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I didn’t have to pay for my heart because of The Vote. My parents won’t tell me how they voted, but I can imagine my mother, her ankles swollen, one of her hands supporting her pregnant belly, leaning over the digital console to face this decision with full knowledge that I’d be born with blue lips, the need for multiple cardiac surgeries, and a higher risk of learning disabilities. What parents wouldn’t want their defective daughter to have an artificial heart three-dimensionally printed for them? Who wouldn’t want to hit the reset button on their baby’s most important organ with little risk, and for free?

I am a “Mooch,” a beneficiary of the Magnanimous Organ Outturn for Child Health program. I think that people knew devices were going to be expensive, the same way that the price of wheelchairs, the good ones, made them out of reach for many back in the day. Guilt made them institute MOOCH so that all of us who were born crappy could rest in the noble arms of society knowing that we were not discriminated against for how we came into this world. I mean, I can’t help the way I was born, and most people understand this, or at least say they do before they turn around and vote to lower the age beyond which we’re held “responsible” for ourselves. 

I think that when the organ donor question was removed from driver’s license questionnaires, maybe people stopped feeling like they could help others, maybe they switched from an “ourselves” to a “me and you” point of view. That was when organ printing became common enough to overcome The Scarcity. That’s the way history books mention that big gap between the many people who needed organs because they were sick or just didn’t want to die yet and all the organs that were available. But, what do I know? I’m fifteen and wasn’t alive before the year 2085. 

I don’t really hate being called a Mooch, though. What I can’t stand is the word “artificial.” It has to be the most misunderstood modern word of the 22nd Century. The media puts it in front of anything. They started with Intelligence and now it goes with Medicine, Housing, Teaching, and in my case, Organs. When I asked House, the system that runs our home, to look “artificial” up in a thesaurus, I stopped the read-out because I got too irritated. I am not fake. My heart was created for me using my own cells. If that isn’t authentic, then I don’t know what is. 

My best friend Mateo says I overthink things because all “cardio-plants” do; it’s as if those ventral cells pump too much blood into our brains. Mateo’s cornea was messed up so he’s an “eye-plant,” or as he likes to say, an ojoso. He has to volunteer next to janitorial drones, cleaning up beaches and parks to pay his off because his problems weren’t diagnosed until he was older than thirteen. 

Mateo can’t hide because his transplant went through some kind of spontaneous mutation in the lab that made the tissue adopt a bluish hue instead of being clear. His case was tricky because it required heavy genetic engineering to avoid simply growing a cornea with the same exact issue. The way he tells it, instead of growing another, his parents accepted the defective one for a sharp discount on the number of hours Mateo would have to spend volunteering for it. But Mateo doesn’t complain. Actually, he says the best part about his being forced into the open about receiving an artificial organ is that people forget he’s Mexican. Just last week he was walking home from school and someone rolled down the window of their vehicle and yelled, “Get an oil change.” This, in case you can’t tell, is because people think of us as machines. 

“See, Obie?” he said to me afterwards, his newer cornea sparkling unevenly. “Humanism trumps racism.”

“Is that good?”

“I take pride in making society invent a whole new way to define ‘us versus them.’ I like to make people really have to think.”

Mateo is the only person, aside from my folks, who knows about my heart. He’s been my best friend since middle school. The only other thing we have in common, besides being “artificial,” is that our parents send us to an old-fashioned, in-person school. Mine do it because they—well, mostly my dad—insist that I spend time in the “real world.” He also wants me to have a set schedule instead of the whole on-demand-when-you-feel-like-it approach that Virtual Reality Artificial Intelligence, or VRAI, homeschooling has become. The VRAIs were supposed to be strict but they’re also designed to match with our needs and feelings and natural dispositions (the result of another referendum I won’t get into). So, my dad, with his hand-knit baggy sweaters that aren’t even water resistant, insisted on sending me to a school. The lone one is about a hundred miles away, which only takes fifteen minutes on the speed rail, but is still a pain compared to staying at home in my sweats and VR goggles. 

Now, believe me, bullies can figure out how to get to their targets digitally, but I think that having to go to an in-person school delivers us right into the lion’s den. That’s actually how Mateo and I met, back in the seventh grade. I was gliding along, minding my business in my shiny new hover sneakers—even though I promised my dad that I’d walk for some traditional exercise—when my comm device vibrated with an environmental disturbance alert. It said there was a hazard above me. I looked upwards, scanning the treetops and clouds, and spotted a black, sharp-edged and bird-shaped drone the size of my hand. It flew straight up, reversed direction, and then dove down over and over. As I got closer to it, I heard yelling each time it dropped out of my line of sight. Weird. . . When I got to the school’s quad, I saw a thin, golden-skinned boy about my age running around screaming and waving his hands above his head, doing his best to fend off the attack. The hunting drone kept diving to hit him on the forehead with its beak. Every time the boy was down, as in lying on his stomach and moaning, the drone flew up. And whenever the boy shakily stood, it swooped down and jabbed him again. When I reached him, he was resting face down with his bleeding forehead pressed against his forearms. 

“Are you okay?” I asked him. 

“Ay, no,” he replied. Later I’d learn that, as American as Mateo was, his Mexican heritage always emerged when he was under duress. He rolled onto his back and looked up at me. I had one second to take in his one blue and one brown eye before the drone swept in again, jabbing him on the bridge of his nose before he managed to roll back over. 

“I think the drone is tracking your eyes,” I said as the machine retreated back into the air. 

“Wha?” the boy groaned into the artificial grass. His arms were spread before him, and the comm encircling his wrist was cracked. 

“When you’re face up, it flies in to hurt you. I think it’s set to attack your eyes. Mine are both brown and it isn’t attacking me.”

I think he paused to take this in, or maybe it was the pain that caused his hesitation, who knows? 

“So, what do I do?” he finally asked. 

“Um . . .” I looked around, as if anything on our carefully landscaped school grounds could possibly help this “real world” situation. The drone silently hovered overhead. “I have an idea,” I told him. 

“I’m all ears.”

I stifled my giggle. His ears did stick out quite a bit and looking at the back of his head made them look really big. I pulled a copy of my dad’s retinal scan up on my comm. My dad’s eyes are blue (I must have inherited mine from my mom’s Chinese and Korean descent), and when I angled my comm a certain way, the sunlight bounced off and a blurry blue reflection landed on the school building wall. The drone didn’t budge. It must have been trained to look for blue and brown, a very specific and unique combination. Someone must have really wanted this kid hurt. 

I leaned forward and wriggled the cracked comm off the boy’s wrist. “Hang on, I have an idea. Just log me into this thing, okay?” Keeping his face down, the boy lifted his head slightly as I held the device below his eyes. It scanned his retina, beeping as it granted access. “Tell it to take a selfie,” I said. 

“Amiga, snap a photo of me,” he commanded. I held the comm close to his eye as it carried out the command. It wasn’t a retinal scan, but it would be brown and eye shaped, at least. Then I held his comm next to mine, angled them both to catch the sun, and started walking slowly towards the building. The blue and brown circular reflections became smaller the closer I got to the wall, creating a slightly wavy image of mismatched eyes. I held my breath nervously, hoping it would work. Suddenly, there was a whoosh next to my shoulder as the drone zipped past and a loud smash as it crashed into the building and broke apart.

I will give my parents some credit here, in hindsight. They taught me to use my brain before relying on AI. 

“Look at the data first! Use your head!” my dad would always say, pacing behind me as I stared at the statistics assignment displayed on my console. 

“It’s the same way I look at my patients,” my mom would say, “before the AI tells me what to do.” 

So, when faced with the weird event of a drone hitting a boy between the eyes whenever his face was turned up, it didn’t take much to find a pattern. Then, I mentally listed what resources we had—again, credit to my mother for insisting that I focus on the positive. Finally, we’re not really supposed to share retinal scans because of security concerns, but my dad said I could keep a copy of his for emergencies. My own eyes can be used to open our home, get me into our school building and stuff like that, but my dad’s can access our home’s generator and internal programming since he and my mom are the primary licensees. 

“You a brainie, huh? That was bop,” the boy said. I helped him up and slipped his comm device back on his wrist. 

“Brainie” refers to the one type of artificial organ that doesn’t exist, also because of the referendum. People just couldn’t handle the idea of printing someone’s brain out; I think it had to do with identity or consciousness, something like that. I only skimmed the articles and my dad hasn’t explained that one yet. So, now we just use it to describe people whose intelligence is boomer high. 

“Want me to page a first-aid drone?” I offered. 

“Drones suck. Let’s find the ice cream machine.”

I walked after him, sensing this wasn’t his first time being targeted and that he had some kind of recovery practice he followed. We selected our ingredients from the digital menu. I ordered fresh mint and Mateo got the same thing but added every possible topping. The screen cleared so we could see the machine inside churn the cream and sugar with mint and then package the food. After the final product was dropped through the slot, he held the cold packet to his forehead and sighed with relief. 

“Can I help you home?” I offered. 

“No, thanks, I have to get to my beach cleanup.”

We tapped our wrists to swap contact info and I spent the rest of the afternoon doing homework and tracking him under the #lifeisbeautifulgov or #organgratitude social networks as he worked, piling trash into strangely elegant piles before they were scooped up. Volunteer faces were blurred to protect people’s privacy and keep them safe, but I could make out Mateo’s ears, and I think, the bruise on his forehead. I could also see the protestors kept at a distance behind metal fences, carrying signs with pictures of bloody robots beneath headlines that said, “God doesn’t speak C++” or “Machine life is an abomination.” 
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My earliest memory is of discovering the vertical scar down my chest. Here is how I remember it:

Childhood Memory

Detailed Mental Review While I’m Supposed to be Doing Homework  

I am almost three. House is set to Bath—the water just as hot as I like it, a warmer bathroom temperature, and my favorite towel with bunny ears being fluffed up in the dryer. My mom is scrubbing my back, a job she insists on doing herself because, again, my parents are kind of old-fashioned. Also, my mom’s a nursing assistant to a Medical AI, which means that she goes into people’s homes to carry out the orders it gives, like putting in IVs or holding patient’s hands and asking how they are, things like that. She believes in skin-to-skin contact, even if it means struggling with a wet and soapy toddler and even if there’s a robot programmed to be ready and willing to serve. 

It is a faint scar, shiny and more slippery than the rest of my skin. I tuck my chin to see the length of it and curiously touch the faded pink line with my finger. 

“Mama, what this?”

“That’s the scar from your surgery, Obie,” she answers. Her lips are pink. Her straight, brown hair covers her shoulders. 

“What sugewey?” I ask. 

“Surgery is when the doctor and her robot fix some tidbits inside your body.”

“What fix?”

“Just your heart needed help, that’s all,” she says. “Now it’s fixed and strong. And soon your chest will smell nice from the cream I rub in.” 

I continue to trace the line on my breastbone, thinking and piecing a few things together. 

“Why Mama rub cream?”

“To help fix the scar, Obie.”

“But heart fixed.”

“Yes. You are strong and safe and healthy. You are great as you are,” she reassures me. 

“So why Mama rub cream?”

My mom’s hands pause as she washes my hair. She gently squeezes my ear lobes and then massages my neck. “We are going to stop using that cream now. There is nothing to fix. Nothing to rub in or out.”

I still have a scar today (I told you we were old-fashioned). I could get rid of it in a week, but something won’t let me. Sometimes I wonder what would happen if I were to walk up to those Humanists with their bloody signs and open my shirt to expose the mark. I imagine myself with outstanding posture, my chin up, my eyes bold. Then I picture their shocked expressions changing to hatred as they start chasing me, throwing stones at my head. Then I decide to snap out of my fantasy. 

I guess you’re wondering why I know so much about referendums while everyone else my age is zoning out. Take, for example, my best friend before Mateo. Her name was Stella, and since the fifth grade I’ve only seen her outside of school in virtual spaces. She barely even talks to me in there. Most kids these days are just like her.  

Well, my dad is a policy wonk, working for America along with two bots that are focused on production and exports. I think that in a previous life he was a robed philosopher teaching kids on top of a mountain because he’s always clasping his hands behind his back and looking up with a sigh. When my mom and I have stopped giggling, he usually starts lecturing. I like to make up quotes just to get him started so we can get the whole thing over with fast. Like the other day House was set to dinner when Dad stood, gave his big sigh and walked over to the window, gazing out at all the other sky rises. I was too hungry to wait for him to begin, so I said, “George Washington once said, ‘Gosh, I hate this hat. Triangular hats make for triangular hair, heads, and therefore ideas.’” 

My mom was looking down at her console, but I could see her shoulders start shaking with laughter. She’s one of the few people who like my sense of humor. 

“Ba,” House said. “You are mocking Father.”

Ba is what House calls me because that’s what I used to say when I started mimicking my parents giving House commands. “Ba turn off movie. Ba give Korean ice cream.” I guess you could say that Ba was the first voice command I gave that wasn’t crying. No one knew what it meant, not even House, but I think it meant, “I’m here too so listen up.” 

Anyway, Dad ignored me. “Mankind used to suffer from a high prevalence of obesity,” he began. I’d heard this one before, so I knew he’d call on me. Also, I was the only young person there. “Obie, what was obesity?”

“Obesity was extreme overweight,” I dutifully answered. 

“And what caused obesity?” he probed, his light blue eyes looking outside. 

“More energy being saved than spent.”

“Exactly,” he confirmed, turning to face me. “But that’s not all.” He brushed his sandy brown hair off his forehead. 

I perked up. Usually this went right into a lecture on getting some exercise out of basic tasks, like when we set House to rest and cooked our own food. 

“Obesity also came from economic inefficiency,” he continued. 

“How’s that?” I asked. 

“You tell me,” he countered. 

“Uh,” I tried to break it down in my head. “Can I look something up?”

“You can have one encyclopedia use.”

“House, was exercise ever completely unreachable for people?” I asked. 

“Ba,” House answered, “exercise was generally available via outdoor activity, including in public spaces such as parks, or indoor activity such as jumping rope and gymnasium use. However, working conditions could make exercise difficult for many to complete regularly, as could physical injuries. Genetic predispositions to energy conservation also caused various exercises to be less impactful for some.”

“Dad,” I asked. “Did you tell House I was older again?” House is usually calibrated to make answers understandable to a teenager.

“Challenge yourself, Obie,” Dad replied. 

“Fine,” I said. “I think that a market surplus of food caused a lot of obesity. Like those shelves full of ready-made meals and potato chips in big bags I’ve seen photos of.” 

“What about costs, Obie?” Dad was never satisfied with a one-part answer. 

“Um, food must have been cheap. Or—bad food must have been cheap. Maybe there were government subsidies or something.”

“Or something?” He hated it when I said “something.”

“Well, maybe people also didn’t know what was bad for them. Maybe they didn’t read the labels on food we used to have before there was AI to tell us what to buy or just do the shopping for us,” I added.  

“Very thought-provoking arguments, Obie. In fact, today food prices are calibrated to reflect the societal cost of obesity. It went to a referendum called VEG OUT about fifty years ago, and it passed. This is why fresh vegetables are so affordable.”

Policies always go to a vote when AI detects a conflict between human feeling and all other economic variables. My dad says this is more to subdue a revolution than because the AI values our opinions; if the AI senses that people have more resistance to artificially generated ideas than a society can handle without imploding, it asks us to decide for ourselves. My dad calls it the, “You don’t like it, you deal with it,” of policy making. 

“Is that why you named me Obie? To remind me people used to be obese, and that was unhealthy?” I looked down at my knobby knees. They were sticking out more than usual. Was that supposed to be good now? 

“No.” My mom looked up from the news digest she was reading on her console and put her hand on mine. “Obie means ‘servant of God.’ We named you Obie so our daughter would never be a servant of technology and would keep her own wisdom and goodness in her beautiful heart.” 

We are not particularly religious, and I was surprised to hear that. So, I learned a few things that day.   

The next afternoon after school I tagged along with my mom on a house call to Mrs. Stein. She’s 120 years old and can remember things like when America was divided into 50 states. I’ve been coming along since I was five years old. I like to look out her windows—they have actual curtains on them—and I get to sit on her dark wooden chairs with pink cushions. When I was younger, I would race my toy horses on the pathways marked by the pattern on her Persian rug, which looks like it’s as old as her. 

My mom really likes Mrs. Stein because she used to be a trauma nurse and has all sorts of stories from the days when nursing was harder and bloodier. Mrs. Stein says that she “liked the rush,” an old-fashioned saying that always cracks Mom and I up because she says it with a really innocent expression while serving us tea with rugelach cookies. 

On our visits, Mom administers a gene therapy infusion to stabilize the allelic repetition that gave Mrs. Stein the pre-mutation for a disease called Fragile X Syndrome. The way my mom explains it, Mrs. Stein doesn’t have a full-fledged genetic sickness, but there is enough going on in the area of her DNA that would have caused the disease to trigger a few other symptoms. In her case, it’s enough to make her face twitch involuntarily. Nowadays this won’t happen in babies born with this kind of thing, but Mrs. Stein has the older therapy in her system and sometimes it comes undone, in which case Mom gives her a tune up. 

“Obie, honey, I can’t believe how tall you are! How did you grow so fast?” Mrs. Stein asked me. 

“I don’t know. Can we ask your House?”

“My house is set to shut up, darling. A good house is seen and not heard,” Mrs. Stein said. 

“Obie has been feeling self-conscious about her knees,” my mom said as she hooked up the equipment under the watchful gaze of her AI. 

“Mom.”

“What’s wrong with your knees, dearie?” Mrs. Stein asked. She was the only person I’d ever let call me “dearie.” It made me feel warm when she said it, but that was because she was special. 

“Nothing, they’re just really knobby. Like, I could hang my hat on them.” It’s true. After my dad’s lecture I realized that my legs look like the bars of the speed rail. 

“Women once had surgery to get your slender physique, Obie,” Mrs. Stein said. “They had their fat cells sucked out or frozen off.”

I’ve heard this before, but I find it hard to believe, even when I peek at fashion images from a hundred years ago. All the celebrities these days are having synthetic fat—it looks just like foam—stuffed into their bodies to look more overweight and voluptuous. They keep sharing images where they’re lying in repose, like a woman in a Renaissance painting with dimpled thighs. My dad says people want to look a bit overweight because high fashion is defined by what’s out-of-reach for most and fatty food is now priced sky high because of the obesity thing. 

“My daughter had your physique,” Mrs. Stein said. 

Mom and I both paused—me with rugelach in my hand before my open mouth, and her with her equipment. 

“You’ve never mentioned a daughter,” Mom said. 

“Ah, some memories best lay buried. I lost her when she was young.”

Stories of people who die young usually get played on late-night TV or stuck in the “Beloved Classics” category near military stories with in-person battles and tons of blood. 

I kept quiet because I didn’t know what to say and my dad always said it is better to wait until you do. 

“We are so sad to hear that,” Mom said, turning her entire body to face Mrs. Stein. 

“It was an undiagnosed heart defect. She collapsed during a physical education class at school one day and that was it.” Mrs. Stein looked at me thoughtfully. “Obie, all life is a miracle, whether it is chubby or knobby.”

I sat there silently and nodded. Later my mom would compliment me for knowing when to keep quiet because sometimes silence is the best response; but the truth is that I really had no idea what to say. A heart defect? Was it like mine? Could Mrs. Stein possibly know my secret? I wondered. 

My mom put her hand on Ms. Stein’s hand and said, “Yes, I know what you mean about miracles. It’s why I became a nurse.” She stepped out to get equipment from our vehicle. I wish she’d stayed because I was frozen, feeling nervous and then guilty, and I couldn’t look at Mrs. Stein right then. I know it seems selfish, but I felt sorry for myself in a twisted way. I mean, while other teens at school are obsessed with keeping their clothes fashionable, or even making sure their avatars’ wardrobes are on trend, I only think about how much I hate how people like me are called Mooches. Or how I can’t defend myself without outing myself. I never think about miracles. I ponder over how I’m so tired of being different, hidden, and hated for getting a transplant. Even when my dad brought up the obesity thing and I felt bad about my knees, I realized I wasn’t thinking about my closeted heart and that was a relief for a few minutes. 

I think the seed of all of my emotions was planted in my mind in the bathtub when I was three, touching the scar on my chest, and then those feelings sprouted into a small plant when I saw that drone attack Mateo. Also, if I ever get a break, I’ll happen to walk by a Humanist protest or their ads against people like me. Sometimes their digital posters will show the supposed insides of artificial transplant recipients. Our faces are always intact but frozen, our eyes expressionless, and our abdomens cut open to reveal mechanical intestines dripping with oil. Usually there’s a caption like, “You can’t manufacture a soul” or “Real eyes see abomination.” 

It’s as if I were born wrong somehow and now exist in a way that people will never see, not even if they do an autopsy when I die. My life is buried inside me, if that makes any sense.

I know I’m being lamezy for being so pissed at my situation when I could be dead, like Mrs. Stein’s daughter. I should be grateful for being alive, but it’s hard to be that way all the time. I suppose that for Mateo it’s different because he must have some memory of partial blindness so he can appreciate his new cornea even if it means being able to see the trash he cleans up more clearly. I just wish death wasn’t my comparison, that’s all, and that I couldn’t relate to stories of dead girls with heart defects. 

Mrs. Stein rolled her wheelchair close to me and then changed it to standing support as she looked out the window at kids playing baseball in the parklet. A little boy hit the ball directly toward our window and I flinched even as the hologram evaporated before it hit the pane. “The problem with people today,” Mrs. Stein continued, “is that they take life for granted. They assume they’ll reach one hundred and twenty and all the bumps along the way will be fixed for them.”

“I don’t assume that,” I said. I sounded like I was whimpering. A few strands of my light brown hair rose to stick to the curtains because of the static cling. 

“I didn’t mean to sound so harsh, dearie,” Mrs. Stein said. “I learned this the hard way—the main way to realize life is a miracle is to experience the loss of one, an event I hope you never know. And one day I looked at these other kids and realized that I had to content myself with the continuation of humanity instead of my own child. I have done that as a nurse and I’m grateful for the opportunity, because otherwise I’d be unable to get through the days.”

I thought that moment would be a good one to use humor to lighten a mood. Then I remembered that I tell bad jokes. 

“I see all children as beautiful miracles because life is a miracle that they hold. It’s a fact you understand when you hold a baby and smell their tiny head,” she continued. And then Mrs. Stein looked right at me, her milky but bright blue eyes examining me closely. “And I don’t care how that life came to be or what it is inside of. It’s life that’s the miracle, not the container.” 

I felt myself break out in goose bumps at her words. “What was your daughter’s name?” I asked to change the topic a little. 

“Nava,” she answered. “In Hebrew it means beautiful.”
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“Total coincidence,” Mateo said. “No way Mrs. Stein could have known about your heart. Your mom would have had to have told her, and she wouldn’t. She didn’t even know about Nava until now. It wouldn’t have even come up.” We were sitting on the roof deck of my building and had the whole thing to ourselves. Above us, fumes from the city touched the biodome and fizzled as they were absorbed for reuse. And thirteen stories down on the street, Humanists were protesting loudly. My chat with Mateo was interrupted by the annoying banging of drums and snippets of angry chanting. Bang bang . . . (muffled) . . . God’s code . . . (muffled) . . . DNA not . . . (muffled) . . . bang!

“What a great soundtrack for this conversation,” Mateo said. “I think they’ve figured out how to angle their speakers to bypass the noise pollution filter.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “If they stand almost right below them, their sound waves are pretty much uninterrupted.” The pattern of bang, yell, cheer was still firing off in the distance. “Their chanting sounds like gunfire. How come these people hate us so much?”

“Because it makes them feel good. Hatred needs to feel smug with itself.” He flicked a grasshopper-flour cookie into his mouth. He had built a spiraled pyramid of them on his palm. It was actually very pretty. 

“I couldn’t eat those unless I were blind and didn’t know what they were,” I said. 

“That’s because you’ve seen actual grasshoppers, because your parents are hippie granola people.”

“That’s true,” I admitted. Mateo’s parents are like many—very happy to set their house to automatic when it comes to food delivery and prep and to know nothing about what comes next. I was snacking on chips my dad had made using beans he grew in clear planter boxes on our balcony. They crumbled before they entered my mouth. A pigeon perched nearby and watched me with great interest. 

“Don’t look at me,” I said to the bird, pointing at Mateo. “That guy is actually eating bugs.”

“Don’t make the birdie hate me too,” Mateo said. “Creatures who don’t fight over morals always fight over food.”

“You think that’s mostly what people fight over? Why?” I asked, picking up one of his cookies and examining it closely. It felt dense and heavy like a stone.

“Interesting question, Obie,” Mateo put his cookies down, then stood and clasped his hands behind his back in clear imitation of my father. I snorted with laughter. “I say that, perhaps, when bellies are full, people search for other ways to feel even better.”

“So, it’s a hierarchy of needs,” I probed, ignoring his innuendo and borrowing from the latest psychology text we’d just been tested on in school. It was an old theory. Next, we were going to learn about the idea that no one knew what they needed until they saw someone else with it. I think it grew out of studies on social media and depression. 

“Yes, and only when people are not hungry can their minds turn to other topics, including their need to feel good about themselves as people, which they get by hating us.”

“So, basically you’re saying that if all the Humanists were hungry, they’d become totally preoccupied and leave us alone.”

Mateo nodded and gave me his extra-twinkle-in-his-blue-eye look. I’ve only seen that look a few other times, usually when some good-looking guy passes us on the street and both our heads turn. Then he bowed, sat back down, and ate another grasshopper cookie. 

“Or,” I continued, holding a cookie in my hand, “we could flip that around. If Humanists were busy eating in order to avoid hunger, then they’d leave us alone.” I looked down at the protestors and picked up a grasshopper cookie. “I wonder if they are in the mood for dessert.” 

“Obie, I may only understand half of what you’re thinking, but be careful.”

“Relax, amigo,” I said. “I am undetectable.”

“What are you talking about?” Mateo asked. “You know there are security cameras above us.”

“Yeah, but I also know that in a few minutes they’ll be covered in fog, just for a short time.”

“Eh?”

“It has to do with the air conditioning and pollution filters. Before a cleaning cycle, the air filter above us makes some ice. Then the chemicals dancing around the pollution filters hit them, and we end
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