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Introduction 

I wrote this story as kind of an experiment.  I saw (and still see) a fundamental problem 

with a basic tenant in quantum physics, that being that a particle remains in an indeterminate 

state until observed.  It violates the rules of common sense, and I came up with a simple 

explanation for it.  Being a librarian rather than a physicist makes it singularly unlikely that my 

explanation would ever get published in any reputable science journals, so I decided to write a 

short story about it instead. 

The fact that my short story remains unpublished means that my simple explanation will 

never be revealed, unless someone with some physics credentials actually reads and either tells 

me that I have a point or tells me why I’m full of shit.  I’d be good either way.  I just want my 

idea to get a fair hearing. 

____________________________________________________________ 

Part 1 

“Dad?  Can you build me a black box?” 

The last of the guests had gone home from the party, and it was well past my daughter’s 

bedtime.  I felt like it was well past mine as well.  I’ve always been kind of a lightweight when it 
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comes to drinking, and two glasses of wine left me feeling pretty swell.  After four glasses, 

however, I find that a comfortable chair the safest place for my surroundings and me, and the 

chair I was sitting in was very comfortable. 

Still, the words had been simple enough, and the question had little difficulty navigating 

my brain until it found a section still capable of reasoning. 

“Sure, honey,” I smiled.  “What do you need one for?” 

“I need it for my science fair project.”  She paused a little nervously.  “I think I’m going 

to need to borrow the cat, too.” 

Something about the use of the words “cat” and “science project” in the same paragraph 

has an instantly sobering effect. 

“Um, the cat?  You want to borrow the cat?” 

“It’ll be okay.  I’ll just need him for one day,” she said, suddenly shifting to earnest 

pleading that precocious ten-year-old little girls do so well.  Obviously, she had anticipated that 

she might have some difficulty persuading me on this aspect of her project.  “I decided that I 

wanted to do the Schroeder’s cat experiment thing.” 

I stared at her with a blank look for a long moment.  Something tugged at my memory, 

something disquieting.  I had visions of a physics class that talked a little about quantum 

particles.  I had memories of complete confusion.  And then, I remembered. 

“Do you mean Schrödinger’s Cat?” 

“Yeah, maybe.” 

I didn’t remember a lot of details of the experiment, but one thing in particular about 

Schrödinger’s Cat did seem to stand out in my memory as being important. 

“I’m sorry; isn’t that the experiment where the cat kind of, like, dies?” 
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Now I’ll admit that I’ve never had the greatest affection for that cat.  There had been an 

‘incident’ from the past–an incident that had not only placed it on the top of my shit list, but had 

also earned it his name. 

Still, as much as I disliked him, I didn’t like the idea of having the ASPCA getting on me 

for the sake of a fifth grade science project. 

Sally, however, was quick to reassure me. 

“No, I couldn’t kill Voldy.  I just want to paint him blue.” 

“Ah!  Now I understand.  Since when have they started teaching quantum physics in fifth 

grade?” 

Sally looked at me blankly. 

“What’s quantium physics?” 

“Sally, where did you hear about Schrödinger’s cat?” 

“Kasey was talking about it tonight.  It sounded cool.” 

That explained a lot.  Kasey was the kid of Bubba, the physicist who lived next door.  

Bubba must have talked about it at some point or another, and Kasey picked up on it. 

“That’s good, Sally.  It’s time for bed.” 

“But can I borrow the cat?” 

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow, dear.” 

Part 2 

The cat in question is an almost pure white domestic shorthair whose name is 

Voldemort.  I get a lot of questions as to why I would name a white cat Voldemort.  I just say it 

came to me one night. 
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My wife had rescued it from a parking lot in which it had been abandoned.  Voldemort 

was weaned from his mother far too early, and he has a personality that is very characteristic of 

this.  He climbs on counters.  He steels chicken off our plates.  He snarls and snaps for no good 

reason.  He tries to eat the buttons off my shirts.  He tries to crawl into my mouth when I’m 

sleeping.  He never paid any attention to the rules, never responded to discipline, and he is 

unbelievably nasty when he’s not being unbearably affectionate. 

All of this just makes him annoying.  There was the time, however, when Voldemort was 

still a kitten and I was getting ready to take a shower…I don’t know how he jumped up so 

high…I guess he saw some fascinating, swinging objects, and… 

Well, let’s just say that kittens have very sharp claws. 

His one saving grace is that the incident did not require what would have been a VERY 

embarrassing trip to the hospital. My wife managed to stop laughing long enough to bring me 

some gauze.  I healed quickly, but the scratch earned me a jagged scar that psychologically aches 

whenever he enters the room. 

And it also earned him an enemy for life. 

My wife died a few years later (we don’t need to talk about that) and I now have full 

responsibility for the animal.  Sally just loves him to death (I wish), so the cat and I have reached 

an agreement.  I will hate his guts but won’t kill him, and he will continue to make my life a 

living hell while at the same time thinking I am the best owner in the world, so long as I keep 

putting food in his dish. 



Feline Blue / Peck  p. 5 

 

Part 3 

Sally and I discussed her idea the next day, after I had taken several headache pills and 

drank two large glasses of water.  The idea was actually very clever.  She planned to simulate the 

quantum particle with a marble and a random switching thing (she was a little vague about this 

part).  If the marble went one way, the cat would be painted blue.  If it went the other way, 

nothing would happen.  There would be no way to know which way it went.  This would mean, 

by using Schrödinger’s rules and a little imagination, that the cat would be both blue and not blue 

simultaneously. 

The real Schrödinger’s cat experiment (which I quickly relearned after a Google search) 

involved a sealed box, a radioactive nucleus and a bottle of cyanide gas.  Things are set up so 

that there is a 50% chance that the nucleus will decay within one hour.  If it decays, the cyanide 

is released and the cat dies.  Quantum theory states that the nucleus is in an undetermined state 

between being decayed and un-decayed.  Ipso facto, the cat enters the same undetermined state, 

and starts “fluxing,” as Sally liked to describe it.  The cat was therefore both dead and alive at 

the same time, except that with her variation, the cat would be both blue and not blue at the same 

time.  He would stay in this state until the box was opened. 

I was pretty sure that giving a marble a 50% chance of spilling blue paint on a cat was not 

really a true re-creation of the experiment, but it was no worse an example than all of those 

science fair volcanoes were true recreations of real volcanoes. 

And, it struck me as a prize-winning idea for a fifth grade science fair. 

I debated arguing with her on one point, however.  I wondered if I should say that we 

didn’t need to use a real cat, and that we could get by with just a toy cat, or even a picture of a 

cat. 
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However, using a real cat would definitely make the project stand out.  And even though 

I was also sure that it would make the building of the box much more difficult, somehow the 

challenge appealed to me. 

Besides, I really liked the idea of putting Voldemort into a black box.  I had no problem 

making him part of an experiment where he was almost guaranteed to make him uncomfortable. 

So I approved of Sally’s experiment wholeheartedly.  Still, I had to make one 

fundamental change in Sally’s plan. 

“First of all, no paint.” 

Sally pouted.  “Why not?” 

“Because to get the paint off of the cat, I would have to give it a bath, and I do not want 

to give that cat a bath.” 

“Well, what else could we use?” 

“I was thinking blue Kool-Aid.  The cat could just lick that off himself.” 

Sally thought for a moment.  “Okay.  That’d be cool enough, I guess.” 

Now the problem would be the black box.  My initial vision of an old cardboard box with 

spray paint obviously wasn’t going to cut it.  This thing was probably going to have to be made 

of wood, and it was going to have to have some kind of a random mechanism in it for dispensing 

the Kool-Aid onto a cat that probably would not be too happy about being in the box in the first 

place. 

My woodworking skills have never been exemplary.  In school, my wood shop teacher 

looked at a corner shelf that I had made and laughed for a good two minutes before he gave me a 

D on it.  (The only way to flunk wood shop was to either not show up at all or to try to put a hand 

other than your own under a drill press). 
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So, I was going to need some help. 

I could have gone in one of two directions.  First, there was the left neighbor, Milton.  

Milton was a big, beefy guy–the kind of guy who likes to tear engines out of cars just for the fun 

of it.  The cars rarely worked right again after he put the engines back in, but still, for him, 

building a black box would probably not be a difficult job.  I could have gone over to his house, 

asked him to build me a black box with a thing that uses a marble to sprinkle blue Kool-Aid on a 

cat.  He’d have said, “Sure, I’ll have it for you by tomorrow.”  And after only a week, he’d have 

a contraption that would probably work if it could survive the car trip to the school. 

And that would have been the end of it. 

My second choice was my other neighbor, Bubba.  Bubba, despite his namesake, was a 

geeky looking physics teacher at the local community college.  Statistical odds suggest that there 

have to be some people named Bubba out there who are smart, and our neighbor was the one 

who beat the odds.  In addition, he was the one who, indirectly, put the idea into my kid’s brain 

in the first place.  I wasn’t sure how handy he was with tools, but he could certainly help with the 

presentation part of the experiment; a part which I suspected Milton would have been of no real 

help. 

I chose Bubba.  I decided that I felt more comfortable seeming dumb about quantum 

physics than I felt about seeming dumb about building things.  Just some dormant machismo 

genes, I guess. 

When I talked to him about it the next day, he was enthusiastic about the project.  We got 

together with Sally and began to work out the details. 

Bubba and I started out by brainstorming. 

“What should we make the box out of?”  I asked. 
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“Well, something reasonably sound resistant, if were going to use a real cat,” replied 

Bubba. 

“I was just thinking plywood.” 

“Probably simplest, but the inside of the wood part should be padded.  We’ll need a cage 

so that we can show what the cat looks like without giving him a chance to escape.” 

“That’s fine.”  Cage?  Black box?  Padded cell?  I was beginning to like this idea better 

and better.  “We’ll use some black spray paint and some plywood, with a little insulating foam.  

What about air?  The cat will need to breathe.” 

“Look, we’re not exactly trying to build a submarine, here, Evan” he replied.  “Whatever 

we come up with will be far from airtight.  Besides, he won’t be in there for very long and he’ll 

be able to breathe through the marble switching mechanism.” 

“What about Superman?” asked Sally. 

This question came from so far out of the nowhere that Bubba and I just stared at each 

other for a few moments in dumb confusion.  Finally, I blinked back to reality. 

“What about Superman?” I asked. 

“I mean, since Superman has x-ray eyes and can see through anything but lead, he could 

see the cat, and then the cat couldn’t be fluxing.” 

I was about to dismiss Superman, as I felt he was not likely to show up for the judging, 

but Bubba interrupted. 

“We can just buy a roll of lead foil to line the inside of the box with.  Not expensive at 

all.” 

“Okay, we’ll put lead foil in the box just for Superman’s sake.” 
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Sally seemed to think about this.  You could see the cute, pink wheels of her precocious, 

ten-year-old brain turning.  Something still didn’t seem right to her.  Something still didn’t quite 

fit. 

After a moment, she saw what it was. 

“What about an alien that can see through lead?” 

I forced myself to smile.  I was getting a little exasperated by this point. 

“Sally, how do we know that there are aliens who can see through lead?” 

“How do we know that there aren’t?” 

Bubba was smiling here. 

“The kid has a point, you know, Evan.” 

“Listen, Bubba, you’re not helping.  I can afford lead foil, foam, plywood and a can of 

black spray paint.  I can’t afford to build a sound-proof titanium chamber with an oxygen tank.” 

Bubba looked deep in thought for a few moments.  “Titanium wouldn’t necessarily do the 

job either.  Infrared could still get through.  I wonder…” 

He paused for a few more moments. 

“What would it take to make a ‘true’ black box?  Interesting question.  I think I’m going 

to make it a class project, with extra points for anyone who can come up with a good answer.” 

“Cool!” said Sally. 

“Sally, you’ve got to understand that whatever they come up with is probably going to be 

too expensive for me to build.” 

“I think that’ll be okay.  I can use any old box for the experiment so long as I can say 

what a real black box would look like on my display panels.  All of those stupid volcanoes don’t 

spew real lava, after all.” 
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“Good.  Since we can’t make a true black box in any case, can we leave out the foil?” 

“Okay.  Superman’s just pretend, anyway.” 

“Fine.  Bubba, this experiment is due in a month.  Do you think you can get an answer by 

then?” 

“I can get it in a week.  A good enough answer for our purposes, anyway.” 

“Good.  In the mean time, I get to try out my woodworking skills.  Oh joy.” 

Part 4 

Sally and I worked on the box for the next week, and Bubba came in to kibitz and suggest 

from time to time.  I cut the boards to the best of my ability, then Sally and I used some glue, 

nails, and paint, and before long we had something that looked quite definitely like a black box 

designed by a ten-year old and drunken orangutan.  It was reasonably solid though, so then we 

got to work on the more complicated, mechanical part. 

Fortunately, when Sally was a little girl, I bought her this marble racetrack thing.  You 

could set up a bunch of tracks and tubes and windmills and you could drop the marbles from the 

top of the contraption and watch them as they took all kinds of exciting twists and turns before 

they hit the floor and rolled under the sofa.  Both Sally and I thought it was really cool when we 

first started playing with it.  The trouble was that Sally only thought it was really cool for about 

three minutes, so I was forced to play with it by myself after that, which wasn’t nearly as much 

fun. 

Still, the racetrack thing had all of the tubes and gears necessary to make a ball bearing 

take one of two paths in a reasonably random manner.  (We decided that a marble wouldn’t be 

heavy enough.)  Bubba helped a lot here.  After a lot of Mouse Trap like gizmos, we got is so 
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that if the bearing took one of the paths it would flip over a half cup of blue Kool-Aid.  It was 

actually a lot of fun. 

Then we padded the box with good, thick foam, put in one of the cat’s “special blankies,” 

and plopped in Voldemort. 

And Voldemort, surprisingly, was fine with this.  Cats have some kind of natural affinity 

toward boxes, and this one was particularly warm and cozy.  He popped himself in and out of the 

box for a couple of hours, and then finally stayed inside for long nap. 

“We’ll let him get comfortable with it for a while, so he doesn’t freak out when we do the 

actual experiment.” 

So everything was proceeding along just swimmingly until Bubba stopped in after school 

to see Sally and me the next day. 

“Can’t be done.” 

“What can’t be done?” I asked. 

“I mean that a true ‘black box’ is a theoretical impossibility.” 

“You mean you don’t know how to make one?” asked Sally. 

“No, I mean that one can’t be made.  It’s impossible.” 

I asked incredulously.  “You mean even a million mile wall thick wall of lead…” 

“…would still let neutrinos through like the wall was barely there.  The only thing that 

could act as a perfect barrier to information would be a black hole.” 

Sally brightened.  “Well, I can just use that, then.” 

“No, you couldn’t, because a black hole is a one-way trip.  You would never be able to 

find out if the cat was blue or not.  Effectively, the cat would not exist at all, because its 
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existence would have no effect on anything else.  To all intents and purposes, it wouldn’t even be 

part of our universe anymore.  Only its mass would remain.” 

Sally looked at Bubba without comprehension for a few moments. 

“Then how can I do my experiment?” 

“It doesn’t affect the experiment.  You just have to say that the black box is just a 

theoretical formulation used to illustrate a quantum concept.” 

Sally stared at Bubba as if he had just spoken to her in Finnish.  Bubba was used to 

teaching college level physics.  He certainly had students who no more understood what he was 

talking about than Sally did, but at college, he could just flunk them.  He wasn’t used to trying to 

simplify his explanations. 

I interpreted for him. 

“He means you can say that the black box is just a pretend idea so that scientists can use 

it to show something cool about physics.” 

“But if the box is pretend, then the fluxing is just pretend, too.” 

“No, the flux can still happen,” Bubba replied, but he paused doubtfully for a moment.  

Then he continued, “We just can’t build a real black box.  There isn’t anything that can be built 

that would stop all information.  Maybe it would just be gravity waves or neutrinos, but if you 

have an alien that can see those, then the black box still doesn’t work.” 

Sally frowned, and then frowned deeper, and then took on an expression that looked 

about as dangerously angry as a ten-year old girl wearing a pink and white “Princess” tee shirt 

can look. 

“Then the whole experiment doesn’t work.” 

“Sally, the experiment is fine…” 
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“NO!” she shouted.  “The cat can’t be fluxing.  If some super powerful alien can come 

along and see the cat, the alien could always tell if the cat were blue or not.” 

“Sally, it’s just a thought experiment in quantum physics.  It’s not based on reality.  It’s 

just something pretend…” 

She interrupted angrily, “So I have to pretend that the cat is fluxing when he isn’t?  I 

think the whole quantium thing is pretend, too!  I should have done a volcano.  At least I don’t 

have to pretend whether there are real volcanoes.” 

“Sally…” 

“No!  Forget it!  I don’t want to do my blue cat experiment anymore.  This quantium stuff 

is stupid!” 

Sally turned and ran to her bedroom, slamming the door. 

I had just spent a week building a black box–a magnificent mess–and I wasn’t about to 

give up on the idea very easily.  I turned to my scientist friend, who was looking a little 

overwhelmed at the moment.  “Look Bubba.  I’m going to go and try to reason with her.  Just 

help yourself to a drink.  I’ll be right back.” 

And I raced to Sally’s room and knocked. 

“Sally, can I come in?” 

I could hear a muffled sobbing on the other end.  “No.” 

“Sally, I really think you need to hear what I have to say.” 

I heard a quiet shuffling on the other side of the door.  Sally opened it, her eyes streaked 

with tears.  She left it open and ran back to her bed and buried back her face into the sheets. 

“Sally, I want you to understand something.” 

I went over and sat next to her on the bed. 
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“You’ve taken on a really great experiment.  I’d hate to see you give it up.  It’s just that 

you are trying to show something that most people don’t even know about until college.  This is 

really complicated stuff.  I can’t even begin to understand it myself, and even Mr. Bubba doesn’t 

understand it completely.” 

Sally turned to look at me and started to say something, but I held up my hand to stop 

her. 

“But there other people out there who do understand it, and these people are very, very 

smart.  If they say that that’s the way it is, I think we have to take their word for it.” 

“I don’t care.  It doesn’t make sense and I think it’s just stupid.” 

“Sally, do you think there are still a lot of things that don’t seem to make sense, but are 

true anyway.  Think about the world being round.” 

“What about it?  I know that the world is round.” 

“But for a long time, people thought the world was flat.  Then some very smart people 

were able to figure out that the world was round.  If you look outside, does it look round to you?  

Or does it look flat?” 

Sally sniffled.  “It looks flat.” 

“Yes it does, doesn’t it?  Would you know how to prove that the world is round?” 

“I could build a rocket and go into space.” 

“Can you build a rocket, Sally.” 

She sniffed again.  “No” 

“But other people can build rockets, just like other people understand why the cat would 

be fluxing.  Does that make sense?” 

“I guess.” 
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“Okay, Sally.  Just think about it for a while.  Just because you don’t understand 

something doesn’t mean that it isn’t true.  Mr. Bubba says that it’s true.  I think we should take 

his word for it.” 

Sally sniffed.  “I don’t want to.” 

I talked to her for another ten minutes or so.  She finally agreed, reluctantly, to go one 

with the experiment. 

“Thanks Sally.  I’d really appreciate it.” 

She buried her face in the bed sheets again as I left he and I walked back out to the living 

room. 

Bubba was still sitting on the sofa, but now, there was bottle of whisky in front of him. 

The bottle was about four-fifths empty. 

I was sure that the bottle had been full when I bought it for the party a little over a week 

earlier, and I was also sure that it had never been opened since then. 

Nevertheless, just a few swallows of the liquid remained. 

I couldn’t see a glass around.  He must have been drinking right out of the bottle. 

“Bubba, you didn’t need to help yourself to a drink quite that enthusiastically.” 

Bubba turned to look at me–or rather, I should say that he turned to look in my general 

direction.  His eyes were not currently capable of pinpoint accuracy. 

“I think the kid may be right.” 

“Right about what?” 

“Schroeder’s cat.  The whole conception may just fall apart if a black box isn’t 

theoreckticly possible.” 
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“What are you talking about?  I just spent fifteen minutes convincing her that she was 

wrong.  You can’t do this to me Bubba.” 

“But she may be right.” 

“She can’t be right.  She’s ten-years old.” 

Bubba thought about this.  He thought about it for quite a while. 

“I think she can be both, I think,” he finally replied. 

“But I thought this was one of the founding tenants of quantum physics.” 

“It is an illustrative point of quantum physics that no one has ever really firmly decided 

on.  I’m worried this fifth-grade science experiment may have just put a nail in its coffin.  That’s 

why I’m getting drunk.” 

“But…” 

“…but,” he interrupted, “the black box was always just theory.  Just a concept.  No one 

ever really thought of making a real one.  But it turns out that a real black box is impossible, and 

that means that she may be right, and that the entire Schrody thing may not be possible. 

“And, while I can’t say that I’m thinking really clearly at the moment, I have the feeling 

that somehow that chops at the foundations of quantum physics.  At the very least, I think that it 

means something important.  But I don’t have the math for it at the best of times, and certainly 

not right now.  So I decided not to think about it, and I thought about whiskey instead.  I’m 

pretty sure I made the right decision.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Whiskey.  It’s helping me a lot right now.” 

“No, quantum physics.  This is a fifth grade science fair project.  It has nothing to do with 

quantum physics.” 
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“The experiment is based on quantum physics.” 

“But it uses marbles and a wooden box.” 

“Just as good as anything else, if she’s right.” 

“But…the experiment…if the Schrödinger effect can’t exist, what are we supposed to do 

now?” 

“We?  I don’t know what you’re going to do, but I’ve decided to get very drunk!  I’ve 

already explained that in detail.  I can see that you don’t want to take this approach, so here, look 

at this.” 

He took a coin from his pocket (with some difficulty) and threw it into my bedroom.  At 

least, that’s what I think he was trying to do.  The coin instead ricocheted off a wall a good four 

feet from the bedroom’s entrance and bounced, I suspected, into the kitchen. 

“Okay, now tell me about the coin.” 

“Well, I think it may have nicked the paint on the wall in the hallway, and it’s probably 

rolled under the refrigerator by now.” 

He seemed to think about this with interest.  You could almost see his great but inebriated 

brain at work, like two balloons trying to make love during a windstorm.  As time went on, I 

could see that the rapidly ingested alcohol was taking more and more control of all that which 

was Bubba. 

Then he smiled at me with a monumentally stupid grin. 

“No, you’re funny.”  He laughed a kind of choking laugh and tilted dangerously to one 

side.  He caught himself, and sat back up again.  He wasn’t exactly straight, but he was not a 

quite so precarious an angle. 

“No, tell me the state of the coin.  Did it land heads or tails?” 
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“I don’t know,” I said firmly.  I was quite sure that this was exactly what he wanted me to 

say. 

“Right!”  The balloons in his head were hit by a good gust again, and it took him a few 

moments to continue.  “Now, what if we were in a position where we could never determine its 

state?” 

“We may be in such a position.  If the coin rolled under the refrigerator, I have no 

intention of trying to get it from out from there.” 

His grin achieved a state of even greater stupidity.  “Perfect!” he affirmed.  “And its state 

isn’t effecting anything else in the world.  So now, if I had to declare its state mathemacal… 

mathmomatical…  using math, and since I’d have no way to determine which state it was in, I’d 

have to say that the coin’s stated was indeterdminable, that it was both heads AND tails. 

“So…” He paused, his balloons doing their erotic dance again for a while. 

“So, the moment the coin’s state affects the universe in any way whatsoever, the state of 

the coin IS ALWAYS deterdimnable, because of Superman.  Since the math is describing an 

impossible state, the math gives us a meaningless answer.”  He paused in drunken triumph.  “So 

therefore the Schrodininger effect is just a mathefactical fantasy, because it isn’t based on reality 

at all.”  And then, with a victorious and still monumentally stupid grin, he flopped over on the 

sofa and passed out. 

I found a large Tupperware bowl and left it by his head, hoping against hope that if his 

body felt the need to exorcise itself of some of its excess alcohol, and if he couldn’t stagger to 

the bathroom, that at least he might have enough sense to aim for the bowl. 

And then I drained the rest of the bottle and went to bed myself. 
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Part 5 

Bubba was gone by the time I awoke in the morning, which suited me fine.  The bowl 

remained unused, and there were no bad smells to be detected, so overall, I was rather pleased by 

the way the thing turned out. 

I didn’t see Bubba for the next couple of days.  When he returned, he was as geeky and as 

chipper as ever. 

“It’s all mathematics, Evan,” he said without preamble.  “I did some more digging into 

the origins of the Schrödinger Cat experiment.  Did you know that Schrödinger himself did not 

really believe that the cat would be in a dead-alive state?  What he was trying to do to show how 

preposterous the whole thing would be–reducto ad absurdum–and that therefore quantum theory 

must be incomplete.  If it’s ridiculous to assume that the cat is in a dead-alive state, then you 

would have to say the same thing about the nucleus–it’s either decayed or not decayed. 

“But that was the problem.  All he was ever able to say was that ’something’ was wrong 

about the concept–he never said what it could be. 

“There have been some rather complex explanations of the phenomena–nothing 

universally agreed upon.  The main theory is something called the Copenhagen interpretation, 

which I studied for about three hours but I still don’t understand fully.  This interpretation has 

some growing competition involving parallel universes, which I didn’t even bother to read about 

because it is just a stretch to far for me.  What I can say is that a lot of people objected to the 

Copenhagen interpretation on the grounds that it is non-deterministic and that it includes an 

undefined measurement process that converts probability functions into non-probabilistic 

measurements.” 
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I grimaced here.  “Listen Bubba, this is me: Evan.  I’ve got a business degree.  Try to use 

words with no more than three syllables and throw in the words “profit margin” from time to 

time if you want me to have a clue as to what you’re talking about.” 

“Sorry.  What I’m really saying is that, while most physicists agree that the cat isn’t 

“fluxing,” as Sally likes to put it, no one is really sure what the heck is going on.” 

Bubba took a deep breath, and went on. 

“When I was just studying this stuff, I came across some experiment that was supposed to 

prove the random state of decay.  The scientist set up his experiment so that he would not 

observe the particle directly, but he would rather deduce the condition of the particle from the 

behavior of another particle. 

“But that’s where it went wrong, I think.  All he really did was redefine the word, 

‘observer.’  An observer becomes, not a conscious entity, but rather an effectee:  something 

whose behavior is in some way modified by the behavior of, or even the existence of, the particle 

in question. 

“What Sally is basically saying is that so long as the decay of the radioactive particle 

affects the universe in any way whatsoever, the Schrödinger effect cannot occur.  And since it’s 

impossible to build a true black box, virtually everything larger than a subatomic particle should 

in theory affect the rest of the universe in some way.  So therefore, there is no Schrödinger 

effect.” 

“I’m pretty sure that Sally would disagree that that is what she is saying.  I’m pretty sure 

that if Sally were to say that, she would have no idea what she was talking about.” 

“Whatever.  And, if the Schrödinger effect can’t exist, well, it means something.  Maybe 

it says that, unless something is affecting something else in the universe in some way, it literally 
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can’t be said to exist in our universe, at least mathematically.  Maybe what we’re really 

describing in quantum physics is if the state of something is indeterminable, then, ipso facto, its 

state can’t be determined and could be in any state.  A tautology.” 

“So you’re saying that a kid’s fifth grade science fair project is going to debunk quantum 

physics?” 

“No, I don’t think so.  I don’t have the math for stuff at this level.  I’m just a physics 

teacher at a community college, after all.  All I’m saying is that I think it means something–I’m 

just not sure what.” 

“Well, what are you planning to do about it?  And don’t mention anything about whisky 

this time.” 

“I’m going to ask my old physics teacher at State and see what he has to say about it.  

Maybe he can explain it to me in a way that makes sense.” 

After Bubba left and I put Sally to bed, I sat in the living room, wondering about how a 

ten-year old kid, a ball bearing, some Kool-Aid, a plywood box, and a psychotic cat were going 

to combine forces to turn quantum physics on its ear. 

I looked at Voldemort, sitting on the couch in the living room.  He was oblivious to all 

the fuss he was causing.  He just sat there, grooming himself; licking his fur so that he could toss 

it up into a hairball that I would step in at two in the morning. 

Damn, I hated that cat. 

Part 6 

Finally, the day of the great experiment came along. The first and most difficult chore 

was getting the cat into the cat carrier. 
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Voldemort was an indoor cat, and when he saw that green carrier with the cage in the 

front, he knew that something was about to happen that he wouldn’t like at all. 

So he hid. He has a LOT of hiding places, and he’s smart enough to create a new one the 

moment we find one of his old ones. 

But the point is we always find him. Every time. He has never once failed to get into that 

carrier once we determined to put him into it. So, why does he keep trying? 

I wore a leather coat and gloves. The last time I tried to put him into the carrier he 

managed to draw blood–quite a feat for an animal without any claws. 

We found him behind a fish tank that hadn’t had any fish in it for the past five years. The 

tank had a cupboard underneath it, and the cupboard didn’t have a backing. To Voldemort, this 

looked like a perfect hiding spot. To us, this made it easier than usual. All we had to do was open 

the cupboard doors and nab him. He was so surprised that those doors actually opened that he 

didn’t think quickly enough to try to run away again. 

Getting him into the carrier was a different matter. He had a tail and what seemed like 

about eight paws that combined forces to keep himself from getting in there. Sally and I likewise 

combined forces against him. While he hissed and yowled, I held the dangerous end with the 

teeth, and she stuffed in the tail and the hind legs. He went in easily after that–the front legs 

alone just didn’t have the movement or the strength to stop the inevitable. 

So we lugged the black box contraption, the obligatory three-panel storyboard, and the 

cat out to the van, respectively. We remembered the Kool-Aid at the last minute. Bubba had said 

earlier that he wanted to see how everything was going to work, but he said that he’d meet us 

there. 
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The school administration decided to hold the Science Fair in the school cafeteria this 

year. Apparently, a particularly enthusiastic volcano had flowed its simulated molten contents all 

over the gymnasium floor last year and the gym teacher threw a fit. It was decided that the floor 

of the school cafeteria was far better suited for dealing with unidentifiable and possibly toxic 

substances. 

Once we got to the school, we pulled out the black box contraption, the obligatory three-

panel storyboard, the Kool-Aid, and the cat. We found our table, set up our display and then had 

to tackle the job of getting the cat OUT of the carrier. Voldy had apparently decided that, as 

much as he hated the carrier, at least it was something familiar to him. There were a lot of 

strange sounds and the smell of volcanic sulfur was in the air, and Voldy had decided that maybe 

the carrier wasn’t such a bad place after all. 

Gravity ultimately won. We took the carrier and turned it sideways over the black box. 

We shook it a little, and Voldy, having no claws to speak of and not a lot to hold on to, 

eventually slid out with an ungraceful thump. 

The black box was also a safe place that Voldy was familiar with, but he hadn’t liked a 

thing that had happened to him in the last half hour, and I don’t think he liked the idea of being 

locked up again. He looked up at us with pleading eyes and gave out a plaintive, “mew,” 

deciding on a far more passive tactic then any he had ever tried before. I felt my scar ache, and 

quickly slammed the lid down over him, suppressing the urge to laugh diabolically after I did so. 

Once we had everything set up, I looked around and started to feel a little worried. 

Everyone else’s experiments we colorful. Ours was a misshapen black box. The box didn’t even 

have any exciting projections or knobs to twist and turn, just a single hole. All the exciting 

mechanisms were inside, hidden from view. 
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Just before the judging was to begin, Bubba showed up. Someone was with him. 

“This is Dr. John Mazur, from South Indiana State University,” he explained. “He used to 

be my physics instructor there. I never went for my doctorate, of course, but he also teaches in 

the doctoral physics program.” 

I gazed at him with a look of dumb incredulity. 

“Hello,” he said, tipping his cap. “How are you?” 

“I’m Evan,” I replied. “Bubba, can I have a word with you?” 

I grabbed Bubba by his arm without waiting for an answer and walked out of earshot of 

the scientist. 

“Bubba, what the hell is he doing here?” 

“I invited him. I told him about the black box problem and he got interested.” 

“But this is just a fifth grade science fair experiment. We’re just going to dump Kool-Aid 

on a cat. And that’s only if we’re lucky.” 

“Look, he’s here. He’s quiet. He doesn’t eat much. What the hell is your problem?” 

I stopped. I felt a rock in the pit of my stomach. 

“I don’t know. It’s just the quantum physics part of it. I don’t like the idea of going 

against a bunch of PhDs and trying to prove that they’re all wrong because of a guy in blue tights 

and a cape.” 

“Just relax, will you? Sally hasn’t proved anything. And even if she did, it wasn’t 

something that everyone else hasn’t already suspected. All she’s done is maybe come up with a 

new angle on it. Now come on, it looks like the judging is starting.” 
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Part 7 

After going back and greeting Dr. Mazur more humanly, we watched the other 

experiments in action. They weren’t all volcanoes, of course. In reality, there were only two 

volcanoes in the whole room. There was one experiment where a student had turned a plant on 

its side to make it grow upwards. There was another one that used a prism and a flashlight. 

One of the more interesting experiments tested the effects of coffee on teeth. The kid 

used six real teeth (his dad was a dentist). He placed two in regular coffee, two in decaf, and two 

in water as a control. The result could have been used as an advertisement for one of those 

toothpastes with, “extra whitening.” It also could have been effectively used by the anti-coffee 

lobby, should anyone choose to form one. 

When the judges got to us, Sally went into her spiel. The judges, who were in fact just all 

of the fifth grade teachers in the school, seemed a little mystified by the whole thing. I doubted 

that most elementary school teachers delved too deeply into quantum physics as they earned their 

education degrees. 

Sally explained the concept pretty well though, and the teachers seemed to know what 

she was talking about when she finished her preliminary presentation. 

With a dramatic pause, Sally dropped the ball bearing into the tube. 

Nothing happened, which was exactly what was supposed to happen. 

Sally turned back to her audience, and was about to talk some more when suddenly, a 

muffled yowl emitted from the box. The box abruptly jumped almost an inch to the left, and a 

hissing sound (also distinctly muffled) could be heard. 

The audience laughed. Little Sally looked mortified and ready to burst into tears. But then 

she shook herself, took one big sniffle, and boldly went on. 
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“The effect described in the Schrödinger’s Cat experiment can not happen in reality, 

because it is impossible to build a black box for real.” 

Sally turned to look at us with venom in her eyes. “Although I think my dad and Mr. 

Bubba could have done a little better job than this.” The audience again laughed. 

She looked again at the judges. “Anyway, the cat is not in a state of quantum flux, 

because if an alien existed who could see into the box, they would always be able to tell if the cat 

were blue or not without opening it.” 

Then, she suddenly smiled. “In fact, in this case we don’t even need an alien. We know 

that the cat is blue because, even though we cannot see him, we heard him when the Kool-Aid 

was poured on him. Our sense of hearing tells us that the cat is blue, even though we can’t see it. 

We could also guess the cat’s color when the black box moved, and I think that just comes from 

our sense of knowing that cats don’t like having Kool-Aid poured on them.” 

The audience laughed appreciably and applauded. 

The physicist from the university did not applaud, but he smiled at her and nodded. 

Sally opened the front of the box, and we could indeed see a blue cat–a very angry and 

scared looking blue cat–staring back at us from behind the cage. We closed the box again to let 

the cat suffer in peace. 

When all of the teachers and parents moved on to mold experiment at the next table, I 

approached the physics professor. 

“So, Dr. Mazur, what do you think of Sally’s interpretation of quantum theory?” 

Still smiling, Dr. Mazur shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t have the math for it.” 

I closed my eyes, exasperated. 

“But,” the scientist continued, “I think the kid may have a point.” 
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Dr. Mazur tipped his cap at me, then at Bubba. With Sally, he removed his cap entirely 

and bowed to her. He then turned on his heals and walked from the room. 

Part 8 

We managed to get the now blue and white cat out of the box and home again with a 

minimum of bloodshed. Sally got an A on the project, with several positive comments that 

proved conclusively that her teacher didn’t really have a clue as to what the experiment was at all 

about. 

Harvard University failed to call us to tell us that Sally’s experiment had set the world of 

quantum physics on its ear. I never heard from Dr. Mazur again. So life went back to almost 

normal in our humble abode. 

I say almost, because we also leaned that blue Kool-Aid acts as an excellent hair die, and 

Voldy went around stained for several months before he managed to lick all the blue hairs off 

and upchuck them in blue hairballs for me to step in. 

Damn, I hate that cat. 

 


