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Sweet Compliance

By Mark and Pauline Funk

“Hey, Rob, come in here and watch this.”

Jean was doing what she did religiously every Saturday morning, watching PBS
NewsHour, streaming the Friday night edition. Jean and Rob lived on a quiet cul-de-sac,
where each home had a small bit of acreage with some bordering on a quiet river defining
part of the subdivision. One might have called them McMansions, except the houses
weren’t really that large, just comfortable, well-maintained, and with a John Deere lawn
tractor in most every garage. Their own lot was big enough for a llama hobby farm on a
curved corner of the subdivision which Jean kept landscaped like a neighborhood park.

She loved the llamas, but her true gift was with the flower gardens.

Both were retired. Jean was thankful for the help of both Medicare and the local
healthcare facility in keeping her alive. Neither was a complete physical slouch, but the
time had come—especially for Jean—when effort outweighed ability or desire. It was

increasingly becoming also true for Rob.

She rewound the news stream to the spot in question. Rob settled in beside her,

having been in the office struggling through online German lessons—a project he was
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beginning to suspect was hopeless, done only partly in preparation for their first European

trip to Germany. She wouldn’t have called him unless it mattered.

On screen, host Jeff Bennett was saying: “We are interviewing tonight, Gregor
Meyer, part of the leadership team at Ruhestand Schule, a recent success in higher
education. They now have three campuses in mid-size Midwestern cities, and they’re
earning rave reviews from students and investors alike. Rather than explaining it ourselves,

let’s have Mr. Meyer do it for us. What kicked all of this off, sir?”

“Gregor, please,” replied Mr. Meyer. “It’s not all that ingenious, Jeff—it’s mostly just
seeing the obvious and connecting the dots. A large part of this country’s retired
community has remarkably talented people who spent careers making this nation
successful and themselves learning every step of the way. The reasons for retiring vary—
some go kicking and screaming, others simply know that they want out of the grind. Then,
remarkably, society stops valuing the skills they’ve spent decades building, often over
multiple careers. Great for them, their life, their choices, most are financially comfortable,

but not so great for society as a whole. Such a societal waste!”

“We at Ruhestand Schule are simply opening a door and saying, ‘Hey, we could use
you. We get it that you do not want full employment—even part-time—but we know that
you want and are willing to be productive on your own terms’. Outside of Ruhestand
Schule, a lot of retirees volunteer in whatever lights their fire. We value, we love that

passion, and we want to offer them even more.”

Jeff nodded. “And the link to your campuses?”
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“We’re still growing. We now have a remarkably successful start, but only a start.
But here’s the picture: Take a traditional college campus—students, dorms, lecture halls,
study spaces, research facilities, the full infrastructure. Now, within that same campus,

add quality apartment complexes, rec centers, restaurants—a walkable small community.

“The apartments are for retiree staff, the dorms for students, and we use the
retirees largely on their own schedules. Building upon all those hard-earned skills, we are
applying them to benefit students, ours and those from all over the world. These volunteers
tutor, mentor, and serve as adjunct professors—supporting our faculty, not replacing
them. They don’t grade or judge; they just keep students on track, helping overcome the
quite normal frustrations of education, sharing life experience, and explaining why
education matters. These folks are there to help when the normal professional staff just
don’t happen to be available. They are, and apparently want to be, very much part of our
staff and our success. The goal is to keep students enrolled and graduating, graduating

with real skills for the demanding real world. Win-win-win.”

Meyer leaned forward slightly. “Think of them as volunteers, but with motivation—
only part of which is economic. The apartments are first-class, each equipped with a
verbal Al accessible from every room as well as a humanoid robot for most housework. We
call them Alice and Andrew, but residents can customize voice, gender, and name.
Amenities can include Rec center memberships, shared hobby spaces, taking classes
themselves, a community, all coupled with the energy of this younger generation—
altogether, it’s a real draw. For every volunteer hour, rent decreases. A sufficiently

dedicated tutor (or married tutors) could well have most of their rent covered. It does not
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approach their professional salary certainly, but quite sufficient motivation to be a part of

Ruhestand Schule and still contributing to society in a real way.”

“From a health standpoint, the apartments are as free of harmful life—except
human—as we can make them. Residents could stay entirely indoors if they wanted,

though | can’t imagine why.”

The interview ends with the broadcast and commentary cutting to a virtual campus
tour, revealing cheerful and focused students and silver-haired volunteers, with some of

the students sharing the hair color.

As it happened, Rob and Jean’s town had a nice little college on the edge of the city,
complete with a sports complex. When Ruhestand Schule recently acquired it, growth

followed—on campus and the surrounding community.
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And So It Begins

Shortly thereafter, Rob and Jean moved in. Both had already been tutoring and so were just

continuing to be tutors.

Rob had spent decades in programming, engineering, and computer architecture,
having watched and participated as the IT industry repeatedly reinvented itself. He’d even
taken pleasure in writing deep technical web articles for industry publications. Originally
trained in physics and electrical engineering—still wondering how he’d ended up a
computer guru—it took only some refreshing, book reviewing, and hours online with Kahn

Acadamy to catch up and fit right in.

Between them, Rob was the mechanical mind; Jean was the biologist. A medical
technologist by training and a mother for years, something she knew to be a lifelong role,
so these students became adjunct grandkids. She had morphed into a medical database
expert for a major medical institution. She had also become skilled at tutoring for reading
difficulties. Her love for the biological sciences never left her, and she appreciated how

close their new home was to her old healthcare workplace.

Rob found ideal hours as a tutor at the campus Math Learning Center, putting all his
skills to use, getting considerable joy working with the up-and-coming generation, and still
learning a thing or two in the process. Jean continued with an external reading program and
added hours at the Reading/Writing Center. Life kept them busy, even without their own

llamas, which in turn found new homes on the farm of their daughter, Allison.
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At the Coffee Shop

“Hey, Jean. Even though | had not heard from you this morning, | took a chance you’d still

show up, and got you your usual—French Roast, strong and hot.”

“Thanks, Deb. | was helping one kid and thought I’d be late, but it finally clicked for

her—smiles all around. So, how’s that apartment treating you?”

“Not a problem.”, Deb responds, “l too get a kick out of working with my nursing
students, even well passed the time when I’'m expected home. Keeps one feeling young,
right? And, as to the apartment, as advertised, mostly. The slight sweetness in the air still
catches me as odd. | asked the Andrew about it—no real answer—but the Alice chimed in
that it was probably the blooming plant near the window or maybe a side effect of the dry
chemical used for daily carpet cleaning. I’'m told that the cleaning has the side effect of

also minimizing airborne life.

“Oh, and we’re keeping the default names and voices of the Andrew and Alice. By
the way, our neighbors, Barb and Gary, had to change the Alice’s voice timbre—Gary found

it odd when the Alice spoke, thinking Barb was talking to him. Quality stuff that.”

After the usual sips, Deb leaned forward. “Speaking of odd, my doctor prescribed
ointments Clobetasol Propionate and Triamcinolone Acetonide for regions of rash | picked
up. Considerably better now, although still visible. It works much better than the over-the-
counter hydrocortisone | had been trying. Oh, and here”, pulling out her cell phone, “take a

look at these pictures, the jpegs of which | sent to the doctor before the appointment.”

“Oh my gosh, Deb!”
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“Yeah, the doctor had a pretty good idea of what he was seeing. Some cortisone
shots and use of those ointments later, and the awful itching and pustules subsided. Twice
a day checking and maintenance with the Triamcinolone seem to be doing the trick. Still,
though, not clear on the cause. Just glad to have some control over it. Still find myself

doing absent minded scratching, though.”

Enforced Studies

“Glad you’re home, Jean. Learned of an, um, upgrade in duties today. Supervisors told me
to re-learn some differential and integral calculus. They gave me this teacher’s edition and
told me to work through every problem, write each solution neatly into a notebook, and

turnitin for review. Useful for later reference | presume.”

“They expect me to be solid in Calc 1 and 2 by the fall term. I’'d have preferred
brushing up on statistics, but apparently a couple of calc tutors have, well, died. Happens
to we oldsters I’'m told. Retirement with choices this may be, but it feels like an order. Still...
whatever the kids need. You know, the trick with these kids, as always, is to be capable of
dropping ourselves into the middle of a problem, and then to sort out the mental issues
along the way. Gotta appear like we know everything at a moment’s notice. Challenging, of
course, to appear and actually be competent in that way, but it’s good to know that this
silver-haired guy still has it, that after a career of somehow convincing bosses of my

competence.”
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60 Minutes

Tick-tick-tick.

“On 60 Minutes this week, we report on what appears to be a remarkable business
model enhancing education at many sites across the country and more broadly online.
Ruhestand Schule now operates their style of campus in 35 midsize communities, with
plans for many more. Some report their relatively affordable tuition and board, and their
focus on building a skilled population, no matter what the skills, represent the very

definition of the democratization of education.”

“Indeed, in several states, public colleges have been handed over to Ruhestand
Schule, each with promises of and success at significant growth within, and with the states
instead switching almost exclusively to a scholarship-based funding model. The company
has joined the Russell 2000, and both S&P and Fitch have given them AAA bond ratings.

Tonight, we investigate their apparent success...”
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Social Visit

“That smells remarkably yummy, Jean. Thanks for having us over.”

“Sure, Barb, Pasties tonight—something Rob’s family passed down, but you can find
them all over Michigan’s UP, at least two within our former hometown. When we’d visit
family up there, we’d fill a cooler and freeze them, so we had pasties for much of the year.
These are my own, based on Rob’s grandmother’s recipe with a few tweaks. A nice filling

meal in such a compact package. We dose them liberally on top with ketchup.”

Barb glanced around. “The layout’s the same as ours, but | love your Japanese-
themed nook—and that plant! It looks exactly like the one we have but seems to fit right in

as part of the decor.”

Jean nodded. “The Schultzes and Johnsons have the same plant too. Does yours

always have a few blooms?”

“Yup, each around for a while, appearing to die off, and the Andrew prunes them
back, keeping the entire plant the same shape and size. | never know what happens with
the bulbs at the base of the flowers. Any idea what these are? I’'ve recently noticed that the
same basic shape is anicon in the school’s heraldic symbol. Hey, Alice, can you tell us

what you know of these plants?”

The Alice: “Each apartment is allocated one. Two plant types, actually. Based on
multiple orchids, called now Genus Strasbourg, created by Dr. Arthur Koenig’s team
through gene splicing roughly one decade ago. The base species are Stevia rebaudiana—

known for its sweet aroma—and a Phalaenopsis orchid, prized for beauty and longevity.
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The plant base on which the orchid lives is a variation on Spathiphyllum (a.k.a.,Peace Lily),
valued for its lush leaves and transpiration rate. Dr. Koenig’s team continues its research at

Knoxville University.”

“Isn’t Knoxville one of the Ruhestand Schule campuses?” Rob asked.

The Alice: “Yes, the second, twelve years ago.”

Switching subjects Rob asks “Well, Gary, what new have they got you doing?”

Gary pauses, shakes his head in affirmation and to buy time to come up with
context, finally saying “Let’s see. You know my past-career thing was in financial services,
often acting as a financial advisor,” patting his own back, “having been trained at Wharton
Business School. Even then much of the job was educating clients, building trust, you
know, professionally calming ruffled feathers when some part of their nest eggs went sour.
It becomes easier when, because of my efforts educating them, they already know they
were in on the decisions. In an ideal world for most, they just wanted to give me a bucket of
money and say ‘make it bigger’. Knowing how and why makes it a common adventure. At its
most basic, | gained a lot of my own success effectively being paid merely providing that
service, that handholding, targeting their investments to match their intent for that growth.
Underlying all that guidance, though, is the science of the psychology of investing. At some

level, though, we all —all of us, we retirees here— already know much of that.

“Working now with these kids is oddly similar. The difference is that these kids don’t even
have the oldsters buckets of money. No context. With that in mind, | was recently very

impressed with an instructor of a large Personal Finance course. She’s, of course, teaching
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the basics of investments like stocks, bonds, and annuities, but also of borrowing like
credit, mortgages. All theory to them, often spreadsheet studies. Fun stuff for me. So, the
professor created a semester-long assignment, intended to use all they learned, and it

went something like the following:”

“All of you have a common rich aunt. Not knowing how to spread her wealth via a
will, she decided to create a contest. She’s going to give all of you individually
$100K, right now. But there are a few conditions and provisos. In five years, she
expects from you a report about how you managed that money, and how you used it
to improve your future. She is not dictating in any way to you what she views as
success. By that rich aunt’s definition of success, she is going to take another pool
of money at the five-year mark split that new pool amongst you. For example, if you
all succeed equally and sufficiently, you could get another $50K. Failure, by her
definition, will mean no money to you and more for everyone else from that pool.
This continues every five years until her death, which could be decades out. For this
class your job will be to create these five-year plans, extending out until your own
retirement, which will be defined as being 45 years out. Retirementis defined as
that pointin time at which you are entirely dependent on income other than through
your own labor. You are allowed to make reasonable assumptions on historic

growth rates on your investments.”

“But the real beauty of this is that she told her students straight up front that they don’t
need to do this alone. She even provided names of financial advisors like myself. But she

also correctly pointed out that pretty much all the Ruhestand Schule ‘volunteers’ have
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already lived such a life, having built up their own nest eggs, most without this benefit of
theirrich aunt. Each did their thing as individuals, each of us becoming in our own way
‘successful’. Forthem, then, (as for us actually), there is no wrong answer, just a
thoughtful, life-long process. This professor is directly tapping into the essence of

Ruhestand Schule in a quite unexpected manner. Kinda fun, this, dumping on you folks.”

“| learned of this when | got visited yesterday by a couple of her students. To say | was
intrigued minimizes my reactions. It had not struck me before today but just think of the
sum total of the wealth held by we volunteers, the knowledge we contain to have produced
it, even independent of the skills we used to generate a salary. Bottom line folks, expect a

visit from them.”

Special Delivery

“Rob, who’s that coming out of our apartment?”
“Um... mind explaining yourself? That’s our place.”

“Yes, of course, sir. | was delivering supplies for the Andrew, rang the doorbell, and
the Andrew, having remotely seen my credentials, let me in. The supplies are installed into
their usual place for the Andrew’s use. You see, each apartment’s Alice/Andrew report to
our campus-side maintenance service when required, such as now when the level of
cleaning products had dropped to a particular level, thus avoiding you ever having to be

involved.”
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European Vacation

“Strangest thing, Jean—I’d forgotten my skin ointment as part of preparing for our extended
European trip”, reports Deb while waiting to order coffee during a common break, “but
nonetheless, after about one month there | noticed that my rash continued to subside,

again even without the ointment.”

“Great, Deb! I’'ll want to see pictures of the trip once you’ve done your usual
processing. Hundreds now, | bet. But yes—your skin looks almost clear. You did nothing

special?”

Deb grimaces knowingly picturing the coming hours sitting at the computer to process the

pictures, but agrees and says “l did nothing. Which makes me think it’s not a coincidence.”

Doctor’s Report

“Great idea meeting off campus, Deb. Haven’t been to this Panera in years.”, says Jean,

having just picked up their orders.

“Yeah, | wanted to talk. | need to ask for your assistance. Remember that skin rash?
| can keep it under control, but it’s again been requiring a twice a day check on breakouts.
Covering each with the prescribed skin ointment results, as usual, in each subsiding and
gone within a week. After scads of allergic reaction tests, the best that they’ve been able to
come up with is some sort of autoimmune disorder; in short, my body is attacking
something in the skin. The ointment is somehow calming the reaction, allowing it to heal.

Nothing, though, is being called out as an external source. Not pollen, not mold, nothing in
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the usual list of allergens usually tested for. Nothing in the bathroom water. They’ve even
had me install a carbon water filter for drinking water in the kitchen. In fact, none of those
should be present in any case in any significant concentration due to the Andrew’s

cleaning.”

“Thought | must be a special case. Turns out my doctor’s been sharing my test
results—bloodwork, skin samples, all that—in their network and within their own
enterprise for database analysis. Their Als flagged a pattern: several patients with similar
rashes, similar results, most living in Ruhestand Schule apartments. It’s gotten a small
team intrigued enough to do some research leading to a publication. You know, publish or

perish.”

“They’ve asked me to move off campus again for a while as part of an experiment.
They’ve also suggested air sampling. | tried leaving open jars around the apartment, but the
Andrew, apparently thinking they were garbage, kept disposing of them. As a control, at
least, could | ask you to do the same thing. You two don’t seem to be impacted, right? I’ll
provide some jars for you. Just arbitrary locations, no more than an hour, with you still in the
room, right? Date and time each, drop them off at this address, and they’ll provide you with
more if you want to continue. I’m asking others of our friends as well. The offsite patients

are being requested to do the same.”

“Sure, consider it done”, says Jean as she sips on her French onion soup.
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Time Off?

“Want to go out for ice cream?” Jean asked, poking her head into their shared office.

Rob, who is sitting under a detailed poster of a slide rule overlaid by ‘Physics Is
Phun’, raised his head and sighed, “Can’t. They’re rushing out a new online Al-driven self-
paced physics course and need it reviewed and enhanced quickly. Great idea, right? And
then for later they are asking me and others to be the tutoring backstops when the kids

need more than the course provides.”

“Rob, we can afford the rent without volunteering so much. It’s becoming a full-time
job. I love working with the kids too. I’ve also added time for online tutoring, but doesn’t it

feel like maybe we’re overdoing it?”

“But the online textbook’s a mess! Some problems make no sense—like comparing

an airplane’s flight path to a cannonball arc. If | don’t fix it, who will?”

“Rob... this isn’t like you. I’ve heard the same story from others of the volunteers.”

Rob feeling miffed, “Complaints about me?”

“Not just you or even about you.”
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Potluck Picnic on the Island

“Numm, heaven on earth” opines Gary while sampling Jean’s Caramel Chocolate Chip
Cheesecake. A cool partly sunny late summer weekend and a sizable sampling of
neighbors from campus housing decided to break away just for the fun of it. Rob, still mildly
stinging from Jean’s rebuke, decides to probe those sharing the same picnic table and asks
“Jean tells me that I’'ve been a bit of a jerk with her and to you folks. Wanna share your

verdict?”

Gary chuckles and says, “Not to worry Rob. Barb has been saying the same thing
about me. It’s not like those days of never-ending calls calming nerves when the bond
market would sell off, but, yeah, the work never seems to let up even to allow for an event
like tonight. And I’m hearing it’s not just the two of us. Can | take it that this is about you

folks taking on still more work? Common factor, right?”

Rob, leaning head on hand, agrees saying “True. Not sure how it built up to this

either. And it’s always accompanied by our saying ‘For the kids’, right?”

Gary, watching some darkening clouds on the horizon, replies “Yup. What’s gotten
into us. Retired, financially comfortable, wanting to give back, and somehow, we’ve taken
on nearly full-time jobs again. | mean, | like what we have here, the campus, you folks, the
mental effort, the kids, the Alice/Andrews as well, ... and did you feel a bit guilty for even
coming today? Hey, Bev, Dave,” —who were just arriving carrying a small slow cooker with
sauced small weanies - “no need to walk any further with those. Sit down and share those

with us first. OK, youse guys, subject of discussion is how we are all being jerks. Your turn.”
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Dave, while sampling from his own weanies, retorts: “And the worst of them is you Gary, but
| take it that the actual subject is work? Bev and I’'d been playing with the idea of moving
out, or of proposing we go on strike, but, you know, ‘It’s for the kids’. Can’t really give up on
a good thing. Certainly, do need to trim back. As is, with the number of hours the two of us
are putting in, and given what we were paid by the hour before we retired, we just
calculated that this nice apartment is effectively costing us about $100K per year. And we
could afford this apartment without all this. Can’t understand what’s gotten into the two of

us. It’s not like our kids need us to keel over and pass on our estate to them.”

Results?

“Half beef sandwich with French onion soup and a pop, please”, orders Rob at their Panera

meeting place.

Deb slides into the booth with her order and begins her report. “The research team
found no major differences between the on-campus jars, except for some garlic and onion
traces from Barb and Gary’s cooking. But they did detect cleaning products and two
unknown organic compounds. One jar, one left overnight and sealed in the morning, had
higher concentrations of one compound. The results match other monitoring sites within
the campus housing, even the control sites. No difference. The research team even
interviewed us looking for a pattern amongst those with the rashes to see if there was

anything that we do on campus but outside of the apartments. Again, nothing. They want
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us to install electronic sniffers in the apartments to gather long-term time-stamped data,

with those afflicted further carrying on-person monitors.”

Jean observes as feedback “I see the point. Isolated skin-based illness found
throughout the Ruhestand Schule campuses but, yet, no detectable differences in the
environments of those with and without the skin problems. So, needed is more detailed

data with more control. How can we help?”

With time for reflection while downing their meals and the usual aside-from-that-
how’s-it-going, Rob frowns. “I’ve been thinking through the implications of what we’re really
doing here. Not sure whether | can coherently explain.” He pauses. “Consider. Let’s be
paranoid for a moment. Could this be perceived as doing more than attempting to find the
cause of rashes on a set of people? Aren’t we effectively testing the air quality—the
contents of the air—of the Ruhestand Schule campus itself? A few jars for the purpose of
comparisons via control sites to see what is causing Deb’s rash? No big deal, right? No
questions asked. Even a single electronic air analyzer within your apartment Deb, again, no
big deal. And, why not, right? Do that! But we already know that this is not just about you.
Is the research team proposing having those monitors do comparison studies throughout
the Ruhestand Schule housing? And the lack of any known difference between apartments
shook me some. Our apartment was to act as one of the negative control base lines, but so
far we are just as—um—infected as yours. So, I’'m wondering out loud whether we have to
be careful with how we proceed. The Alices, and maybe the Andrews, would report any
unusual equipment. Maybe we could disguise sensors as smoke detectors, but that would

take coordinated swapping. Too many, and they’d notice.”
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Deb, who had brought the report, takes charge and requests, “OK, | suspect that the
team is open to ideas. Rob, would you mind posting exactly those same thoughts on the

Discord server?”
“Sure, on it.”

Jean adds quietly, “At least in our case, | think we have an alternative option. Rob

and | willdocument that as well.”

Moving Out

“Dr. Hoffman, Jean and | have decided not to renew our apartment lease. Our daughter
Allison offered to let us finish her lower level as an apartment, and we’ve decided to take

heruponit.”

Dr. Hoffman, slowly shaking his head, says “l understand, though I’m disappointed.
The service you’ve both provided—to our organization and the students—has been

invaluable. You must know that the actual benefit has been ours.”

“Yes, and that’s part of the problem. We’ve found ourselves doing more than most
people would in a full career. This has devolved away a lot from the retirement we had in

mind. Helping the next generation has been a joy, but... we need to cut back. A lot.”

“l can appreciate wanting more free time. Still, since you clearly enjoy the work,
perhaps a couple afternoons a week in our Learning Centers? And as a token of our

gratitude, we’d like you to have your own Strasbourg plant.”
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“Thank you,” Jean said, “but I’m a klutz with indoor plants. Outdoor gardens are

more my thing, and Allison’s place has plenty of space for that.”

Hoffman smiled. “We might have a solution. You’ve heard we’re introducing an
upgraded version of the Andrews to rent for the home healthcare market? No insult
intended relative to your obviously still good health, but we all get to that time in life, right?
With each of you still volunteering a few hours a week, we could offer a discount on your
own Andrew—and we’ll provide an Alice if you prefer. They’d handle your house
maintenance, and when needed, serve as an in-home nurse. It could even help your

daughter Allison by taking over much of her household upkeep.”

“And if you want to volunteer more, we’d be glad to work with you,” he added. “By the
way—nhow far along is your new apartment plan? We’d need Wohnrobotik to provide wiring
and network specifications for your electrical contractor, plus a small closet for the

Andrew.”

“Thank you, Doctor Hoffman. We’re not really interested, we could still consider

helping some of course, but we’ll certainly mull over your suggestions.”

As they left, Rob pulled out his phone and sent a secure Discord message:

“Operation Sniffer commencing. Will provide approval with Team OK.”
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Post-Construction

“Well, what do you think, Allison? ”, queries her dad Rob, "I take it that the folks from
Wohnrobotik were here, and you showed them around the house. In two weeks, you’ll have
yourself a housekeeper. Are you okay with the Alice’s video monitoring? We’ll see how long
we keep the whole setup—it depends on how fast the air-monitoring electronics in the
HVAC can collect and transmit what the research team needs. Once installed, use the
Alice and the Andrew however you like. For us, time will tell whether the health-based
enhancements help. Oh, and you might recognize the scent downstairs from our on-

campus apartment.”

Rob adds, “Speaking of Wohnrobotik, the team found that all these companies are

owned—directly or indirectly—by a holding company called Weltfirmen:

e Wohnrobotik
e Ruhestand Schule
e Blumen Weltweit (flower and plant conglomerate)
e Campus-Bau (general construction)
Not to mention a number of shell companies.”
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Analysis

The next Discord update read:

“ldentified one of the two unknown organic compounds from the apartment air. Itis
a plant-growth regulator used to control blooming in orchid-like species. The second
compound shows a periodic pattern—growing stronger overnight—consistent across all
monitoring sites. Attempts to identify the second continue. Isolation studies involving

orchids found in Ruhestand Schule apartments under consideration.”

“Well, then, isn’t it fortunate that we know of a source of orchids.” with Rob beginning to

hum the Mission Impossible theme from the TV series.

Jean smiles and adds: “... and as if by serendipity, there is a relatively local nursery recently
up for sale. Want to change jobs, Rob? It looks like our current part in this drama is coming

toanend.”

Mockingly, Allison complains “Oh, ¢’mon! I’'ve started to become rather used to having the
Andrew around. Now if only it would feed the llamas. Still, at the concentration that |
suspect we are talking about gets built up, you and the research staff are going to need to
be wearing gas masks. If you guys go that route, wouldn’t you also want to keep that part of
the nursery isolated. From the public | mean. Having an otherwise commercial nursery
being used only for research might raise some questions. Wow, see, you’ve even raised my
paranoia level as well. Well, folks, it seems that the two of you are yet again going to fail at

retirement.”
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Their Very Own Nursery, With a Secret Lab Out Back

Funny how life has this way of picking folks up and dropping them off somewhere else, but
this time with their approval. Transitioning to nurserymen, although not problem-free, had

the excitement of restarting one’s life yet again, with the confidence provided by maturity.

Most of the original nursery staff stayed on, especially those running the sales
counter, assorted planting items, and gift shop, which helped the new owners blend into
the community with no hint of the broader purpose. Behind the scenes, actual plant
professionals and researchers handled all the nursery and the secured lab, including the
orchids, with varieties of other orchids included in the public portion of the nursery, only
partly for the fun of it. The intrigue behind the actual purpose of the place only added to the
impish smiles that the in-the-know-staff shared with the public via the nursery’s plant

store. They were having fun while doing that which needed to be done.

It took time to build quality stock, but before long the nursery was a destination for
orchid lovers from multiple regional states and a source of promising lab results. They even
discussed dialing back success to avoid attracting attention, but the joy of the work won

out.

Or maybe that joy stemmed from the unexpected overdosing from the research
orchids. (Even with precautions, it began to dawn on the staff that they themselves had
been exposed.) No one seemed overly concerned. The project had its own off-site lab
animals, rabbits actually. Clearly, the lead researchers couldn’t ask humans to be directly

involved, and so the reason for the rabbits, but when the staff themselves started offering
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up the idea of two weeks in and two weeks out, each period ending with blood tests,

psychological testing, and brain scans, the obvious benefit couldn’t be overlooked.

Shortly after the process switch, a researcher with a theatrical bent hung a poster of
ayoung Audrey Il in the secure nursery, colorfully labeled “Our Little Shop of Horrors”. The
ethics were questionable, but they weren’t aiming for peer-reviewed journals—not at first.

After all, they suspected humans were already being used unknowingly on the campuses.

Later publications would only mention the animal work. But early results showed
the compounds stimulated the brain’s ventral tegmental area, boosting dopamine to
influence the nucleus accumbens—the brain’s reward center—and ultimately the
prefrontal cortex. Motivation and compliance effects rose measurably in double-blind

testing.

The active compound was ultimately isolated, one not seen before in nature, but
with physical similarities to the theanine class of compounds, this one resulting in
increased psychoactive effects. And now the team had a known way of manufacturing an

aerosol concentrate.
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Congressman Frick

“Congressman Frick, thank you for seeing us. I’ll get straight to the point—we need you to
sponsor an investigation into Ruhestand Schule. We have evidence that they’re
intentionally drugging their retired ‘volunteer’ staff. Despite their claims of a healthy
environment, we have proof of elevated death rates from stress-related causes—strokes,
heart attacks. Through private, self-financed means, we have developed some
considerable evidence of our concerns, but our relatively small teams of investigators will
not be capable of standing up to the scrutiny and legal aspects of our simply making this

information public, so ... well, we need your help.”

Frick leaned back. “I’m going to recommend you don’t pursue this. Public
perception of Ruhestand Schule is... well, extraordinary, even to a jaded politician like me.
You may know | co-sponsored a bill making any financial benefits to these ‘volunteers’ tax-

free.

“The demand by their “volunteers” to join them has exceeded their growth
capacity—especially since the, ah, inevitable turnover among older participants frees up
spots. Frankly, the idea of retirees working for their rent while mentoring students has

become a political goldmine. | won’t be the one to detonate it.”
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60 Minutes ... The Sum and Substance

Tick-tick-tick.

“On 60 Minutes this week, we return to a story we first covered over five years ago—
the rise of Ruhestand Schule. Since then, their business and education model has spread
to 147 mid-sized American cities, but more, influencing education nationwide. By all

conventional measures, theirimpact has been overwhelmingly positive.”

“But tonight, we reveal that not all that success was earned through ethical—or
even legal—means. Overwhelming evidence shows that atmospheric compounds were
used to subtly increase motivation, alertness, and compliance among staff... and

students.”

It Was Like Setting a Match, But Somehow ...

Jean was up early Monday morning, monitoring Substack and the internet in general. Asis
so often the case, Rob got called in to join her. Stock futures of Ruhestand Schule were
immediately predicting a major selloff. As 8:00 arrived across the country, Ruhestand
Schule students were already found with protest signs before the administration buildings,
staff were refusing to come in, parents were driving in to join the protests and then to pick
up their students. The Civil Engineering students had already found and disabled the
pertinent air conditioning systems in all the buildings over all the campuses, pressurized
tanks being bled off into the atmosphere. Planters were found crushed outside of every

campus apartment building. Government officials were meeting to decide whether to get
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involved or allow it to play out, whatever “play out” might ultimately mean. Multiple states
had turned much of their higher education over to Ruhestand Schule, with the common

attitude found among state officials country-wide being “Oh, shit. What do we do now?”.

Jean and Rob knew, even now from a distance, the part that they had played in this
growing disaster, but also aware just how this would likely be playing to conclusion out over
time. Both had discussed months earlier that they knew that, as their research staff did as
well, that the secret research site would be shut down and all records of results made
public upon request. The mulching of the plants had already begun, with plans to shift the
space over to consumer hydroponics for personal veggies, partly at the request of those

same researchers.

The two of them found that the common thread amongst the volunteer tutors, as
with themselves, was one of deep sadness. The reason that they gotinvolved in the first
place really was a good thing, worthy of one’s many long hours of effort at their age. They
all really were doing it “for the kids”, but at the same time they all felt their lives were more
worthwhile, even as they understood their mortality. Now their anger, their sense of being
played, was contributing to their confusion; were they part of the measurable academic

success or not? So, now what?

The students were even more upset, having been effectively told that they were
incapable of self-motivation for their own good. As the protests went on, groups of them
also observed amongst themselves — and recorded online —that not only did they not need
synthetic motivation, but what they had here, at a quite reasonable price, was a good thing.

They even saw an example for their own retirement years, that included life-long learning as
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aresult. They knew that they’d have fond memories of the staff and more generally their
time there. And part of each of them knew that they were very likely bringing that to an end,

all the while also knowing it had been great while it lasted. So, now what (and where)?

As is so often the case in corporate America, the C-Suite of Ruhestand Schule
published a conciliatory letter, focusing on the successes, but that was already too late.
Investors and buyers had already pulled the plug, and the board of directors could see the
writing on the wall. The board’s members also knew that Ruhestand Schule enterprises
was now far more than education, it was also massive real estate. Could all that even BE
liguidated? And the board also knew that governments at all levels, still slow to react while
the politicians worked through the legality of their options, would none-the-less be reacting
soon. To protect themselves, the board knew it had to react, and quickly. They wanted to
protect the education enterprise, but someone(s) was going to be found at fault and it was
not going to be them. Anyone with even indirect involvement in what was becoming called
“the poisonings” would be terminated immediately, and the senior administrative staff
investigated and fired if they were found to have even a hint of pre-knowledge. All records
would be kept for the likely coming criminal indictments to follow. Apology emails would
be immediately sent to the staff, offering them to stay free in their current housing and
effectively begging them not to move out, effectively requesting that staff stay available
until the board could sort out whether Ruhestand Schule could even continue to exist.
Fortunately, over and above the value of the physical assets, actually entire
subcommunities, Ruhestand Schule was flush with billions in cash previously intended for

near future expansion. With the legal system not yet involved, they knew that they still had
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some considerable flexibility in the use of those funds, just as long as it all later appeared

prudent and positive for national education.

Slowly, way too slowly, a public consensus of all parties involved, and reported by
the news media along the way, started to take shape. Such broken trustis never easy to
rebuild, nor should it be. Punishment needed, of course, to be legally dealt out. Necessary
or not, all plant research in any Ruhestand Schule location would cease. The low stock
price enabled the academic enterprise, still flush with funds for growth, to become a non-
profit. Stockholders were actually relieved to have been offered a bonus over current stock
prices. Bond holders found that their contracts were still being honored, resultingin only a
minor risk-based ding to the credit rating. Growth plans were substantially cut back, but on

the positive side growth plans there still were.

The original motivation by the “volunteer” staff concerning how they wanted to
spend much of the remainder of their lives returned. Many more of them, along with
parents and academic staff, were added to the board of directors. And the students, far
and away most already knew the educational motivation had always actually belonged
only to them, decided that they had had a good thing going, ultimately returned, many

having dyed their hair grey.

END



