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“Good,” said Mouse. “Wrap the red wire around tall coil.”

Vincent obeyed, reflecting that “tall” constituted a relative term. For “the tall coil” described a two-inch 
spiral of copper, while “the short coil” attained only a quarter inch less of comparative height.

“Attach other end here…” Mouse wrapped his end of the red wire to a bolt on the far side of the 
wooden box. Vincent instinctively moved his fingers away from the device. Spinning a wing nut down 
the bolt, Mouse glanced up at Vincent’s quick motion.

“It’s not connected yet,” he admonished his friend. “No electric current.”

Vincent answered dryly, “My mind believes you. It’s my hand that harbors doubts and suspicions.”

Mouse rolled his eyes. “One bad fuse! Long time ago, Vincent.”

“Memory is a powerful teacher,” Vincent replied.

Mouse flashed a grin at him and continued tinkering. Vincent watched the boy apply his skills to a 
personal project that seemed as much work as play. He knew that for Mouse, work and play often 
amounted to the same thing.

“Good to remember lessons,” Mouse commented. “I learn; I know. Where to find, how to build. Best 
stories. Lots of rules.”

Vincent listened.

Mouse wiggled a peg protruding from one side of the box. He reached for a small hammer and 
tapped at the peg, driving it more securely into its hole. “Lots of stupid rules, though. Hard to 
remember those. Easy to break. Everybody says Mouse always breaks the rules.”

“Not always,” Vincent murmured. “And not everybody.”

The boy glanced up. “Hand me little screwdriver,” he said.

Vincent selected the desired tool from a tray on Mouse’s worktable, taking care to avoid brushing his 
wide sleeve against the nearest pair of glittering lava lamps. Mouse accepted the screwdriver and 
began tightening screws in the heavy wooden casing.

“Vincent breaks the rules,” Mouse said. 

He was trying to sound nonchalant, but Vincent could sense the hurt and confusion underlying this 
remark. Only two days ago, even a few hours of the ostracizing Silence had left a deep impression on
his younger friend. The community had finally gotten Mouse’s full attention, communicating the 
necessity that he should stop stealing property from the world Above. However, Vincent believed the 
root of the problem lay, not in Mouse’s thieving habits, but in his incomprehension of what “stealing” 



actually entailed. 

To Mouse, taking things from people he knew counted as stealing. That was wrong. He had learned 
that lesson as a child. Taking things from Topsiders, from Strangers Above, seemed no worse than 
harvesting a plentiful bounty of goods and resources. Where was the harm in that? Why did the rules 
allow Tunnelfolk to find and take some things from Up Top, but not other things?

Thus far, no one had met with any success in helping Mouse to answer such questions.

Vincent decided to make a new attempt. “Rules are meant to keep people safe, Mouse. When I break
one rule, it is because I am trying to keep another rule that will save someone from danger.”

This time, Mouse stopped working when he looked up. He frowned, trying to make sense of Vincent’s 
words.

“Do you remember when Jamie first came to you during the Silence?” Vincent asked. “On the day of 
the cave-in in the Maze?”

Mouse nodded. Of course he remembered. “Jamie broke the Silence. Said Vincent and Father were 
hurt. Needed help. Needed Mouse.”

“Yes. She broke our community’s rules about not speaking to you, because she was obeying the 
larger rule that requires us to give help to people who need it most.”

Mouse considered this.

Vincent explained further. “The rule Jamie broke, the penalty of the Silence, was meant to bring you 
safety, by teaching you that it is bad to steal. So she placed you in danger by interrupting your 
learning time. But our danger was greater than yours that day. The rule Jamie upheld brought safety 
to Father and me. She did the right thing during an emergency. We needed the most help, as quickly 
as possible. So Jamie chose to keep one rule by breaking another.”

Mouse had hunched his shoulders as he listened, a sure sign that he was uncomfortable with the 
subject. Yet he was listening. Vincent stood still, gazing back at the young man in benign silence.

“Break the rules, not break the rules,” Mouse said. “What’s it like to know when?”

“Part of you already understands,” Vincent replied. He touched the wooden case of Mouse’s newest 
invention. “How do you know when it’s safe to touch exposed wires?”

Mouse looked down at the box.

Vincent continued, “How did you know it was very dangerous to ignite the explosive charges in the 
tunnel wall during the cave-in?”

“I know what I know,” Mouse muttered. “Read books, got burned. Read more. Listened to Father.”

“So your experiences taught you good rules, rules in your own mind that tell you when a device is 
safe and when it is dangerous.”

Mouse nodded.

“So, when you used plastic explosives to open the collapsed cavern, why did you decide to expose 
yourself to such danger?”

Mouse smiled a little. He thought this one an easy question.“Vincent’s my friend. Father’s my friend. 
You were dead without Mouse.”

Vincent smiled too. “Yes. You saved our lives. You love your friends.”

Mouse nodded again.



“Listen to your love, Mouse. You have a good heart. Your feelings will help you decide what to do 
during an emergency. And during those times when all your friends are safe, and when all is well 
Below…you must try to obey our ordinary rules.”

“Have to keep the Tunnels safe,” said Mouse.

“Yes,” Vincent agreed. 

He felt a glimmer of understanding catch hold in his companion’s mind. Mouse would require further 
instruction to enlarge that little flame of comprehension, but the young man was actively processing 
the meaning of recent events. Maybe this time, the conclusions he formed would not go amiss.

“Okay good, okay fine,” Mouse said brightly. 

He tightened one final screw and handed the screwdriver back to Vincent. He turned and picked up 
the end of an orange extension cord from his secondary workbench.

“Might want to stand back,” he warned.

“You may be certain that I want to stand back,” Vincent returned. He placed the screwdriver on the 
tray and stepped away, putting a good two yards of space between himself and Mouse’s mysterious 
gizmo.

Mouse plugged the end of the gizmo’s electrical cord into the extension socket.

The box emitted a literally hair-raising crackle and pop. The peg shot out of the wooden panel, 
followed by a stream of gray smoke. The acrid scent of ozone and hot metal snapped at Vincent’s 
nose. A shower of blue sparks fizzed up from one corner of the box while a cascade of yellow sparks 
arced from the vicinity of the tall copper coil.

Mouse was muttering, “No good, no good, no good!” He unplugged the electrical cord.

The box popped and sputtered for a few more seconds, then sat steaming at the end of the table, 
looking frazzled and battle-scarred.

Mouse scratched his head, ruffling his mop of dark blond hair. “Needs work,” he announced.

“Don’t we all?” Vincent asked.

Mouse gave him a brief blank stare, then waved a hand at the tray of tools. Or perhaps he was trying 
to waft the smoke away. 

“Hand me little screwdriver,” he said.

Vincent obliged his friend.


