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Ralph slouched against the bed, twisting
sections of an antique Rubik’s Cube
and finding chaos increasing. On the

other side of the room, his friend, Terry, sat
cross-legged, tossing his baseball into the air
and catching it. The window behind him
revealed moonlit rooftop spires in Bombay.

“Well?” Ralph asked.
“The parties at Plato’s are boring. And

you don’t even know if you can borrow the
scooter.”

“I can deal with Dad.”
“He’s probably still mad about the time

you slipped that concoction into your kid
brother’s food and he lost all his hair.”

“It grew back, for Pete’s sake. Try me,”
Ralph said. “You be him.”

Terry stopped tossing, twisted to face
him. He squared his shoulders, getting into
the role. “All right, young man,” he said
with a deepened voice. “Tell me why I should
say yes.”

“Mom said it was okay with her if it was
okay with you.”

“She didn’t tell me that. Maybe I should
ask her in here.”

“This is important, Dad. You say social
skills are as vital to getting ahead as what you
study. This party lets me develop my social
skills.”

Terry frowned and said: “When I was
your age, we only had ten elements, and most
of them were gases.”

face him. “All right, young man. Tell me why I
should say yes.”

So predictable. “Mom said —”
“By the way. I got a call from Mr Ham-

mond at school. Bioengineering class.”
“Dad, I can explain —”
“So a virus you created in lab somehow

got loose. And it turned everyone’s skin blue.”
“Well, not everyone’s — ”
“Oh, right. Somehow you miraculously

avoided infection.”
“The thing to keep in mind here, Dad, is

that everyone is back to normal. It’s not like
anyone died.” Ralph knew this vein wasn’t
nearing the mother lode.

“When I was your age, I only got to use the
family scooter once a month.”

“I know, and Gramps could only afford to
take it to the end of the block.”

“Now don’t get smart with —”
“Sorry, Dad. It’s just that times change,

you know?”
“I still don’t see why you need to go to this

party.”
“You always say how valuable social skills

are. This is —” Ralph followed Dad’s gaze.
Mom was standing in the doorway.

“Mom,” Ralph said, “I was just talking to
Dad about going to a party. He said that might
give you some quality time together tonight.”

Ralph could see Dad readying a contra-
diction, but Mom beat him to the punch with
a smile not quite like her normal smile. “Is
that so, Honey?” Mom said.

Dad got kind of a dopey smile, too. “If
that works for you, Dear.”

Checkmate.
Mom just smiled some more. Dad dis-

tractedly handed the key-card to Ralph. “Be
back by one.” He glanced at Mom. “No, make
that two.”

“Anything you say.”
In the scooter, Ralph settled into the

deeply cushioned seat. “Autopilot. Plato’s,
and step on it.”

The garage roof slid aside and the scooter
rose silently. Once safely over the New Jersey
neighbourhood, the craft pitched and yawed
into the right attitude, and the gees piled on,
pressing Ralph deep into the cushions. The
autopilot said, “ETA Plato Crater Spaceport,
Luna, twenty hundred hours.”

The air outside faded from blue towards
black.

Parents were just so old fashioned. He was
really going to have to work on them for
prom week on Ganymede. n
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Ralph snorted. “He’d say: ‘When I was
your age, I only got to use the scooter for
important occasions’.”

“So you’d say — ”
“Mom said that would give you two a

chance for some quality time, and that you’d
know what that meant.” Ralph gave the cube
another twist. “Got that from Gramps.”

“Good one,” Terry said, and grinned.
“Well, maybe you’ve got a chance.”

“It’s like nuking fish in a barrel. See you
there at eight my time?”

“Okay, but warn me if you’re grounded.”
“Deal.” Ralph hesitated. “Something else

bothering you?”
“Oh, my folks are talking about me get-

ting a job this summer.”
Ralph slouched deeper. “Mine too. What

is it with parents? They go on about how hard
their jobs are and how these are the best years
of our lives, and then they want us to get the
crappiest jobs we’ll probably ever have.”
After a moment of consideration he added,
“I hope.”

“Let’s talk more at the party. My folks
moan that I spend too much time con-
nected.”

“Right, see you there.” Ralph raised his
voice. “Communications. Off.” The holo-
gram of Terry and Bombay vanished.

Ralph found Dad in the living room
watching the news. A soldier aimed a pulse
beam right at him and pulled the trigger,
making him flinch. “Dad, I need the scooter
tonight for a party at Plato’s.”

Dad switched off the news and turned to
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