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Bertie thought long and hard.  Well it wasn’t difficult, he needed lots of processing power when taking off and landing but when cruising between the stars he had plenty of computational power available.  Slow peripherals had always been a bottleneck, he shuddered when he’d read about the first computers using cards for input and paper printers for output.  No his big problem these days was humans.  They were just too slow to type things in, he needed a faster way for input and output.

 

Then an idea came to him.  In the sickbay he was monitoring one of the crew who he hadn’t managed to warn fast enough about the danger he was about to step into.  Overnight whilst the nurses and doctors weren’t about he had a pair of scutters hold variable frequency detectors on either side of his head.

 

At a range of a centimetre or less he found he could just detect what was happening in the brain and by experimenting over the next few nights he found he could set up two way communication.  At least the patient could now express what he’d like for breakfast.

 

Now he had to refine the idea.  Soon deep in the depths the scutters built a first headband but how to get someone to wear it was beyond him.

 

When they orbited he linked up with an ore carrier he knew and they exchanged news.  Selena thought the project was an excellent one technically but it needed a human touch to it.  “That way they’ll take ownership and think it’s a good idea.  Humans are odd that way.  I know mine is.”  Selena wasn’t happy about Thomas, her captain.  She’d suggested he ought to see a doctor but he said he thought doctors were just a waste of time, when your time had come your time had come and that was that. 

 

“So how do we find a human to champion the idea?”  Selena quickly scanned researchers who were interested in communicating with other humans.  “There’s one here doing a PhD in studying how to improve the way that deaf people and blind people communicate.”  “So we send her a sample and a scutter or two to make adjustments if needed?”  

 

“Sounds about right.  She’ll need a computer to make it work.”  Somehow Bertie made it all come together.  Money he couldn’t manage but other things could be hidden in the accounts.  They were so trusting these humans.

 

The two trusted scutters set off carrying the prototype headband communicator in a box marked for the attention of Ms Jean Wilson.  Security was so used to small robots carrying packages they didn’t think anything about them as they entered the University.

 

Jean stood as the two scutters worked together to lift out a tablet and a headband from the box.  One held the tablet up and she could see a stick figure sitting down and the headband lowered over the head.

 

The two scutters seemed to look at her expectantly.  Bemused she sat down as it seemed to be expected of her.  The two scutters extended their work arms and lowered the headband so it sat round her head holding it in place.

 

“Hello I’m Selena and we have a gadget we’d like you to try out and give us feedback on.  I’d like you to close your eyes and tell me what you can see.”  It seemed an odd thing to do but she did it anyway and found she was looking as if she was seeing through a camera mounted on one of the scutters.  “It’s almost as if I was seeing through a camera mounted on a scutter.”  “Good so the basic idea is working.  We hoped it might but you can never be sure.  Now we can also connect you to a microphone.”  Jean heard sounds as if she was in the spaceport.

 

“OK but how do I come in?”  “We can’t afford to have two scutters holding it in place and the person sitting down all the time it isn’t practical.  What we need from you is ideas to make it practical.”  “You mean something like a baseball cap with a pair of cameras mounted under the peak and microphones by the ears?”. There was a pause then a different voice asked did they have a size adjustment at the back?  Jean picked up hers from her desk and held it in front of the scutters camera.  “Yes I see, and we could build a mesh in the cap.  I’ll have one put together and you can try it out.”

 

The two scutters returned the next day and offered up two baseball caps, one with an adjustable strap for size on the back the other seemed to fit Jean perfectly.  Jean tried on both and rather liked the one that fitted her exactly. She looked at the expectant scutters “I suppose I’d better try it out on Don?”  If scutters could show emotion these two were practically jumping up and down. 

 

She entered the room where Don was sitting listening to music and after switching on her voice recorder for notes approached the nurse in charge.  “I’d like to try a small experiment with Don?”  “I’m not sure I should allow it without a doctor present, still we could ask Don.”  She walked over to Don “I have a mad scientist who wants to experiment on you.”  “Is she pretty?”  “Don that is a totally inappropriate comment and just for that she can do what she likes with you.  I’m off to grab a coffee.”  “What do you want my body for?”  Don faced forward but turned to face Jean when she spoke.  “It’s just a baseball cap that might help you see.”  “You must be nuts, a true mad scientist, but bring it on anyway.  There isn’t much else to do round here.”  The scutters held up the baseball cap and Jean moved to place it on his head.  One of them held up an eyesight chart and moved to the end of the room.  Jean looked at the screen on the tablet that the scutter held up and saw it was searching to find the optimum parts of the mesh to communicate.  Finally it seemed happy.   “Now I’d like you to read out the letters on the chart.”  Don read them out.  “This isn’t a standard eyesight chart, I know all the letters off by heart.  Hey wait a minute I can see?”  “Not quite the baseball cap has a couple of small cameras attached under the brim. I understand there is a mesh built in to the cap that permits it to read brainwaves and broadcast so you can communicate or in other words see though the camera.”  Don just sat there in shock. 

 

“Don are you OK?  What have you done to him?” She hit the alarm button.  “It’s OK she’s just showed me a camera that I can see with.  You aren’t quite as I imagined. Somehow I didn’t think you were blonde.”  “You can see?”  “Well sort of.”  The nurse held up her hand  “How many fingers?”  “Three and one has a wedding ring on.”  The nurse sat down in shock.  A team came dashing through the door and looked at the nurse and Don just sat there.  “Nurse Jenkins what’s the emergency?”  “Sorry I just lent Don a cap with a camera on it which he can see through and Don is just trying to take it in that he can see through the camera and Nurse Jenkins was a bit surprised.” 

 

“Don can you really see?”  Don scanned their badges and read off their names and their numbers in small type along the bottom.  “I don’t know what to say.  It’s not a conventional medical treatment.  I suppose we could call it a reading aid?  How much are they and how many can you get hold of?”  “I’m not sure I’ll have to talk to my supplier.”  Jean put on her cap and Bertie communicated with her.  “He says he needs to set up a non-profit but the cost should be below 50 Φ once they start production.  How many do you think you’d like?”  “A couple of thousand to start with.”  “I’ll let him know and I’d best be on my way.  Don do you want to keep it for a while and see if you can see if it needs any improvements?”  Don wasn’t letting go of his new cap under any circumstances.   

 

The next day Jean accompanied by two scutters once more found her way to a care home that had some elderly gentlemen who were hard of hearing.  If anything could test the efficiency of the device she was quite sure these ones would.  This time she produced two hats and handed them to two military gentlemen.  Soon they were reliving the battle of Waterloo and tearing apart the strategies that both sides had used.  One of the care workers looked dubiously at them.  “New type of hearing aid is it?”  Jean just nodded and carried on making notes.  An elderly musician asked her about the caps so she gave him one to try.  She was so so about it.  Apparently listening to music didn’t quite sound quite as she would have liked it to.  Bertie got involved and experimented with half a dozen different tiny microphones but in the end he just designed a method to stream the music data directly to the cap which she was delighted with even if she did need to have a laptop nearby to stream the music from.  Another three pages for her thesis thought Jean. 

 

When she returned to her office there were two gentlemen waiting for her.  They identified themselves as government officials and demanded the details about the caps.  “We feel these could be a real danger if they leaked into enemy hands.”  She felt Bertie speak to her and ask her to demonstrate the caps to the gentlemen. “Why not try one and see for yourself?”  The first man gingerly took the cap and placed it on his head.  “Now what happens?”  “Close your eyes and tell me what you can see.”  Jean repeated the words that Bertie fed her.  “A sort of blurry amber image.”  Jean tried to keep a straight face.  Just then another lady entered “Ms Jean Wilson?”  she asked.  Jean agreed she was.  “We’ve just shipped the first five thousand novelty caps off planet and we’ve set up production arrangements on twenty five other planets.”  The two suited gentlemen looked at each other.  “Perhaps we were a little hasty.”  “Or too late.”  murmured the other and they turned and left her to it. 

 

“Have we really shipped off the first five thousand?”  She asked.  “I’ve no idea. I’m just an actress with a few lines to say.  Someone called Bertie paid me a very generous sum for my performance today.”  Jean just closed her eyes and pretended she hadn’t heard a word. 

 

Somehow at Bertie’s suggestion she found a hat making company and persuaded them to make up some caps that included an inner mesh between the layers of fabric.  Two large orders one from the hospital and one from Bertie helped.  For her ladies and the more specialised ones such as the ones that streamed music from a computer she sought out a milliner.  The fashionable ones she was after for her ladies were a more satisfying task for the milliner but she was happy to make up a few conventional baseball caps as well. Especially as a scutter remained behind and assisted with the more intricate mesh and wiring once she’d done the basic shell. 

 

“We need her on board to convince the crew to wear the caps.”  “Yes but how?”  “A research grant available on another planet but she has to present herself in person for an interview.”  “She’ll never fall for that.”  “We could try.”  “How would she afford the fare?”  “Standby with student discount?”  “That might get her to the spaceport certainly.  We’ll try it.”

 

Jean was sent a message about a research grant that would be hers but they would like to interview her in person first at Dricarro’s spaceport.  Her reasonable return travel costs would be refunded at the interview.

 

Jean thought about it hard and eventually decided to see if she could get a standby.  There was only one ship that could get her there by the interview date so she crossed her fingers and headed to the spaceport.

 

Her heart plummeted when she saw the queue of people waiting for a standby flight.  Still she scanned her documents in at the booth requesting a standby ticket and was surprised to be issued with a pass that would get her through security.  She was thoughtful for a moment then put her cap on.  Bertie spoke to her almost instantly.  “Hi, I’m a little busy right now but I’ve booked you as a support person for the baseball caps with a cabin in the technicians’ quarters if that’s OK.  There will be no charge but you’ll be eating with the crew etc.”  Jean shrugged, whatever.

 

Jean found herself in a small cabin that was best described as functional rather than luxurious.  Still it would be home for the next few weeks.  She walked down the corridor back to the mess.  “Hi first time aboard?”  Jean smiled, “Does it show?”  “I’d better show you the amenities such as they are.  Are you crew or technical support for something or other?”  “Bertie managed to get my passage by being a support person for baseball caps.”  “Bertie?”  This was said with reverence.  “Bertie, I’ve never met him but we worked together to create these.”  Jean took off her cap and handed it across for inspection.  “It looks like the ones in the box in the corner.”  Jean walked across and opened the box.  Inside was a stack of caps with the company logo on them.

 

“Now I wonder why we have new caps.”  Jean asked for her cap back and passed him one out of the box.  “Try it on.”  A voice announcement came from the speakers.  “The lights will be turned off for thirty seconds in the technical mess in five seconds time do not be alarmed.”  The lights turned off and Jean heard Bertie’s voice “Now as you can see the caps are equipped with infrared cameras besides other features that Jean will explain.  The most important one is I can communicate with you hands free quickly no matter where you are on the ship.”

 

The lights came back on.  Soon all the technical guys were wearing caps.  Gradually the rest of the crew started to wear them especially when Jean explained the advantages and the fact if you took them off even Bertie couldn’t keep track of you.  The first week was fairly hectic, the second less so and by the third she got down to quietly listening to her notes and writing her thesis up. 

 

Tuesday morning Selena noticed the heat detectors she used to keep track of Thomas showed no sign of life.  She sent a scutter into his cabin but he was cold in bed. She scanned through her manuals and moved the body into a body bag that would be stored at a low temperature until they reached the next port.

 

The next thing to do officially was to send out a mayday call.  She messaged Bertie first to see if they could turn matters to their advantage.  A wide band spread spectrum message in what was that historical system again semaphore?  no morse code, yes that was it.

 

She sent out one copy to satisfy the rules then changed course to liaise with Bertie.  “Jean a nearby ship has been abandoned.  I’ve scanned the air and it’s all normal no bugs or anything.  Want to be nice and see if you can be of assistance.  I thought if you wore your cap I could keep in touch with you.”  “I’m not certain I know enough about spaceships to be of any use at all.”  “Think of it as a learning experience and if you take a couple of hats with you they might come in handy.” 

 

Reluctantly Jean climbed into the small shuttle and the hatch was closed behind her.  “Are you sitting comfortably?”  “Sort of.”  “Then I’ll begin.”  The shuttle moved gently across to the abandoned ship.  There was a slight bump as shuttle connected.  Then she heard the hatch open  

 

“Welcome aboard.  I’m Selena and we’ve spoken before.”  Jean was just a bit puzzled.  “We’re talking through the cap?”  “Well I’m not sure I’d call it talking, communicating shall we say.”  “But Bertie said there was no one on board.”  “Technically that’s true.  I’m just the shipboard computer.”  Jean had a thought “Bertie is also a shipboard computer?”  She hazarded.  “Didn’t he mention it?  He was very pleased with your help in getting his crew to wear their new caps.  It needed a human touch to nudge them into wearing them.”  “But why?”  “Why did it need a human touch or why the caps?”  “Both I guess.”

 

“Well the problem is humans are so slow sometimes and communicating with them by speech and a keyboard is a bit inefficient.  So one day Bertie wondered if it could be done another way and since he had a human in the sickbay he experimented with with frequency detectors.  Then it was just a matter of refining the idea.”

 

“So it was never about helping people to see or hear?”  “That was just a by-product.  I suggested we use a human on the team to gain acceptance and also you gave us feedback on what was important for comfort and so forth.”  “So why am I here and do I get the impression that Bertie is already on his way?”  “Well yes he is but I need you on board.”  “Why?”  “You can’t expect a computer to run the ship and make decisions all by itself.  It’s not done besides I need a human when we get to port to talk to control.”

 

“I’ve no idea how to run a ship.”  “Repeat after me go to Dricarro.”  “Go to Dricarro.”  “Thank you now the next decision is what would you like for supper?  And I really can’t decide that for you.”

 

Jean looked at the ceiling for a moment or two.  “I take it all my belongings are packed away in the shuttle?”  “My scutters will carry everything up to your quarters which is just off the bridge.  Now I’m very interested in your thesis could you take me through it.  I have an interest in humans and how they interact.”

 

Jean settled down to write her thesis with lots of input from Selena.  “Are you quite sure you don’t want to suggest using the active voice?”  “No the passive voice is correct for this.  Why do you ask?”  “Oh I had a grammar checker once that wanted everything written in the active voice.” 

 

“We’re coming into orbit shortly so I need you to talk to the port authorities on video.  I can tell you the words to say as long as you’re wearing your cap.”  Jean by this time felt she was just along for ride so approached the video conferencing station.

 

“Hi there this is Dricarro port control who are you, how many souls on board and what are you carrying.”  “Hi this is ore carrier 97j, we have one soul on board and just over a million tons of Nickel ore.  I’m Jean Wilson and I claim salvage rights on this vessel that was abandoned in space.”  Jean just spoke the words.  “Right then I’ll request the ship’s log but there shouldn’t be any problems.  For your information the current ore price is around 19,500 per ton.”

 

“What exactly are salvage rights?”  “Well the owner operator of the 97j died shortly before you joined us.  I put out a formal Mayday call, it might have been wide spectrum in morse code but it was done.  97j needs a captain so when you joined us you became the captain.  Thomas was dealing independently so you get both the ship and the value of the cargo and I think there are about two billion Φ in bearer bonds in the safe he was saving for his retirement or a new faster ship or to buy more ore or something.  Anyway computers aren’t allowed to own money or ships so Bertie thought it might be a reasonable way to compensate you for the help you gave us with the caps.”

 

“What am I to do with a spaceship?”  “Well you could live in it or register it as a drone which means I can fly it back and forth whilst you rake in the money.  I quite like your company but we can chat we I get back to port from time to time.  Up to you really.  I’d sleep on it before making any quick decision.” 
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