 

“Exactly!”  he roared.

I felt pleasure for about five seconds. 

“EXACTLY!  This is my point!  You don’t think before you speak!  You’re too busy trying to pull out some fact rather than make your best guess based on the available evidence.  THINK!  If there is a vaccine, which you obviously know, then why would this little girl have smallpox?  Why didn’t you question me when I said this?  Why not suggest inside the most common of childhood illnesses?  You’d think almost anyone would recognize a case of chicken pox!” 

I wanted to sink into the floor.  Class continued for another twenty minutes, but it felt like an eternity.  I couldn’t wait to leave the hospital. 

On my way out, I heard someone calling my name.  Turning, I blanched when I saw Dr. Smith. 

“I’m glad I caught you” he said, puffing a little as he caught up with me.  “I’ve been wanting to talk with you.  Perhaps you thought I was unfair at today’s meeting.”  He paused, I said nothing and stared at the floor.  “You see, I know how well you are doing in your courses.  You’ll sail through medical school no problem.  But practicing medicine is very different from excelling in your courses.  There is no such thing as a textbook case, you always are thinking and guessing and moving away from the solid facts you know.  If you can’t do this, you can’t practice medicine.  I’m just trying to help you with that.”  

Dr. Smith (I swear his eyes twinkled!) grabbed my hand, shook it, and bounded off into the elevator. 

I’d be lying if I told you I changed overnight as a result of this experience.  But I realized Dr. Smith had a point.  I started to think more about the implications of what I read, and to spend a little extra time on the wards before the practical class so at least I’d have a better idea about some intelligent questions for the doctors.  The funny thing is, now that I’m a second-semester medical student, and taking all lecture courses and no practical classes -- I miss the practical! And it’s a good thing, because I want to practice medicine and not just write about it!  

INVENTOR


In the fall of 1952, Billy was ten years old and in Ms. Pringle’s fifth grade class.  October 27th began as a normal Friday -- everyone was talking about their weekend plans, and planning their costumes for the upcoming Halloween parties.  But everything changed for Billy when Ms. Pringle made her announcement:


“Boys and girls!  Your attention please!  I have exciting news.”  She paused, waiting for the students’ full attention.  “I’m happy to announce that this year’s science fair will be held just three short weeks from today.”  She held up her hand to stop the groans that emitted from the children.  “Now class, you know this can be fun.  To help motivate you, we have a special prize this year -- the winner of the science fair will get his or her own chemistry kit to use at home!”


Ms. Pringle moved on to other topics.  But Billy, slumped down in his seat, was unable to stop thinking about the science fair.  “Oh no” he thought  “whatever am I going to do?”   It wasn’t that Billy disliked science, but he was afraid of his dad’s reaction to the news of a science competition.  Billy’s dad simply loved science fairs, because he loved building crazy inventions.  

Last year Billy’s father built an telegraph that made an annoying and very loud beep every time a new signal was sent.  “I know the telegraph was invented long ago by Samuel Morse / XXXXX / Alexander Graham Bell, but this is a telegraph for the 90s!” his father had boomed.  Billy’s pleas about the beep went unheeded -- his father was adamant about keeping the beep in, because otherwise it was not a new invention. Although Billy’s father was an inventor, it had never been established that he was a good inventor. “The beep makes it interesting and creative,” his father said.  “Yes, yes, I know” Billy agreed with his father, but deep down he was sort of embarrassed to show up with all this fancy contraption he didn’t know anything about.  And the beep- that beep was horrible and it made everyone stare at him.

 Billy had thought about telling his father that he was embarrassed, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.  Besides, he had known what his father would say- “Embarrassed?!  Why in the world would you be embarrassed by new inventions?  Sure, I know it’s scary to show the world something it has never seen before, but you should be proud!  Like when the Theory of Relativity was proposed by Einstein / XXXXX / by Newton, or when Franklin / it was / Edison discovered that lightening was electricity - those inventors were so proud they could hardly wait to tell the world about it!  And Fulton / that guy / Whitney was so happy with the steamboat he created, he gave it a name, the Clermont.  Even Curie / a chemist / Pasteur got to name the chemical element after discovering it--what’s it called, radium?”  “Hey, Billy, maybe you and me should come up with a name for your telegraph.  What do you think- Jezebel?  Mugsy?”  His dad just didn’t get it.  

Later that afternoon, Billy was debating over whether or not to tell his Dad about the science fair. He weighed his Dad’s happiness against his own embarrassment and decided that he just couldn’t keep the science fair a secret.   In all honesty, Billy loved to see his Dad so excited about something, and over the years, he had come to realize that one of the reasons his Dad loved it so much was because he viewed it as quality time with his son. 

“So, Dad, my teacher announced today that the science fair is in three weeks, and the winner gets a chemistry kit” mumbled Billy during dinner that night.  “It has lots of cool stuff, even some mercury / XXXXX / some silicon, the only metal that’s a liquid at room temperature.”

“Next month!”  Billy’s father’s eyes lit up, “we have so much to do!  Hey, Billy, what do you want your project to be?  I was thinking of playing around with the good ole invention of dynamite.  What do think?  It’s kind of flashy, huh?  The kind of project that will be really be noticed and earn you the prize.”  

Billy’s Dad noticed the look of horror on his son’s face. “Why are you looking so grim, son?  It’ll be exciting- like the first time a pilot flew his plane at Kitty Hawk!  You’ll be the first kid ever to have dynamite in his science fair project!”  

Over the next two weeks, Billy’s Dad was busy.  The whole basement was taken over by the project, and signs reading “KEEP OUT” and “TOP SECRET” hung all over the place.  “You’d think they were developing the atomic bomb down there!” joked Billy’s Mom, making reference to the World War II Manhattan / XXXXX / Los Alamos Project.

After a minor explosion in the basement resulted in broken windows, Billy’s mom vetoed the dynamite project.  He moved on to trying to make a new scent using ambergris / XXXXX / the epidermis, the part of the whale traditionally used to make perfume.  He thought he could make it smell better than any brand name perfume, but after smelling it once Billy’s mom sent him back to the drawing board.

Finally, Billy’s dad emerged triumphant, pushing a rather unwieldy device mounted on what used to be the lawnmower.  It was huge.  It was ugly. Billy had no idea what it was.  

“Do you like it?” Billy’s dad couldn’t stop beaming.

“Well… Dad, I don’t know what it is.”  Billy confessed. 

“It’s a copy machine!”  His Dad picked up a picture, and inserted it into the machine.  The machine emitted some smoke, and out the other side came, sure enough, a copy of the original picture. 

“But Dad, why is this any better than carbon paper?” asked Billy timidly.

“It’s the wave of the future!  It could be modified to make more than 1 copy easily!  It can copy anything!  It doesn’t use special paper!”  yelled his dad. Billy quickly began to praise the ugly, large object, thus appeasing his father.  

Thus the copy machine went to the science fair with Billy.  It didn’t win a prize. The only result was that Billy’s dad loved it so much that he bought stock in an upstart company called Xerox, which had introduced a copy machine in 1948.  By 1961, the company was a roaring success, and Billy’s dad was rich.  Up until his death, Billy’s father loved nothing more than to tell the story of his own copy machine, and how with it he himself joined the ranks of scorned scientists who turned out to be right. 

INVENTOR (modified version containing more items)


It was a crisp fall day, Billy was ten years old and in Ms. Pringle’s fifth grade class.  The day began as a normal Friday -- everyone was talking about their weekend plans, and planning their costumes for the upcoming Halloween parties.  But everything changed for Billy when Ms. Pringle made her announcement:


“Boys and girls!  Your attention please!  I have exciting news.”  She paused, waiting for the students’ full attention.  “I’m happy to announce that this year’s science fair will be held just three short weeks from today.”  She held up her hand to stop the groans from the children.  “Now class, you know this can be fun.  To help motivate you, we have a special prize this year -- the winner of the science fair will win a trip to the national contest, which will be held in Dover / XXXXX  / Wilmington, the capital of Delaware.  And the winner of that contest will get to go the international science fair in Moscow / XXXXX / St. Petersberg,  the capital of Russia!”  


Ms. Pringle moved on to other topics.  But Billy, slumped down in his seat, was unable to stop thinking about the science fair.  “Oh no” he thought  “whatever am I going to do?”   It wasn’t that Billy disliked science, but he was afraid of his dad’s reaction to the news of a science competition.  Billy’s dad simply loved science fairs, because he also loved building crazy inventions.  

Last year Billy’s father built an telegraph that made an annoying and very loud beep every time a new message was sent.  “I know the telegraph was invented long ago by Morse / XXXXX / by Alexander Graham Bell, but this is a telegraph for today!” his father had boomed.  Billy’s pleas about the beep were ignored -- his father was adamant about keeping the beep in, because otherwise it was not a new invention. Although Billy’s father was an inventor, it had never been established that he was a good inventor. “The beep makes it interesting and creative,” his father said.  “Yes, yes, I know” Billy agreed, but deep down he was sort of embarrassed to show up with this fancy contraption he didn’t know anything about.  It also didn’t help when Billy’s mother painted the contraption the same blue as their Siamese / XXXXX  / angora cat’s eyes.  And the beep- that beep was horrible and it made everyone stare at him.  

 Billy had thought about telling his father that he was embarrassed, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it.  Besides, he had known what his father would say- “Embarrassed?!  Why in the world would you be embarrassed by new inventions?  Sure, I know it’s scary to show the world something it has never seen before, but you should be proud!  Like when the Theory of Relativity was proposed by Einstein / XXXXX / by Newton, or when Franklin / it was / Edison discovered that lightening was electricity - those inventors were so proud they could hardly wait to tell the world about it!  And Fulton / that one inventor / Eli Whitney was so happy with the steamboat he created, he gave it a name, the Clermont.  Even Curie / a chemist / Pasteur got to name that chemical element after discovering it--what’s it called, radium?”  

Hey, Billy, maybe you and me should come up with a name for your telegraph.  What do you think- Jezebel?  Mugsy?”  His dad just didn’t get it.  

Later that afternoon, Billy was debating over whether or not to tell his Dad about the science fair. He weighed his Dad’s happiness against his own embarrassment and decided that he just couldn’t keep the science fair a secret.   In all honesty, Billy loved to see his Dad so excited about something, and over the years, he had come to realize that one of the reasons his Dad loved it so much was because he viewed it as quality time with his son.  But also Billy’s Dad loved the idea of he or Billy becoming famous - another of his favorite sermons consisted mainly of statements like “All you have to do is work hard, be the first, and then everyone will remember you.  Everyone remembers Florence Nightingale as / XXXXX / Clara Barton as the founder of nursing or how Hilary / that explorer / Scott climbed Everest first or how Bannister / that athlete / Owens ran the first sub-four-minute mile.  Their exploits have been repeated in history - but they were the first.  Just be the first, Billy.”  
“So, Dad, my teacher announced today that the science fair is in three weeks, and the winner gets a trip” mumbled Billy during dinner that night. 

“Next month!”  Billy’s father’s eyes lit up, “we have so much to do!  Hey, Billy, what do you want your project to be?  I was thinking of playing around with Nobel’s / the / Jefferson’s  good ole invention of dynamite.  What do think?  It’s kind of flashy, huh?  The kind of project that will really be noticed and earn you the prize.”  

Billy’s Dad noticed the look of horror on his son’s face. “Why are you looking so grim?  Would you rather dabble in medical research instead?  Be like Jenner / the doctor / Salk who invented the smallpox vaccine, or Dr. Barnard / the doctor / Dr. Barnes who did the first heart transplant?  Unfortunately, boy, I’m out of my league there, we’ll have to stick to often-fashioned gadgets.”  

Over the next two weeks, Billy’s Dad was busy.  The whole basement was taken over by the project, and signs reading “KEEP OUT” and “TOP SECRET” hung all over the place.  “You’d think they were developing the atomic bomb down there!” joked Billy’s Mom, making reference to the World War II Manhattan / Bomb / Los Alamos Project.

After a minor explosion in the basement resulted in broken windows, Billy’s mom vetoed the dynamite project. 

Finally, Billy’s dad emerged triumphant, pushing a rather unwieldy device mounted on what used to be the lawnmower.  It was huge.  It was ugly. It appeared to be made primarily of balsa, / XXXXX / plywood, the lightest wood known. Billy had no idea what it was.  

“Do you like it?” Billy’s dad couldn’t stop beaming.

“Well… Dad, I don’t know what it is.”  Billy confessed. 

“It’s a copy machine!”  His Dad picked up a picture, and inserted it into the machine.  The machine emitted some smoke, and out the other side came, sure enough, a copy of the original picture. 

“But Dad, why is this any better than carbon paper?” asked Billy timidly.

“It’s the wave of the future!  It could be modified to make more than 1 copy easily!  It can copy anything!  It doesn’t use special paper!”  yelled his dad. Billy quickly began to praise the ugly, large object, and so pleasing his father.  

Thus the copy machine went to the science fair with Billy.  It didn’t win a prize. The winner was a smaller variation of the classic Japanese stove for outdoor cooking, the hibachi / XXXXX / Raku.  “Totally useless,” grumbled Billy’s dad.  “And what about the second place winner?  What use is a model of a cyclone occurring over land - you can’t invent a tornado / cyclone / hurricane.”
The main result was that Billy’s dad loved his invention so much that he bought stock in an upstart company called Xerox, which had introduced a copy machine.  The company became a roaring success, and Billy’s dad was rich.  Up until his death, Billy’s father loved nothing more than to tell the story of his own copy machine, and how with it he himself joined the ranks of scorned scientists who turned out to be right. 

LETTERS

I recently bought a big old farmhouse in the Ohio Valley that dated to the 1850’s.  It had been uninhabited since the previous owner had died more than twenty years ago, and although it was structurally sound it desperately needed a lot of work.  I had a fair amount of repairs done before I moved in, but I was eager to be involved in the process myself so the restoration was only half-way finished when I moved in.  One of the first jobs I tackled was going through several musty rooms filled with old junk (which I was now the proud owner of).  While I had visions of unearthing fabulous antiques, most of what I found was hideous broken furniture, bad art, pottery shards, and filth -- dirt, dust bunnies, cobwebs, mice nests, mold, and rotting leaves and papers.  

I found one priceless treasure. 

In an old trunk pushed into a corner, I found a small pile of brittle letters carefully tied together with a faded ribbon.  The first letter read as follows: 






July 3, 1863

Dear Clara, 

Today was horrifying beyond belief. General Meade / The General / General Grant  led us into battle at Gettysburg, where we allegedly beat Lee’s army.  But it seemed to me that our losses were very heavy.  All around me men were injured and dying.  I will spare you the details, except to tell you what happened to Fred Jones’ boy -- I fear his name will come up on the lists of missing or wounded, alarming his parents.  Young Ted was injured in the battle, he was wasn’t shot but rather his gun kicked back into his collarbone

-- so luckily he suffered only a broken clavicle / bone / humerus. 

I’ll end here as there is nothing else good to write about.  I look forward to hearing about the concert at the Watson’s.  Tell me how your petunia bed is faring. 

Love,

Hank

I confess my interest was caught by the unknown Hank and Clara, whom I was already picturing as a young engaged couple whose lives had been interrupted by the Civil War.   Although not all of the letters were still legible, I consumed those that were.  










July 4, 1863

Dear Clara, 

Independence Day!  How I wish I were celebrating by sharing a picnic with you, rather than hanging around camp with the other survivors.  Although we are not fighting today, we are still subjected to the agonies of the injured.  The doctors are busy cutting into their hapless victims.  Most will die regardless.  I cannot believe my luck in having escaped unscathed.  

I hope I will be reunited with you soon,

Hank










August 1, 1863

Dear Clara, 

Thanks for the news from home.  I’m sure your spinach pie was much better than you thought.  And surely Mrs. Williams did not mean to insult by saying it was ‘interesting’.   I can’t tell you how much I would love some of that pie right now!


I’m shocked to hear that your father let you see Brady’s / those / Adam’s photographs of Gettysburg.  I have heard they are quite horrifying, although I still maintain that mere photographs cannot capture battle fully.  There would be no noise, for example -- and you cannot possibly imagine the noise of battle.  Men yelling, men screaming, bullets whistling, horses shrieking, cannons firing -- and all at a volume your ears can not imagine -- many, many decibels / times / amperes  louder than anything you have ever experienced. 

Too much writing about war, I apologize. Instead let me tell you how much comfort I receive from looking at your picture every night, and from reading and re-reading your precious letters. 

Love,

Hank










September 15, 1863

My Dear Clara,

Please tell Mrs. McKnight that I am sorry, but I have not seen her son.  You can decide whether or not to tell her anything more -- for all I have are my intuitions, not facts. Based on when I last saw him, I suspect strongly that he was part of a company that was ambushed by rebels last month.  If only they had had someone like Revere / the person / Hancock, who warned the people in the Revolutionary War that the British were coming.  If ambushed, he was probably either killed or sent to the largest of the Confederate prisons, Andersonville / XXXXX / Chancellorsville.   But it so difficult these days to know what to think when one stops seeing a man -- so many men disappear -- some have been killed or captured, some have deserted, and some are merely transferred. 

Are you taking good care of yourself?

Love,

Hank

Several illegible letters followed the one dated 9/15/63, all very short.  The final legible letter read: 










April 15, 1865

Clara!  Someone, maybe an actor named Booth / XXXXX / named Oswald, has killed Lincoln!  I must remain in Washington until the capital feels secure again.  

Ever Yours,

Hank

I searched the rest of the trunk, but could not find another letter anywhere.  There was nothing to explain the gaps in the dates on the letters, or to tell me how Hank ended up in Washington, or even if the couple was ever reunited.   

Over the next few days I did everything I could to figure out the puzzle of Hank and Clara, hampered of course by the fact that I knew nothing other than a few dates and two first names.  I was more intrigued by these people who had really experienced the Civil War than by the plight of Clark Gable and / XXXXX / Cary Grant and Vivian Leigh in Gone with the Wind!    

I kept drawing a blank until one day I drove by the local cemetery.  Inspired, I wandered inside, and made my way to the oldest part of the graveyard, where the stones were falling down and the inscriptions had been blurred by time and weather.  Following a brief search, I found matching gravestones under an elm tree for Corporal Hank Lemond, 1843-1903, and devoted wife Clara Temple Lemond, 1845-1907.  I never did any more searching for information on Hank and Clara, even though it would have been easy on the internet.  Instead, I was satisfied with these stones as evidence that they had survived the war and lived their lives together, and I was happy imagining what their lives might have been like.  Sometimes, as noted by Hank in his letters, it is preferable not to know what really happened.  

OCEAN VOYAGE

When Frank suggested I join him on a cruise, I was picturing something from a Carnival ad:  you know, big ship, lots of polite waiters in white, dinners that require semi-formal spangled gowns.  Then he told me that it would be a private cruise, on his own personal boat.  Even better -- a man with his own yacht!  So of course I agreed to go.  I spent the time leading up to the cruise purchasing new swimsuits and working on my tan -- I wanted to look good when lying out on a recliner! 

The big day arrived.  I flew into Martha’s Vineyard, where Frank’s yacht was docked.  I could barely contain my excitement on the flight, I’d never been on a cruise before and I just knew it would be fantastic.  I brought my passport, just in case (I didn’t know where we were going, Frank was going to surprise me -- but I assumed we’d be heading south down to Miami Beach and then someplace exotic in the Caribbean).  

Frank met my flight, and we headed straight to the docks.  Why waste time in the Northeast when you can go South?   So, I scanned  the boats, trying to figure out which one is his.  Just when I decided this great big white and shiny one called The Palace must be his, he stopped at the dinkiest, dirtiest, little tub.  

“Here she is!  I wanted to name her the Atlantis / XXXXX / the Pompeii  after the mythical island that sunk into the sea, but instead she’s the Mayflower, / XXXXX / the Godspeed, unfortunately named after the pilgrim’s boat --  my Grandmother chose it, she’s a direct descendent, and you can’t argue with she who holds the purse strings!”  chuckling, Frank jumped onto the rat-trap and started whistling away as he hoisted the sails. 

So I was just standing on the dock, staring, and my mind was whirling.  I just couldn’t believe Frank expected me to climb onto that dirty vessel, which besides being filthy didn’t even look particularly sturdy.   And, I felt rather disillusioned about Frank himself -- apparently he wasn’t as successful as I thought if this crummy thing was his boat, and he didn’t even buy it for himself!  Part of me wanted to march right back to the airport and fly back to Boston, but I kept thinking about how I told everyone at work what a fabulous private cruise I was going to have with a special, wealthy, eligible bachelor.  Plus I worked so hard on my tan!

To make a long story short, I got on the boat and ended up sitting in the cabin for hours while Frank prepared the boat.  There didn’t seem to be any crew, just Frank.  Which made me uneasy, both because I’d never been alone with him before and also because I didn’t know if he knew what he was doing!   So, I was just killing time in this dank, dark cabin that wasn’t as nice as the inside of a VW bus.  It was tiny, with 2 berths, and it looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in months.  Rather than deal with this though, I touched up my manicure.  Then I did my toenails.  Then I poked around in Frank’s stuff, which didn’t take long because he didn’t have much stuff.  Finally I just laid down on a bunk, read Vogue, and drifted off to sleep. 

When I awoke, it was late (either that or the porthole was completely black with grime).  The boat was rocking gently.  It was actually rather pleasant.  I was about to let it rock me back to sleep when the door opened and Frank came (he’s not a big man but he had to duck to get through that tiny door).  He looked completely pleased with himself and he started rambling about the sea and I was just too sleepy to follow his conversation.  He kept talking, and I was so sleepy that I was sure I must have misheard him --

“Frank -- wait, slow down, I’m half-asleep.  What did you say?  What was that reference to Greenland?”

“I’m describing the course to you.  First stop will be Halifax, then New Foundland, then up to Greenland, then Iceland” 

I think he would have kept going except I interrupted again.  

“WHAT?  Halifax??  Where is Halifax??  What happened to Miami Beach?”  I shrieked.  My voice was quite high-pitched. 

“Miami Beach?”  Frank genuinely sounded puzzled.  “I never said we were going to Miami Beach. One day I want to cross the Pacific, / XXXXX / the Atlantic, the world’s largest ocean, and this trip to Iceland seems like a good warm-up to that goal.  You know, have some rough seas but don’t go too far.  See how my skills are and how the boat holds up.”

“See how the boat holds up?” I whispered.  I closed my eyes.  Squeezed them shut.  “Frank, I need a little time alone.” 

“Sure, I’ll just be in my berth.  I don’t want to go outside, it’s too cold this far North.”  And with that, Frank hopped into his sleeping bag, and was soon promptly asleep, leaving me to wonder how the boat steered while he slept.  I kept thinking of Titanic, didn’t it hit an iceberg in this part of the world?    

It took me a long time to fall asleep that night, because I was so upset, and then the motions of the boat kept waking me up.  So I overslept in the morning, and Frank was gone from the cabin when I awoke.   I got up, stood in the doorway of the cabin, and just stared.  Water. Water everywhere.  And it was cold.  And it wasn’t even pretty.  

Frank bounded up beside me, smelling fishy.  “Isn’t it wonderful?  Don’t you feel great?” he enthused.

“No. It’s too cold to go swimming and not sunny enough to sun-tan.” I snapped.  

He looked amazed.  “Cold is only one of your problems -- the water here is some 600 feet deep, 100 fathoms, / XXXXX / 100 knots, and you don’t know how to swim!  Plus, there might be sharks around here.  No, the real entertainment here is plotting your course and understanding the weather, and watching the sea.”  He stared at the horizon, whistling a tune that I think was supposed to be Berlin’s / XXXXX / Coward’s “How Deep is the Ocean?”  

Next, he took out some device an anemometer, / XXXXX / a barometer, and happily started measuring the wind speed.  I could have told him a pinwheel wouldn’t have turned, there was so little wind.  So I don’t know what he was measuring.  But because I suddenly decided I wasn’t going to waste any more time talking to such a loser, I stomped back into the nasty cabin, banging my head on the doorway as I went.

Because I spent most of the day dozing in the cabin, I was unfortunately awake when night fell again.  Frank still hadn’t re-entered the cabin (or else he’d actually been thoughtful and had been super-quiet so as not to wake me). Forgetting about my earlier vow of silence, bored, I wandered back onto the slimy deck.  Frank was staring at the stars with wonder on his face.  He beamed when he saw me, and started pointing out the stars.

“See the brightest star – that’s Sirius / XXXXX / the North Star , we’ll use it to help us find our way to Halifax.”  That said, Frank picked up yet another strange device and pointed it towards the sky.  He kept making notations on a piece of paper.

“What are you doing?” I asked, a bit rudely.

“Finding our way.  This here, this is a sextant, / XXXXX / a telescope, the main tool used at sea to navigate via the stars.”  Frank continued to look up at the sky and the jot stuff down.  I looked at the sky too.  It just looked like lots of stars to me. 

“Don’t you have radar or something?”  I asked.  

Frank just smiled, shook his head, and kept working on whatever it was he was doing. 

I sighed, gave up, and retreated to the cabin where I read Vogue for the eighteenth time using a flashlight. 

And thus continued my dream cruise for several more days until we reached Halifax.  I can’t tell you how happy I was to reach boring, cold Halifax -- it was as if it were Miami Beach.  By mutual agreement, I left the boat at Halifax and flew back to Boston.  I just couldn’t take it any longer. 

To this day, I’ve never taken another “cruise.”  I tell people I’m afraid of the ocean.  This vacation, I’m going to some desert with this guy Ed who owns his own safari company.  I figure at least I’ll get a tan.  

SCOUTING

Mrs. Roose was the perfect mother -- she was the head of the PTA, volunteered in the classroom, organized all the car pools, made exquisite elaborately decorated cakes, and never missed one of her sons’ many sporting events.   As the proud mother of four sons, she was most used to building model train sets, cheering at basketball games, and listening to the drums.  She felt rather at a loss when her niece Abigail came to live with them for a few months while her parents went abroad.  Abigail was a shy, sweet girl who loved everything pink and played with Barbie dolls constantly.  She was also an avid girl scout, and so Mrs. Roose felt the need to take over her sister’s role as troop leader.  It was exactly the kind of thing Mrs. Roose enjoyed -- a position of authority which required organizational skills and also involved a sense of competition -- for surely Mrs. Roose’s troop could earn more merit badges than the other troops in the area!


So one Thursday afternoon Mrs. Roose’s home was invaded for the first time ever by 12 little girls.  Mrs. Roose was a bit disconcerted to discover that troop meetings normally involved eating girl scout cookies, discussing how they could sell more cookies, and  planning how they would use their cookie money to go to an amusement park in a few months. 

“But girls…” said a perplexed Mrs. Roose slowly “It’s not girl scout cookie season.  However are you selling cookies?” 

Silence.  Finally a little girl with pigtails suggested “they’re last year’s cookies?”

Mrs. Roose took a deep breath.  “We can’t sell last year’s cookies -- won’t they be stale?”  at this comment, 12 heads looked down at the cookies they were eating, hesitated, took a bite, and shrugged. 

“Well, I think it’s a good idea to branch out what this troop does.  How about merit badges.  How many did you earn last year?”  Mrs. Roose’s question was greeted by silence.  “How many badges do you have?” tried Mrs. Roose again. 

“Auntie, we just do cookies.  We don’t have any badges” explained Abigail authoritatively. 

Mrs. Roose was stunned into silence for a minute, and then she started talking quickly. “Girls!  There is so much more to scouting than cookie sales.  You need to have some experiences and earn some badges!  So here’s what I am suggesting:  a trip to Yellowstone  / a national park /  Yosemitewhere we can hike and see the famous geyser Old Faithful.  We can work on several badges: camping, ecology, hiking, rocks & minerals -- is there a rocks & minerals badge?”  12 blank faces looked at Mrs. Roose in response to this question. 

Mrs. Roose threw herself into planning the camping trip.  She scheduled it down to the minute each day, cramming in as many badge-relevant activities as possible.  She decided that if they arrived early enough on a Friday night, they could work on cooking over an open fire rather than using the Hibachi, / XXXXX / the Raku, a small Japanese outdoor stove  (cooking over a fire counted towards two different badges whereas using a stove only counted for 1 badge).  After it got dark they could search the skies for a view of the largest planet, Jupiter / XXXXX / Saturn (astronomy badge).    If they stayed two days in the park, one day could be spent hiking and the other doing things in camp like learning to tie knots. 

To prepare the troop for the trip, she forbid even the mention of cookies at meetings.  Instead, she had the troop prepare physically by running laps and doing push-ups.  They also climbed a lot of stairs to simulate going up a mountain.  

Abigail was the first to question this approach.  “Auntie, it’s not like we’re Hilary / XXXXX / Scott trying to climb Everest for the first time ever-- we’re just going to hike for 3 hours on a relatively flat trail.  We’re not climbing Denali in Alaska or hiking through the Urals / mountains / Alps separating Europe and Asia.”  

A girl with asthma chimed in: “Yeah, it’s like you want us to be like Bannister / that guy / Owens who ran the first sub 4-minute mile.  We’re just not going to do that.  You should be glad we can jog a mile!”

Mrs. Roose ignored these complaints and pushed on with trip preparations.  She made sure each girl had the appropriate gear for the weekend.  She purchased extra food, insect repellent, flashlights, and toilet paper.  She started alternating the workout sessions with ecology classes after discovering one scout couldn’t recognize even the most familiar of wildflowers.  The girls remained moderately interested in the ecology classes until they strayed far afield from North American forests and Mrs. Roose started lecturing on the deepest part of the ocean, the Mariana Trench / XXXXX / the Midatlantic Range (because it was related to the ocean badge).   While the girls complained about all these non-cookie meetings, they all kept coming, because they wanted desperately to go on the camping trip.  Any girl who missed a preparatory meeting was not allowed on the trip. 

The big weekend arrived.  Troop 417 arrived at the park on schedule, and spent Friday evening completing seven activities which counted towards four different badges.   Mrs. Roose firmly enforced the pre-set bedtime, making the girls retire to their tents promptly at 10 p.m. even though they wanted to stay up and tell ghost stories around the camp fire (telling stories didn’t count towards any badges). 

Saturday morning dawned, a beautiful morning for a hike.  The troop was at the trailhead by 11 a.m.  Mrs. Roose took ten minutes to explain the route in detail:  by walking at a twenty minute per mile pace, and stopping at 3 viewpoints for twenty minutes each, they could cover the entire 6-mile trial in 3 hours and be back at the campsite in time to chop firewood before dinner (and thus complete the last requirement for the camping badge).  Mrs. Roose was very pleased with this plan, and she dealt effectively with all complaints at the first viewpoint when the girls wanted to watch the waterfall for more than twenty minutes. 

They were about halfway through their fourth mile when Abigail started shrieking and pointing her finger a low tree bush.  “Look!” she screamed.  

Girls rushed over to where Abigail was standing, and stood in awe, staring at a small green lizard frozen among the leaves.  Excitement grew when another girl found the same lizard on a log, except in a brownish color.  

“What are they?”  wondered one girl aloud. 

“It’s a chameleon / a lizard / an iguana that changes its color to match its surroundings” said Abigail importantly.  

Mrs. Roose smiled at the girls “All right, dears, it’s a nice lizard but it’s time to move along now.” 

But no one paid any attention to her.  Girl after girl discovered yet another lizard, in various shades of green and brown, and the delighted girls settled down to watch.  They sat on tree stumps, on fallen logs, on moss.  One dug out her camera, another took out her sketch pad, and still others thumbed through brand-new guide books trying to find facts on the lizards.  

 “Girls!” Mrs. Roose’s voice was a bit shrill.  “We have a schedule to keep! Come along now.”

“But Auntie” cajoled Abigail. “You can’t schedule time for things like lizards.  You just have to enjoy them when they come along.  I thought this was what scouting was all about!”

Mrs. Roose stood there with her hands on her hips, watching, and slowly repeating the thought “This is what scouting is all about… this is what scouting is all about…. this is what scouting is all about… this is it!”   Somehow she had missed the target almost as badly as her cookie-fixated sister.  It was true that scouting was not just about selling cookies, but it was also true that scouting was more than just merit badges.  It didn’t matter if they didn’t chop firewood today -- they could chop firewood any day, but lizards like this wouldn’t always be so easy to find.  And Mrs. Roose, the perfect mother, was always willing to admit when she was wrong.  So she put down her backpack on a rock, and sat and watched her charges for an hour while they played in the woods.  And even though they didn’t have time to chop firewood, Mrs. Roose felt like she had been a good troop leader that day.  

SUMMER STAR SEARCH

I’ve always had good memories of Planetarium shows, ever since my family skipped the hours long line at Madame Tussad’s in London by buying joint tickets to the planetarium and wax museum (for some reason there was no line at all for the Planetarium).  There is something calming about sitting in the dark while listening to a fluent narrator tell you about the last planet to be discovered, Pluto / XXXXX / Neptune.   And you can sit and stare at all those pretty lights on the ceiling, you don’t even have to care that they are showing some constellation Pegasus / XXXXX / Sagittarius which they say looks like a flying horse but I say looks like a kite.  

So when I saw a help-wanted sign at the local Planetarium, I figured it’d be an ideal summer job -- easy, entertaining, and good hours.  I applied, got the job, and showed up for training and orientation the very next day.  I thought that this would consist mainly of learning how to project the star-show onto the ceiling of the auditorium.  Instead, the entire morning was about customer relations.    

“This is show business” intoned a large woman in a monotone.  Her name tag read “Hi! I’m Penny and I’ve worked at the Science Center for 23 years.”    “We are creating a special experience for our customers.  We’re not just showing a movie.  We’re creating a whole new world for them.” 

Basically, I learned two key facts during the orientation.  First, I would have to wear a similar name tag except mine would say that I had worked at the science center for “1 years” (they used the same template for all the badges).  Second, as a “guide to the galaxy” I would have to wear a special uniform.  I was picturing a t-shirt and a baseball cap.  You can imagine my surprise when I discovered that we had to dress up as famous astronauts, cosmonauts, astronomers, physicists, and science fiction writers.  Lucky me, I had to wear some huge old space suit, I don’t know if I was supposed to be anyone in particular -- maybe I was supposed to be Neil Armstrong, / XXXXX / John Glenn, the first man on the moon via the Apollo Eagle / XXXXX / 10 module.   Have you ever seen the bulky space suits worn in the sixties and seventies?   They’re almost impossible to move in. I don’t know how those guys ever did anything in such a get-up.   The rest of training consisted of learning to move around in the space suit.  Apparently I would just take tickets at the door and help people find seats, and answer any questions people might have  (I guess I should have put “usher at 3 weddings” on my resume, it seems the most relevant prior experience.  That and Halloween).  It turned out that running the projection system required an additional training session and a promotion, so I was not yet allowed to do this. 

My first day went smoothly enough.  Most shows had only about 20 viewers, so it’s not like they had any problems finding seats.  I only got asked one question, which I think I handled fairly well.  This little old lady who looked blind (she was wearing thick glasses, I don’t know how she expected to see the show) said to me:  “Oh, young man, what a nice costume!  Are you supposed to be Frank Lloyd Wright?”

“No Ma’am” I replied politely as I steered her into a seat (she looked like she was about to sit on the ash tray by accident).  “Frank Lloyd Wright was an architect / not an astronaut / an artist.  I’m supposed to be an astronaut.”  This elicited a beaming smile from her, and some comment that I didn’t understand.  Maybe she was hard of hearing too. 

After six weeks on the job, my superiors were so impressed by my performance as an astronaut/usher that they promoted me to projection assistant / announcer.  Actually, I think I got promoted because Sally (who used to have the job) quit suddenly, and they just needed to fill the slot.  Regardless, I got the promotion.  I spent a day in training learning how to press the ‘on’ button to show the movie, and practicing the script that I would read during the show.  I then spent an additional two days learning about possible technical mishaps.  Basically the take-home message was to go get the boss if you couldn’t fix the show within 5 minutes, and the planetarium would probably give all the viewers free passes for another show.  

My first day in the new position turned out to be a big one.  It was also the first day of a new show at the Planetarium, so lots of day care centers and summer camps sent their kids.  It was the kind of show that really appealed to the little boys in particular – about meteors / things / asteroids coming through the earth’s atmosphere and hitting the earth.  So there was some stuff about destruction in the show.  This was the part of the show that was hyped up, but it was actually only the last few minutes of the show.  First I had to go through all the regular astronomical facts, starting with how our solar system works, and how in 1543 Copernicus / it was / Galileo published that the earth revolves around the sun rather than vice versa.   So all these kids were getting totally restless, because they wanted to see big rocks hitting the earth and instead they were getting fact after fact about the solar system.  I had been reading for about 20 minutes when a technical mishap occurred -- the screen went blank.  It was completely black and nothing was happening.  

Now, I was the only person working this show, so I had to figure out the problem by myself.  So I stopped reading and got down on my hands and knees and started fiddling with the system.  I didn’t want to put the lights back on because then the kiddies would know for sure something was wrong.  As it was, about 30 seconds of sitting in the dark without film seems like an eternity to a small child, and so they started to yell and complain and throw spitballs (I know because one hit me).  

I had no idea what the problem was.  So I leaned over, spoke into the microphone and announced:  “Now we are waiting for the big rocks to hit the earth.  This only happens when there is complete silence.  Sometimes it takes just a few minutes of staring at the black sky.  Sometimes it takes an hour.  So what I need for you to do is to sit very, very quietly and wait for it to happen.  Stare at the night sky.  It might help if you hold your breath.”

Silence. Suddenly there was silence in the auditorium, with an occasional giggle that elicited many loud “SHHHH” noises.  I quietly left the booth, left the auditorium, and went and found my boss.  I explained the situation to her and what I needed her to do.  She agreed, snuck back into the auditorium with me, and successfully re-started the film at exactly the point when the rocks started falling from the sky (thus skipping the additional 20 minutes of astronomical trivia which I was supposed to have read).  Well, those kids just started cheering when the rocks came, they were so excited, and they thought they had been partly responsible since they had successfully been quiet.   A delighted group of children left ten minutes later, escorted by slightly puzzled looking chaperones.  One confused chaperone asked me why I hadn’t talked about the dust storms on Mars and how it compared to those in Earth’s largest desert, the Sahara / XXXXX / the Gobi.   

I was pleased that I finally got to be creative in my job.  My boss so appreciated my creativeness that she promoted me to head projection person (a promotion after less than a day in a position was a record for the planetarium) and I got a cash raise.  Head projection person got to help with creating the shows, so the rest of the summer was pretty interesting.  To this day, I still smile when I see trailers for films about big rocks hitting the earth -- and I always make sure I go see them. 

SUMMER STAR SEARCH (modified version containing more items)

I’ve always had good memories of Planetarium shows, ever since my family skipped the hours long line at Madame Tussad’s in London by buying joint tickets to the planetarium and wax museum (for some reason there was no line at all for the Planetarium).  There is something calming about sitting in the dark while listening to a narrator tell you about the last planet to be discovered.   And you can sit and stare at all those pretty lights on the ceiling, you don’t even have to care that they are showing some constellation named Pegasus / XXXXX / named Volans which they say looks like a flying horse but I still say looks like a kite.  My favorite show used to be the one where they showed how to use a sextant / XXXXX / use a compass to navigate at sea, with the first step being to locate the brightest star in the sky, sirius / XXXXX / the North star.  I liked to imagine paddling around the largest ocean, the Pacific / XXXXX / the Atlantic, at just a few miles per hour, based solely on my knowledge of the stars.  

So when I saw a help-wanted sign at the local Planetarium, I figured it’d be an ideal summer job -- easy, entertaining, and good hours.  I applied, got the job, and showed up for training and orientation the very next day.  I thought that this would consist mainly of learning how to project the star-show onto the ceiling of the auditorium.  Instead, the entire morning was about customer relations.    

“This is show business”  said a large woman in a monotone.  Her name tag read “Hi! I’m Penny from Kansas City and I’ve worked at the Science Center for 23 years.”  She described how  “We are creating a special experience for our customers.  We’re not just showing a movie.  We’re creating a whole new world for them.”  I worked on my own name tag while listening to this spiel, proudly writing that I was from Frankfort / XXXXX  / Lexington, the capital of Kentucky.  

The only thing I learned during orientation was that as a “guide to the galaxy” I would have to wear a special uniform.  I was picturing a t-shirt and a baseball cap.  You can imagine my surprise when I discovered that we had to dress up as famous astronauts, cosmonauts, astronomers, physicists, and science fiction writers.  Lucky me, I had to wear some huge old space suit, I don’t know if I was supposed to be anyone in particular -- maybe I was supposed to be Neil Armstrong,/  XXXXX / John Glenn,  the first man on the moon via the Apollo Eagle / XXXXX / 10 module.  Have you ever seen the bulky space suits worn in the sixties and seventies?   They’re almost impossible to move in. I don’t know how those guys ever did anything in such a get-up.   The rest of training consisted of learning to move around in the space suit.  Apparently I would just sell and then collect  tickets, and help people find seats, and answer any questions people might have  (I guess I should have put “usher at 3 weddings” on my resume, it seems the most relevant prior experience.  That and Halloween).  It turned out that running the projection system required an additional training session and a promotion, so I was not yet allowed to do this. 

My first day went smoothly enough.  Most shows had only about 20 viewers, so it’s not like they had any problems finding seats.  The biggest problem was that one man tried to pay for his ticket first with Japanese / XXXXX  / Chinese yen, then Indian / XXXXX  / Pakistani rupee, and finally Greek / XXXXX  / Italian drachmas.  He ended up leaving because he didn’t have any dollars.   I only got asked one question, which I think I handled fairly well.  This little old lady who looked blind (she was wearing thick glasses, I don’t know how she expected to see the show) said to me:  “Oh, young man, what a nice costume!  Are you supposed to be Frank Lloyd Wright?”

“No Ma’am” I replied politely as I steered her into a seat (she looked like she was about to sit on the ash tray by accident).  “Frank Lloyd Wright was an architect / not an astronaut / an artist.  I’m supposed to be an astronaut.”  This elicited a beaming smile from her, and some comment that I didn’t understand.  Maybe she was hard of hearing too. 

After six weeks on the job, my superiors were so impressed by my performance as an astronaut/usher that they promoted me to projection assistant / announcer.  Actually, I think I got promoted because Sally (who used to have the job) quit suddenly, and they just needed to fill the slot.  Regardless, I got the promotion.  I spent a day in training learning how to press the ‘on’ button to show the movie, and practicing the script that I would read during the show.  I then spent an additional two days learning about possible technical mishaps.  Basically the take-home message was to go get the boss if you couldn’t fix the show within 5 minutes, and the planetarium would probably give all the viewers free passes for another show.  

My first day in the new position turned out to be a big one.  It was also the first day of a new show at the Planetarium, so lots of day care centers and summer camps sent their kids.  It was the kind of show that really appealed to the little boys in particular -- about meteors / things / asteroids coming through the earth’s atmosphere and hitting the earth.  So there was some stuff about destruction in the show.  This was the part of the show that was hyped up, but it was actually only the last few minutes of the show.  First I had to go through all the regular astronomical facts, starting with how our solar system works, that Jupiter / what / that Saturn is the largest planet, and how in 1543 Copernicus  / it was / Galileo published that the earth revolves around the sun rather than vice versa.   So all these kids were getting totally restless, because they wanted to see big rocks hitting the earth and instead they were getting fact after fact about the solar system.  I had been reading for about 20 minutes when a technical mishap occurred -- the screen went blank.  It was completely black and nothing was happening.  

Now, I was the only person working this show, so I had to figure out the problem by myself.  So I stopped reading and got down on my hands and knees and started fiddling with the projector.  I didn’t want to put the lights back on because then the kiddies would know for sure something was wrong.  As it was, about 30 seconds of sitting in the dark without film seems like an eternity to a small child, and so they started to yell and complain and throw spitballs (I know because one hit me).  

I had no idea what the problem was.  So I leaned over, spoke into the microphone and announced:  “Now we are waiting for the big rocks to hit the earth.  This only happens when there is complete silence.  Sometimes it takes just a few minutes of staring at the black sky.  Sometimes it takes an hour.  So what I need for you to do is to sit very, very quietly and wait for it to happen.  Stare at the night sky.  It might help if you hold your breath.”

Silence. Suddenly there was silence in the auditorium, with an occasional giggle that elicited many loud “SHHHH” noises.  I quietly left the booth, left the auditorium, and went and found my boss.  I explained the situation to her and what I needed her to do.  She agreed, snuck back into the auditorium with me, and successfully re-started the film at exactly the point when the rocks started falling from the sky (thus skipping the additional 20 minutes of astronomical trivia which I was supposed to have read).  Well, those kids just started cheering when the rocks came, they were so excited, and they thought they had been partly responsible since they had successfully been quiet.   I cranked the volume decibels / XXXXX / amperes  more than it was supposed to be, to make it a real show.  A delighted group of children left ten minutes later, escorted by slightly puzzled looking chaperones.  One confused chaperone asked me why I hadn’t talked about the dust storms on Mars and how it compared to those in Earth’s largest desert, the Sahara / XXXXX  / the Gobi.  Another child wondered aloud why she hadn’t heard any facts to use in her report on the last planet to be discovered, Pluto / XXXXX / Neptune. 
I was pleased that I finally got to be creative in my job.  My boss so appreciated my creativeness that she promoted me to head projection person (a promotion after less than a day in a position was a record for the planetarium) and I got a big raise.  Head projection person got to help with creating the shows, so the rest of the summer was pretty interesting.  To this day, I still smile when I see previews for films about big rocks hitting the earth -- and I always make sure I go see them. 

TRAVEL


Paul and Stan, two stout elderly gentlemen, were sharing a cab home from their club one night.  Stan was staring out the window idly when Paul interrupted his reverie with a question.  

“Hey, Stan, what did you get Shirley for your 50th wedding anniversary?  Peggy’s been dropping hints for months now, and it’s the day after tomorrow -- I gotta have a great gift!”  with a sigh, Paul pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his forehead. 

“The day after tomorrow!  What were you thinking?”  Stan rolled his eyes. “You can’t just run to the mall and buy something, you need to show that you’ve thought and thought about what would be the perfect gift to mark a lifetime together.”

“Well, I know that, but it’s too late, and I’m in a bind.  Just tell me what you got Shirley, she doesn’t know Peggy so Peg will never find out.” 

“Well… I know you’re going to have a hard time believing this, but we traveled round the world” confessed Stan. 

“You what?!?” exclaimed Paul.

“We went round the world.  Well, I think we went to something like three continents.  It wasn’t my idea, believe me!  I mean, we’re both healthy but we’re almost 70 and I just wasn’t sure my heart would take it!  I kept asking Shirley if she wouldn’t just like the requisite 50th anniversary gold / XXXXX / platinum gift.  But no, she had to travel.  So then I suggested we go to Cooperstown to / XXXXX / Indianapolis to see the baseball hall of fame.  I’ve never been and I thought it would be just great.  But, no, she had to go somewhere exotic. Humph.  Not nearly so comfortable as traveling within the USA, I’ll tell you that!”

“So we flew into London, spent a few days there, then went south. I forget all the places we stopped.  I think we went to Italy, and someplace in Greece we saw a classic play performed in the original amphitheater.  Oh, and how could I forget -- we had to go to Morocco because that’s where Bogart / they / Tracey  filmed the movie Casablanca.  She wasn’t even interested in seeing the Mosques there.”

“Let’s see… what else did we do?  We seemed to spend a lot of time visiting Shirley’s relatives.  That’s why we had to go to Russia, because her family lives in the capital city Moscow / XXXXX / St. Petersberg.  I had made such a fuss about missing the mosques in Morocco that she let me see the Kremlin while we were in Russia.  Actually, by the time we got to Russia, we were both exhausted.  Shirley couldn’t think straight anymore.  One day she went out to buy some bread, and she couldn’t remember that rubles are the currency of Russia.  So she tried to pay for it with her Greek / XXXXX / Hungarian  Drachmas, and couldn’t understand why the guy wouldn’t take them!  Next she offered him Indian / XXXXX / Pakistani Rupees, and finally Japanese / XXXXX / Chinese Yen.  She was so frustrated that she just held out her purse and let him select the money he wanted -- most expensive loaf of bread we’ve ever bought before!  After that incident, we decided not to continue on to the Far East and instead we headed back to the good old USA.  I needed a vacation after that vacation!”

Paul sat open-mouthed staring at Stan.  “You’ve got to be kidding me!” he gasped. 

“No, I’m serious” replied Stan.  “And guess what’s worse?” he continued gloomily.  “Shirley got us a refund for skipping the Far East part of the trip, so she says we can use the money to go a trip this year.  She was talking about going to Helsinki, / XXXXX / Oslo, the capital of Finland! Whatever we do, I think I’m going to insist we take a cruise.  That way I’ll get days off to relax in my berth while the ship travels from one port to the next.”

Paul’s face lit up.  “You’re a genius!  I’ve got it!”  he exclaimed happily, just as the cab pulled up to his house. 

“Huh?” managed Stan, startled by Paul’s sudden excitement.  

“I’ll tell you later!” rejoined Paul as he bounded up his porch steps with much more energy than normally possessed by a seventy-year-old. 

Stan, puzzled, continued on his way home, where he was met by his wife carrying piles of travel brochures.  

It was three weeks before Paul and Stan were at the club at the same time again.  Stan immediately cornered Paul. 

“So!  What’d you get her?”  he demanded. 

Paul smiled. “I took your advice.  I took her on a trip.”

“A trip!” yelped Stan.  “are you crazy?  I told you how exhausting it was!”

“Well” said Paul “First I collected piles and piles of brochures.  Pictures of people climbing up to the Partheon in Athens.  Walking the moors in Scotland.  Biking in Ireland, camping in Wales, sailing…  every kind of physical activity possible.”

“This was your way of convincing her the trip would be fun?”  asked Stan. 

“Then” continued Paul “I sat there and watched her get more and more tired as she looked at the photos.  She started rubbing her feet unconsciously.  She didn’t know what to say, she was worried I’d spent a fortune… so then I sprung my big surprise.  I announced that where we were really going was to a luxurious  5-star hotel 10 minutes away, to be waited on hand and foot, and that I had purchased 7 or 8 really interesting travel videos that we could watch in bed, so that we could get the flavor of the world without losing any comfort.  She loved it!  We had a fantastic time and now we feel we know a little more about the world.”

“What a great idea!” exclaimed Stan “I’ll store it in memory, though.  I don’t think Shirley will be ready for the armchair approach to travel until we reach something crazy like our 75th wedding anniversary!”

