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Prelude
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The definition of a robot


A machine that resembles a living creature in being capable of moving independently (as by walking or rolling on wheels) and performing complex actions (such as grasping and moving objects). Already at the beginning of the 21st Century, robots are entering our homes as fully automated cleaning and cooking appliances. They are also becoming more human in the form of companion robots.

In the following narrative, I have tweaked my “hero” to represent a still higher level of self-learning.
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Late afternoon in down-town Tokyo, Japan:

Getting closer to 6 p.m., the factory comes to a halt. Mr Watanabe Fumio, the lanky quality inspector, breathes an audible sigh of relief. Dressed in a much too large, white coat with soiled, white cotton gloves on his hands, he hefts the last robot off the conveyor belt.


Watanabe’s daily production sheet reads as follows:

100 x Naka Robotto – Model 1500 M Medium Robot Companion/Housekeeper


Adjusting his thick spectacles on his rather long nose, he hastily opens the robot’s breastplate to insert the fully charged battery. Next, he attaches a sticker which reads –


Final Inspection No:15.20.20.15


While replacing the breastplate, his gloved hand brushes against the robot’s ON/OFF switch. Being in a hurry, however, the inspec- tor carries the 1.5-metre tall robot to the last open space on the bottom shelf of a long storage rack. On the following morning the robots will be boxed and stored in a warehouse.

A shrill bell announces the end of the shift. The lights are switched off one by one, the assembly line workers – mainly fe- male – push through the door to the change rooms.

Given his important position as the quality inspector, Watanabe is responsible for locking up. On this day, he is in a great hurry to get out of the robot factory. Not bothering to have a final look around, he rushes after the others and forgets to lock the door. Silence then spreads throughout the factory building.

Naka Robotto No.15.20.20.15 slowly opens his eyes.


Where am I?


I look to my right, where the other robots are lined up.


Why do none of them have their eyes open?


Carefully I move, first my right arm, then my left arm; my left leg, my right leg –


All moving smoothly.


I step off the bottom shelf, onto the factory floor. At the very last moment, I totter and lose my balance, hold on to my neighbour: crash goes the entire bottom row of robots. One after the other, they topple and fall onto the hard factory floor.

Panicked, I look around: a sliver of light, falling through the glass-pane of the door, beckons me to the stairway. I look back to the others on the floor in horror.


Should I help the unbroken ones? Ask them to join me? None are moving a limb; eyes are all closed. Maybe several robots leaving the factory will attract attention; better that I go on my own, take a chance.


I move forward slowly, uncertain as to where to go. The stairwell leading to the other floors is lit up by small led lights.


Where must I go?


The noise of traffic is coming from below.


That must be the way out of the building.


Careful not to fall again, I hang on to the handrail, taking one step at a time. Through the closed glass doors of the ground-floor foyer, I can see people and cars rushing by. I have reached street level, but the glass door is closed, no sign of any handles.


How do they open?


Hurried footsteps are coming from the stairs above, clip, clop, clip, clop, getting louder, getting closer. I duck behind a small desk in the entrance foyer. It must be the receptionist’s desk, who by now has also gone home. The footsteps rush past my hiding place to- wards the sliding glass doors. They swoosh open as the footsteps approach, Then I hear the doors swoosh shut again.


Will the doors open for me?
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Only one way to find out: stomping my feet hard, I advance toward the doors – swoosh – they open. I step out, take a look, first left, then right. The people are rushing past me. Nobody is taking any notice of me.

Where can I go?

Most people that come past turn into an arcade just a short walk away.

Let’s go!
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Chapter One
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The arcade is narrow, just wide enough for four people – maybe two one way, and two the opposite way. Narrow shops line the thoroughfare on either side – bookstores, clothing shops, a florist, take-away foods, it goes on and on.

Undecided where to go, I follow two young girls, about my height. In no hurry, they are taking their time in checking out different clothing boutiques. Careful not to attract attention to myself, I nearly bump into an A-framed signboard of a bakery, advertising today’s specials.

“Hey, I like your outfit,” says a bright-eyed bakery assistant, about my height. Wiping a strand of hair out of his face, he says: “Better than those stupid Spiderman or Superman outfits most kids wear nowadays.”

Looking me up and down, he continues: “I am just about to walk up and down the passage with our SPECIAL’S board over my shoulders, would you do it for me? We are about the same height, but you attract much more attention than I, plus – to tell you the truth – I need the bathroom real bad. What do you say? I’ll give you a couple of Yen.”

Uncertain of my voice, I stammer: “Er, sure – why not?” Finding that the words come out more easily than I thought, I say: “If – if you think I – I can do – do it.”

“Nothing to it,” he says, “just walk up and down the arcade. If you get tired, you can come back to this shop. I’ll lift the sign off your shoulders, OK?” Without waiting for a reply, he hefts the A-frame over my head and onto my shoulders. With my helmet barely sticking over the top of the A-frame, he asks: “Is that good for you?” I nod. If I take small steps, I figure that I’ll be fine.

Maybe ten steps away from the bakery, a young couple stops in front of me to study the specials. “Oh look –” the girl says, “what a good idea to use a robot to carry this board! I
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felt so sorry for Kamin, humping that heavy board up and down. I suppose, as a casual assistant, he has to do what Mr. Yamashita tells him to do,” she says to her boyfriend, who winks at me and taps me on the helmet. “Thanks for showing us the menu. Off you go. We know what we are going to order.”

I walk back and forth, from one end of the arcade to the other, stopping for people that step in front of me to read the specials.

At 9.30 p.m. the bakery assistant (who the girl had called “Kamin”) is waiting for me in the door of the shop. “Hey, aren’t you tired yet? You never stopped. Come, let me take that A-frame off you. I am done for today. I only work from 4.30 to 9.30 p.m., Wednesdays to Fridays, to make some extra money for a new laptop. My present one is a hand-down from my father, much too old, and the graphics suck,” he says, handing me 100 yen (roughly one US dollar).

“Kamin, you can keep your money. I don’t need money at all,” I tell him.

“What do you mean, you don’t need money? Are you a rich kid posing in this fancy outfit?” he asks, but then he takes a closer look. “This is not a fancy-dress outfit: are you a real Robot? He points at the inspection label, stuck to my chest: “Naka Robotto No.15.20.20.15.

“Wow! You’re not kidding! Who do you belong to?” Kamin asks.

“Nobody,” I say, “I was running away from the factory down the road when you stopped me.”

“So where are you going to go? Where will you sleep?” asks Kamin, deep concern visible in his face. Then he brightens. “Do you want to come home with me?” he asks, “at least until we figure out what to do?” he asks.

“If it’s no trouble for you,” I reply, relieved to have found a place to hide for the night.
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Chapter Two
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On their way to the boy’s home, he doesn’t stop talking for a second. “I stay with my parents, not even ten minutes’ walk from here,” he babbles. “I’m an only child, surname Gushiken and we’re originally from Okinawa. My father’s given name is Akio. He’s a computer programmer in an IT company and my mother’s given name is Keiko, she is a beautician in the Isetan Department Store. I’m in my last year of Junior High School, JHS3; next April, I will go to high school. My father wants me to become a Computer programmer as well and I would like that very much. Right, here we are: our apartment is on the fourth floor; we can take the

elevator.”

After Kamin pulls me into the small cubicle I take a slow look around because by now I am a little bit confused. But when the elevator shakes and rumbles as it begins its ascent, I grab hold of Kamin’s arm in horror.

“It’s all right,” he says, “calm down. Nothing is going to happen to us. We’re just going up in the elevator.”

“Hello, Kamin, is this one of your school friends, dressed in the latest robot fashion?” asks a surprised Mr Gushiken when the two of us enter the living room.

“No father,” Kamin says, “he is not a school friend – he is an escaped robot.”

The boy’s parents listen very carefully to the full story, but Mrs Gushiken is not happy. “You must take him back to the factory tomorrow, before school,” she says,” they will miss him.”

“No!” I protest, “I am not going back there. I want to pick my own home. If you do not like me, I can go and find another home tomorrow.”

“Now wait a minute,” interrupts Mr Gushiken, “don’t get us wrong. We are not saying we don’t like you, it’s just not right that we keep you, knowing very well who you still belong to.”


“Why can’t we go and buy him?” asks Kamin.
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Mr and Mrs Gushiken look at one another for a long time, before they finally nod to each other.

“Kamin,” says Mrs Gushiken, “we have felt a little guilty for leaving you on your own since I started work again. You seemed to be all right on your own, with your homework, your laptop and your job at the bakery. Do you think that maybe a friend would be something good to have around?”

Kamin now breaks into a big smile, “Oh yes, Mom! I’ll help pay for him with my bakery money.”


“What about your new laptop?” his father asks.


“That can wait, Dad. Right now I’ll have no time for stupid games. Now I have the real thing.”

Much to their surprise I say: “I can help around the apartment, too. As a so-called ‘companion robot’, I have been programmed to do all the housework. I can also help Kamin at the bakery with the SPECIAL’S board and make sure he does his homework.”

“Well, that all sounds very exciting,” says Mr Gushiken. Let’s talk to the owner of the factory tomorrow. Meanwhile we’ll need to find a name for you. Let me have a look at those final inspection certificate numbers.”

As a software programmer, Mr Gushiken is used to thinking in numbers, algorithms, and mathematical equations. “Naka Robotto No: 15.20.20.15 – wait, let me think ... The 15th letter in the alphabet is the letter ‘O’; the 20th is ‘T’, followed by another 20, which means another ‘T’, and then another 15 makes for another ‘O’.

“So, we have: ‘O-T-T-O’; his given name will have to be ‘Otto’,” he says, holding up the equation triumphantly.

Kamin immediately high-fives his father. “Dad, you are a genius!” “My name is Robotto, Otto,” I say, laughing out loud with pride. They all join in, laughing at him dancing in the middle of

the living room: “Robotto, Otto – Robotto, Otto ...”

“That is a very nice given name,” says Mrs Gushiken finally when I am getting dizzy. “Otto, pronounced ‘Ah-to’ in Japanese means wealthy, rich.”

“We are going to get RICH!” laughs Kamin, throwing his arms around me in a tight embrace. Mr and Mrs Gushiken smile at each other, nodding again.
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Chapter Three
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Punctual as always at 7.00 a.m., Fumio Watanabe feels for the department door keys in the pocket of his white dustcoat, before inserting one in the keyhole to find the door already unlocked.


Did I forget to lock up in my haste? he chides himself, that was really careless.


Pushing the door fully open, he rounds the corner onto the factory floor and catches his breath.


What on earth is going on here?


The entire bottom row of robots has fallen off the storage-rack and is lying in a heap on the hard floor.

As the continually arriving assembly-line workers push past him, however, he jumps into action.

“You, you and you, clean up this mess!” he orders. “Take these pieces to the repair shop for salvage. Hurry, hurry! The conveyor belt is about to start with today’s production.”

His workers obey immediately, speculating quietly among themselves about the possible cause of the disaster.

“Lucky for us,” one says, “it’s not our fault; otherwise we would have lost our pay.”

Minutes later the conveyor belt starts moving and another working day has begun.

Half an hour later Mrs Gushiken, attractively dressed and exquisitely made-up for her job as a beautician, passes through the automatic sliding doors of the Advanced Intelligence Robotics (AIR) factory building. Approaching the smiling receptionist, she asks to see the owner on a matter of great importance. Less than two minutes later, she stands opposite the elderly, white-haired proprietor Mr Shushumi Suzuki.

“Good morning, sir,” Mrs Gushiken says softly, “I am sorry to intrude on you so early without an appointment, but I have a matter of great concern to discuss with you.”
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Smoothing his long white hair, Mr Suzuki points to a chair opposite him and looks expectantly at her. She tells him the whole story; going into great detail about how her son and the robot had become acquainted and how he had offered to work off the amount owing. After listening intently to her story with a grave face, Mr Suzuki instructs his secretary to send for the quality inspector.

When the man appears before him, nervously clasping and unclasping his gloved hands, Mr Suzuki asks with a stern face: “Are you missing a Naka Robotto this morning?”

Not wanting to admit that he had not locked the door to his department the night before, the Inspector says defensively: “Sir, we made 100 robots yesterday, as we do every day. Nevertheless, I must have been careless in stacking the last row. When I opened up this morning, one entire row of robots had fallen off the storage rack onto the factory floor. The repair shop just told me they had to scrap some of them, the limb functions were damaged beyond repair.”

“Accidents happen,” says the elderly owner. “Please make sure you file an insurance claim.” With that, he dismisses the quality inspector; turns to his guest, and with a wry little smile says: “If he says nothing is missing, then you can’t have one of our robots, can you now? He must have run away from someone else. Shall we leave it at that?”

“If you are sure, thank you very much, Mr Suzuki. Have a nice day.” says Mrs Gushiken, shaking the smiling factory owner’s hand.

Upstairs, on the factory floor, where the conveyor had to be stopped in his absence, and overtime would have to be worked in to reach their daily target, a highly annoyed Watanabe, Fumio swears that – no matter what it takes – he will get the robot that caused him so much embarrassment. He could have lost his job.
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