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The best of us are innovators and use their skills to make sure that we deal with the challenges that change presents in a productive way. Acceptance of innovation is another kettle of brains altogether.
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“The zombies will be here in minutes, George,” Fran said, glancing around frantically.

“Relax,” I told her in my most reassuring voice. “We have things under control. We are ready for them.” 

Her nerves were on edge, and I needed her to be calm. Well, as calm as you can be around zombies.

“But —"

I waved a hand around the dining room, trying to get her to see it through my eyes. 

“The tables are set, the lighting and music are fine. The staff are in their uniforms and even Everett thinks things are moving along well.” 

“Everett’s happy?”

“He’s ready.”

She scowled. “Everett is never happy.”

I laughed. “These are special circumstances.” 

Everett, our cook, tended to see a dark cloud hovering over every silver lining. 

“Everett has never cooked for zombies before. This challenge has him actually excited about his work again.”

Fran stared at me. “Has anyone ever cooked for zombies?”

It was a fair question. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, when they were raging, zombies hadn’t bothered with cooking. They craved brains and raw was as good as anything. 

It was only after the armistice that they began experimenting. Maybe there was some residual desire for the ambiance of a dinner table and a fine meal. It clearly had nothing to do with nutritional needs.

“I know you read about that French zombie chef, the guy in Paris who was trending for serving mouse brains in a garlic sauce. I know you did. We talked about how ingenious he was. And there is that outfit in London that offers deep-fried monkey brains. They are doing a landslide business.”

“I suppose. I forget about them,” she said.

“At any rate, these Zombies are coming for Everett’s cooking and our elegance. We are as ready as we will ever be. And you, my lovely, as a true professional, will not let me down. You have dealt with all manner of patrons and you will rise to this occasion wonderfully. It is who you are.”

I meant it too. In my estimation, Fran was the best Maître d’ in the New World. Most of the time, she knew it too. 

The invasion of zombies just had her rattled. But, as I knew she would, she got herself in hand.

“Well, we must make the effort,” she said. "Life, as we know it, is at stake." 

With a deep breath in, and a long exhale, she composed herself. Almost magically, the frightened woman straightened her slim body and transformed into a consummate professional.

“Bring them on,” she said. “Let the show begin.”

Despite my brave talk, my hands trembled as I headed to the front door of Chez Galore to unlock it and let in our guests. 

Everything was riding on this. The evening wasn’t just important to us, to our reputation, but essential to the entire world. 

Everything, especially the armistice, was on shaky ground. 

It wasn’t anyone’s fault. 

Zombies were who they were, after all, and the brain shortage was an inevitable consequence of how fast the pandemic had spread. Now, without enough people terminally ill or dying to feed the zombie population, there had already been cases of zombies taking matters into their own teeth—in a manner of speaking. 

The ZA, or Zombie Administration, had a vested interest in stopping that little effort from escalating. After all, if it spread, soon all the people would be gone and that meant no more brains. 

That wouldn’t suit their kind any more than it did us.

When the struggle had already gone on too long, mutual self interest finally brought the two sides to the table. They agreed on an armistice. 

The imperative driving this meeting was the inevitability of a brain famine. The scourge of zombies roaming around killing humans was depleting their food source and threatening our extinction. 

On top of that, the pandemic had shredded the global economy into tatters. Given that many of the early victims (our word for the infected ones) of the pandemic were wealthy investors (a curious situation still being investigated by both sides), they didn’t like seeing that. 

The agreement had been to buy time and was simple: Zombies would not roam the streets killing people (and eating their brains); humans wouldn’t hunt down zombies and kill them.

Humans would agree to a program that expedited the delivery of the brains of the recently dead to a distribution system that shared the available food.

Of course, animal brains supplemented human brains and even became trendy, as with the Parisian chef and a company that was selling sparrow brains dipped in chocolate (available on Amazon now, I understand). 

The zombies said that each provided a different kind of dining experience.

Unfortunately, with the reduced animal populations, only the affluent zombie could enjoy those treats. 

The imbalance between the populations was making the situation desperate. Not only were humans in the minority, but our birth rate was approaching zero. Who wanted to bring children into a world where their future increasingly looked like nothing more than becoming someone’s dinner?

It had seemed intractable.

I had worked for years at Agromeat. I know you’ve heard of them. You had to.

We were the number three alternative meat producer, making mostly plant-based burgers. I invented those, although the problem of the cancer-causing agents was not my fault. The courts determined it was due to the processing system the idiots in production came up with.

I took my stock options and retired young to start this restaurant.

We’d done well, even weathering the pandemic, the lockdowns (catering special events of the elite who ignore things like lockdowns), and the general economic turmoil. 

I can’t take credit for the idea for the innovation that we came up with, however. That was Everett. He cornered me and asked the obvious question.

“If you can make plant-based meat, why can’t you make plant-based brains? Then we could have farmers grow the damn things.”

I wasn’t sure that was possible, but I had doubted my meatless burgers would catch on the way they did, too. While I do good research work, I’m no judge of the practical aspects of such things and not the best person to evaluate whether it would work.

I contacted my old partner, Elvis Fingers. He still ran Agromeat, and that gave him access to magnificent labs and brilliant techs, and all the resources we needed, including a research budget. 

Best of all, Elvis was a greedy opportunist.

He listened to my pitch and laughed. 

“Grow brains? I like the hell out of that. Are you thinking something on vines, like pumpkins, or maybe berries?”

“I don’t care. Whatever we use, we’ll be processing it.”

“I like that even better,” Elvis said. “Engineered crops are cool, but the money is in processing.” 

So, we formed a joint venture with me as the project manager. We hired brain specialists from Johns Hopkins to help us understand what we were after in terms of nutrients and texture. We hired an academic Zombiest from Harvard to help us understand the ways zombies processed taste (he had written a paper on the taste receptors being mutated to achieve a preference for brain matter) and to run research studies.

I’ll admit it was a slog at first. 

We did our homework, and damn if our first attempt wasn’t enough that it had our test group of zombies (all volunteers) salivating at the prospect of digging into the goop. 

As we dished it out into soup bowls, it looked for all the world like a mess of brains.

Unfortunately, within hours of the meal, three of the ten volunteers got sick. Really sick. Puking all over the lab kind of sick.

The Zombiest and the punk from Johns Hopkins agreed it was an allergic reaction. 

If it was, it was like watching a celiac who binged on enriched white bread and chocolate cake. 

No disrespect meant to sufferers of that horrid illness, but this was terrible to see.

It was our good fortune that none of them died.

Our lab rats went back to work, deciphering the illness, re-sequencing DNA (they always want to do that, whether it is useful or not), and developed an understanding of which aspects of our product their bodies rejected.

“Residual traces of pesticide,” they all agreed at a group meeting. 

“They aren’t so different from humans in that regard,” our overpriced Harvard punk said. “It’s just a stronger, faster, really kick-ass reaction.” 

So we screened the raw materials and ran a second batch. The second iteration worked fine, except... “Blah,” the testers told us. “Dull. None of the zing of a personality.”

That came as no surprise. Our alternative brains lacked personalities because they’d been grown and then processed. 

“Let’s see if we can fix that,” I said.
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