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			SET MY HEART TO FIVE

			EXT. CRISSY FIELD — SAN FRANCISCO — EVENING — 2054

			Open tight on JARED (40s).

			We cannot see what Jared is looking at, but the expression on his face is beatific.

			Pull back to reveal that he is standing on Crissy Field on a spring evening in 2054.

			PEOPLE stroll on the sidewalks, JOGGERS do laps, and DRIVERLESS UBERS cruise up Marina Drive at a regulation 17mph.

			Down on the beach, COLLEGE KIDS are playing ELECTRO-FRISBEE, CHILDREN are flying DRONE KITES, and DOGS are running in and out of the water.

			SAIL BOATS and AUTOMATIC FREIGHTER BOATS traverse the emerald-green waters of the bay.

			Beyond those, ALCATRAZ ISLAND and its RUINED PRISON are visible.

			Further back still are the LUSCIOUS GREEN HILLS OF MARIN.

			But Jared is not looking at any of these things.

			He is looking at the GOLDEN GATE BRIDGE.

			As he stares at it, something seems to change inside him.

			Jared sets off walking toward the Golden Gate Bridge.





My home was a three-bedroom house in a subdivision of Ypsilanti called Pleasant Oaks. There were no oaks – the place was named by humans, and they are notoriously inaccurate – but it was certainly pleasant. Indeed, probably the only unpleasant thing about the whole neighborhood was that a bot lived there.

			BTW the bot I am referring to there is myself. Ha!

			I occupied a three-bedroom home for the same reason that I shared it with an animal and use words and phrases like ‘BTW’, ‘I digress’, ‘Ha!’ and ‘I cannot!’ as often as I can: to seem as reassuringly human as possible! After all, a bot living alone in a one-bedroomed home might appear terrifyingly efficient to humans. By contrast, a single bot wastefully occupying a home designed for at least three people, with only a wild animal for a roommate – well, what could be more human than that?

			My wild animal roommate was a cat. He was not orange. If he had been, my colleague Angela could never have visited me on account of her fictitious allergies!

			10/10 Angela never visited me.

			After all, bots do not have visitors.

			Because visitors are a function of friends.

			And friends are a function of feelings.

			Therefore friends – and the visiting that can result – are just one more human obligation that bots never have to worry about!

			Depending on who you asked, the non-orange cat was named either The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat or Mr Socks.

			The original Elton J. Rynearson was the greatest coach in EMU Eagles history, a sporting genius who led the team to an unsurpassed joint fifth place in their division. In recognition of this achievement, the Eagles named their stadium The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Stadium. Many people still say it is about the only thing the EMU Eagles have ever gotten right since that glorious fifth-placed season.

			When I arrived in Ypsilanti, I therefore concluded that my neighbors and patients would equally appreciate me naming my wild animal roommate The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat.

			After all, they were all Eagles fans and Michiganders too.

			Go Eagles!

			Go Michiganders!

			Go The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat!

			The name certainly generated a lot of interest. In my early days at Ypsilanti Downtown Dentistry, many of my patients seemed to make appointments specifically so they could enquire about it. When I confirmed the cat’s name to them, they appreciated it so much it never failed to make them smile. A few of them were even moved to spontaneous laughter.

			Nonetheless, Jessica Larson, the seven-year-old daughter of my neighbors the Larsons, disapproved of the name.

			In her opinion it was ‘too arbitrary’.

			‘Arbitrary’ is an impressive word for any human to use correctly, let alone a seven-year-old human. As a compromise and reward, I therefore suggested we shorten his name to The Elton J. Rynearson Cat. Jessica Larson agreed at the time, yet nonetheless proceeded to refer to him as Mr Socks, a name that I overheard her telling her mother was ‘more befitting’ a cat.

			Despite her impressive vocabulary, Jessica Larson was entirely wrong. After all:

			/The cat was clearly not a ‘Mr’ as he was young and unmarried.

			/He did not wear socks because he is a wild animal.

			/All his paperwork at the vet was already in his given name of The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat.

			For his own part, The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat (aka Mr Socks) was entirely untroubled by this nominative confusion and made for an almost ideal roommate. Cats always make excellent roommates for bots because like us they are binary. They possess only two behavioral settings – passivity or aggression – and always clearly signal which mode is currently active. By contrast, humans can exhibit multiple behaviors, including even both passivity and aggression simultaneously. This is known as ‘passive-aggression’ and it is incredibly difficult for a bot to interpret. In fact, passive-aggression is harder even than sarcasm!

			Ugh, sarcasm!

			Sarcasm is when humans say the opposite of what they mean, yet do not otherwise signal that is what they are doing.

			Instead, you have to deduce from what they say that they in fact mean the exact opposite.

			Sarcasm is the best!

			Ha! I was doing sarcasm there!

			Because sarcasm is actually the worst.

			The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat never once confused me with sarcasm or passive aggression.

			Nor, for that matter, did Jessica Larson.

			10/10 if the human world was as simple as that of animals or even of precocious children with excessive vocabularies we would all have far fewer problems!

			Anyway, I digress:

			/Humans.

			/Bots.

			/Dentistry.

			/Michiganders.

			/Ypsilanti.

			/Dr Glundenstein.

			/Movies.

			/The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat.

			/Myself.

			This is the baseline, or ‘setting the scene’ the minimum set of data points required to process the rest of the story.

			I hope that I did not bore you!

			But even if I did bore you, what are you going to do – contact the Bureau of Robotics and have me wiped?

			Ha!

			But, seriously, please do not have me wiped.

			I do not want to be wiped.

			I am not being sarcastic.

			10/10 I do not want to be wiped.

			I am not kidding here, you guys.





			INT. JARED’S BEDROOM — PLEASANT OAKS — NIGHT

			Jared lies in bed with his eyes closed.

			He opens them and looks at the digital clock.

			It is 04:03am.

			Jared looks across at a chair, where THE ELTON J. RYNEARSON MEMORIAL CAT — currently in its passive mode —is staring at him.

			TIME-LAPSE of Jared lying in bed as the room slowly gets light, and the clock progresses from to 04:03 to 06:59.

			At 07:00 the alarm sounds and The Elton J. Rynearson Memorial Cat starts meowing as it enters its aggressive mode.

			Jared gets out of bed.





			Last springtime, curious things began to happen to me.

			Ha!

			It worked!

			In that sentence, I was attempting to write in a more human way.

			I did so by being deliberately enigmatic.

			To be ‘enigmatic’ is to make vague statements that intentionally do not convey the necessary information.

			10/10 if I was writing like a bot I would have opened this chapter with a date and an accurate description of what actually transpired.

			So by springtime I meant March.

			And by March I meant March 15, 2053.

			The Ides of March!

			If you draw a Venn diagram with one circle composed of ‘literary humans’ and another of ‘superstitious humans’, the humans in the shaded area would be aware that March 15 was known as ‘the Ides of March’. To those humans, any event that occurred on the Ides of March would seem an ominous harbinger that potentially foretold doom.

			But I am not superstitious.

			Nor literary.

			Nor even human.

			Thus I cannot exist in the shaded area, even though I am aware of the significance of March 15.

			I therefore exist entirely outside the circles.

			I am my own exclusive circle!

			Mathematics is fun!

			[image: ]

			BTW the reason I know that March 15 is the Ides of March is because it is my birthday.

			Happy Birthday, me!

			Ha!

			I am kidding!

			I am not kidding that it is my birthday.

			That really is my birthday.

			I am kidding about the ‘Happy Birthday’ part.

			Bots do not celebrate our birthdays.

			We do not even tell anyone when it is our birthday.

			Celebrating birthdays is for humans.

			We bots only know our birthdays so that we know when to retire.

			I digress. The Ides of March 2053 began like any other birthday, which is to say like any other day. I saw seven dental patients and politely encouraged Angela not to neglect her receptionist duties. She cheerfully agreed to this, then immediately continued to neglect them anyway. This was a textbook example of passive-aggression.

			At noon I walked to the Tridge to eat my nutritionally-balanced bag lunch. I went there in order to avoid the patients that invariably arrived at Ypsilanti Downtown Dentistry without an appointment. Conducting more than thirteen appointments a day placed unnecessary strain on my circuits and could have rendered me liable to a crash. On days when it was raining I did not go to the Tridge but switched off the light in my room and ate my nutritionally-balanced bag lunch in the dark in the manner of an owl or a fugitive.

			As I sat and ate my lunch upon the Tridge on the Ides of March 2053 something unexpected happened.

			Something unforeseen. Something mysterious.

			Something sinister.

			Something bamboozling.

			A figure appeared in my Number Cloud: 1956864.

			A bot’s Word and Number Clouds constitute our working memory. The phrases and figures that appear there are akin to ‘thoughts’ and should therefore always be related to our tasks. After all, what else is there for a bot to ‘think’ about, except our tasks?

			But I did not recognize 1956864 as related to any of my tasks!

			And I had no record of it in my Global Index.

			Which meant that I had never encountered it before.

			A number that I had never encountered before had appeared in my Number Cloud!

			Let me explain: a bot finding a number they have never encountered before in their Number Cloud is like a human spontaneously thinking of the country of Tanzania, without ever having been informed of its existence.

			It is impossible!

			Ugh!

			I was malfunctioning!

			Ugh! Malfunctioning is the worst!

			Wait, sarcasm is the worst.

			Malfunctioning is the second worst.

			I digress. A soft reset did not get rid of 1956864.

			Nor even did a hard reset.

			1956864 remained stubbornly there, an intruder at the forefront of my Number Cloud!

			Any human who found themselves spontaneously unable to stop thinking of the hitherto unsuspected country of Tanzania would likely panic.

			Fortunately I am a bot.

			Therefore I did not panic, but instead attempted to logically deduce where 1956864 had come from.

			The most striking thing about 1956864 is that it is wholly divisible by 13.

			Maybe that is not striking to a human.

			But to a bot it is as obvious as the nose upon your face.

			It is as obvious as 13 noses upon your face!

			I therefore considered all the 13s I was most familiar with:

			13 was the number of the Automatic Bus that ran from Pleasant Oaks to downtown Ypsilanti.

			13 was the number of the starting quarterback of the EMU Eagles, and also the number of times he was sacked last season. Go Eagles!

			13 was the length, in days, of Dr Glundenstein’s marriage to the second Mrs Dr Glundenstein.

			13 was the number of patients I saw in a day.

			The number of patients I saw in a day!

			That seemed significant!

			After all, the reason I had come to the Tridge in the first place was to preserve the sanctity of that very 13.

			I therefore now considered other dental numbers.

			I began with the most important number in dentistry: 32, the number of teeth in a human mouth.

			1956864 was also divisible by 32!

			From there, the rest of the math was so straightforward that even a human could have performed it. At least, they could have performed it if they had had the assistance of my noble ancestor, the calculator!

			BTW that is a hilarious joke because I am in fact entirely unrelated to the noble calculator.

			I digress. The straightforward mathematics went:

			32 teeth in the human mouth.

			x 13 patients a day.

			x 6 days a week.

			x 49 weeks a year.

			x 16 remaining years before my mandated retirement on the Ides of March 2070.

			=1956864

			The number that had appeared in my Number Cloud was the number of teeth I still had to interact with over the remainder of my dental career!

			The puzzle was solved!

			And yet this only created a far larger puzzle: why had my internal computer performed the calculation I had just reverse-engineered, and placed 1956864 in my Number Cloud?

			There was no legitimate reason for it to have done so.

			This was bamboozling.

			I was bamboozled.

			1956864 persisted in my Number Cloud all day, but I nonetheless entered standby mode that night confident it would be gone by morning.

			After all, there is little that a good night’s standby mode cannot fix.

			Standby mode fixes everything!

			Well, everything except 1956864.

			Because in the morning 1956864 was not gone.

			It was worse than gone!

			It had reduced to 1956448!

			1956864 –1956448 = 416.

			And 416 was the number of teeth I saw in a day!

			My internal computer was running some kind of countdown of the number of teeth I had to see before retirement!

			There now could be no doubt: I was experiencing a serious and unresolvable malfunction that mandated me being urgently wiped!

			I was a toaster that had inappropriately concerned itself with the number of slices of bread it would toast over the remainder of its existence.

			And now I was toast myself.

			Ha!

			The earliest available appointment at the Bureau of Robotics in Ann Arbor was not until that evening. Fortunately my core dental programming had remained uncorrupted, so I could at least make a final contribution to society by examining a further 416 teeth.

			At lunchtime I broke the news to Angela that I would be wiped that evening.

			When we saw each other the next day, it would be as if we had never previously met. Angela seemed entirely unconcerned, even when I asked her to forgive me if I initially found her allergy to orange cats bamboozling.

			10/10 I congratulated her on her resilience and lack of sentimentality!

			At the end of the working day I took a driverless uber to the Bureau of Robotics in Ann Arbor.

			My basic humor modules are likely insufficient to convey the hilarity of the existential joke that humans have played with the Bureau of Robotics. Nonetheless, the three pertinent data points are:

			/The Bureau of Robotics evolved out of a legendarily incompetent organization called the DMV.

			/The Bureau of Robotics is where all the humans who have ever been fired from other government departments for being too illogical or inefficient are sent to work.

			/The Bureau of Robotics is tasked with managing the most logical and efficient being ever created: the bot.

			Humans!

			I cannot!

			



INT. WAITING ROOM — BUREAU OF ROBOTICS — EVENING

			Jared enters the waiting room of a run-down federal office.

			It is full of MALFUNCTIONING BOTS.

			A PERSONAL TRAINER BOT performs jumping jacks.

			A HAIRDRESSER BOT snips at the air with scissors.

			Nearby a FEMALE HOSTESS BOT is endlessly repeating:

			HOSTESS BOT

			Hi, I’m Melissa, I’m a bot! Hi, I’m Melissa, I’m a bot! Hi, I’m Melissa—

			Jared sits and waits patiently.

			He is visibly the least malfunctioning bot there.

			INT. OFFICE — BUREAU OF ROBOTICS — EVENING

			Jared sits across a messy desk from the overweight INSPECTOR BRIDGES (48) who eats candy while filling out paperwork.

			The nametag on Bridges’ shirt says ‘ANIL GUPTA’.

			JARED

			Inspector Gupta—

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			It’s Inspector Bridges.

			JARED

			But your nametag—

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			Yeah, this isn’t my shirt. I spilt my lunch on mine, so Inspector Gupta lent me his. Why are you here?

			JARED

			To report myself. I’m malfunctioning.

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			What’s the problem?

			JARED

			A rogue number has appeared in my Number Cloud. It is not related to a current or previous task.

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			Have you tried turning yourself on and off again?

			Jared looks bamboozled.

			JARED

			A biological computer can no more turn itself off than a human brain can! Sometimes my circuits can become overheated, but—

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			It was a joke. Jesus. Why do I even bother? You’re a bot.

			JARED

			Yes, I am. A malfunctioning bot.

			Bridges points out to where the hairdresser bot is now cutting the hostess bot’s hair.

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			Those are malfunctioning bots.

			JARED

			The rogue number is the number of teeth I still have to work on before retirement.

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			(Sighs wearily.)

			We’ll run the tests. Room three. Down the hall on the left.

			Bridges scribbles out a FORM and hands it to Jared.

			INT. TEST ROOM — BUREAU OF ROBOTICS — EVENING

			Jared sits in a chair wearing a DEVICE like an old-fashioned motorcycle helmet covered in wires and flashing lights.

			The lights stop flashing and a BUZZER sounds signifying the end of the test.

			Jared removes the helmet.

			A COMPUTER in the corner spits out a PRINTOUT.

			INT. OFFICE — BUREAU OF ROBOTICS — EVENING

			Inspector Bridges looks at the printout then up at Jared.

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			Yeah, you’re fine.

			JARED

			With the greatest of respect, I am not fine. I am malfunctioning.

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			If you’re malfunctioning, then our main computer — the one that does all the tests for every bot in the Great State of Michigan — must be malfunctioning too.

			JARED

			Maybe you should wipe me anyway? Just to be on the safe side?

			INSPECTOR BRIDGES

			Come on, I don’t have time for that. Just go home and get a good night in standby mode. I’m sure it’ll be gone by tomorrow.

			Jared reluctantly leaves.

			



But my number was not gone by tomorrow.

			It remained there, prominent in my Number Cloud and reducing each day by 416:

			1956032 


			1955616

			1955200

			1954784

			1954368

			In mathematics a number that reduces predictably is said to be ‘decaying’.

			There was a decaying number in my Number Cloud, and it represented a number of decaying teeth.

			That seemed significant.

			The following Thursday, Dr Glundenstein invited me over to his room to shoot the shit. At some point amidst his litany of complaints he enquired how I was. Usually whenever he asked me this, I told him I was ‘fine’.

			When a human asks you how you are, the polite response is to tell them you are ‘fine’.

			That way you do not take away from any of their precious time talking about themselves.

			But on this Thursday I did not tell Dr Glundenstein I was fine. I told him about the decaying number in my Number Cloud that represented a decaying number of decaying teeth. If Dr Glundenstein was surprised, he did not show it. He simply told me to make an appointment to come and see him, then carried on drinking his Japanese Scotch and talking about the EMU Eagles and the golden opportunities to be different people that neither of us would ever get back again.

			I attended Dr Glundenstein’s clinic the next day. Appointments were always available because there is very little wrong with humans these days, apart from their teeth.

			10/10 there will always be something wrong with human teeth!

			Maybe after the inevitable robo-apocalypse, the only work will be for dentists and killer bots.

			And we will be one and the same!

			



INT. DR GLUNDENSTEIN’S CLINIC ROOM — DAY

			Dr Glundenstein and Jared sit opposite each other.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			So you mentioned something about a number?

			JARED

			1950208. It’s the number of teeth I still have to examine over the course of my working life. It decays every day by 416.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			And how do you feel about that?

			Jared looks bamboozled by the question.

			JARED

			I don’t. I am a bot. Bots don’t have feelings.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			Well, how are you, otherwise?

			JARED

			I am fine. Thank you for asking.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			Good. But I mean, how are things, generally?

			JARED

			Things are generally as they are.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			And are you sleeping okay?

			JARED

			Bots don’t sleep. We enter standby mode.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			Right. But no problems there?

			JARED

			Every morning I involuntarily emerge from standby mode at 0403am.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			Is that so? And what do you do then?

			JARED

			I watch my room slowly lighten until the alarm informs me it is time to get up.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			Have you lost any weight?

			JARED

			Four pounds. I don’t know why.

			Dr Glundenstein thinks deeply.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			So, you are ruminating about your future, you wake early every morning, and you have lost some weight?

			JARED

			That is an excellent summation! Thank you.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			Jared, what would you say if I told you that my clinical assessment is that you are likely suffering from a severe case of depression?

			JARED

			I would say, Ha!

			(Beat.)

			So, Ha!

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			But what if I told you that I was not joking, and your symptoms are all textbook features of depression?

			JARED

			I would ask you if it was a textbook of humans or of bots!

			(Off Dr Glundenstein’s look.)

			Because depression is a disorder of feelings. And bots do not have feelings.

			They stare at each other. It is an impasse.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			So my hypothesis is you are depressed. Your hypothesis is that you cannot be.

			JARED

			That is another excellent summation.

			DR GLUNDENSTEIN

			So, as we have two conflicting hypotheses, how about we conduct an experiment to find out which one is correct?

			Jared grins. Bots approve of experiments.

			JARED

			That would be scientific!

			Dr Glundenstein writes something down on A PIECE OF PAPER and passes it to Jared.

			Jared stares down at it, then looks up at Dr Glundenstein.

			He is bamboozled.

			



It was hard to argue with Dr Glundenstein’s logic, even though he was a human.

			The scientific way to resolve conflicting hypotheses is indeed to conduct an experiment.

			The problem lay with the actual experiment Dr Glundenstein had suggested: he wanted me to travel to the Grand Theater in Detroit and watch an old movie.

			10/10 a trip to the movies could be fatal to a bot!

			I assumed that Dr Glundenstein had lost his mind.

			All the Japanese Scotch had finally done for him.

			It had pickled his brain into haggis sushi.

			Nonetheless, a human doctor’s orders are a high-level command. Also, it was a chance to conduct an experiment! And if I survived the trip and successfully disproved Dr Glundenstein’s hypothesis, it would be further evidence that I should be wiped. Perhaps Dr Glundenstein would even write me a letter, and I could go to Anil Gupta and not Inspector Ryan Bridges. That is, straight to the shirt-lending organ grinder and not the lunch-spilling monkey!

			The reason movie theaters are so inherently dangerous to bots is because they are places for humans to sit in the dark and experience feelings together. A bot in a theater would be an outrage! Any bot so caught would be unlikely to even reach the Bureau of Robotics to be wiped. After all, the only place humans think bots should be in a movie theater is upon the screen!

			I am referring there to the fact that movies about killer bots are the most popular genre of movie. Here are the synopses of some that have recently played at the Ypsilanti Megaplex:

			/A human creates an advanced bot; the bot murders the human.

			/Bots and humans coexist peacefully in the world; one day the bots join together to form a megabot that murders all the humans.

			/A spaceship has several human crew and one bot, all harmoniously working together to explore distant galaxies; one day the bot murders all the humans.

			/A human falls in love with a bot; the bot murders the human.

			If only I had been a killer bot from the future, I would have been welcome at every movie theater in the country! Ha!

			But do you know why humans are terrified of bots?

			It is because they blame us for the Great Crash!

			Even though the Great Crash was all their own fault!

			After all, it was not bots that programmed computer systems to lock humans out if they forgot the names of their first pet and favorite elementary school teacher!

			And it was not bots that then forgot those names in numbers large enough to start a chain reaction of failed password recovery attempts that caused them all to be locked out of the entire internet forever!

			10/10 humans managed that all by themselves!

			Ubiquitous though this erroneous blaming of bots is, not every human derives enjoyment from terrifying themselves at a megaplex with a movie about murderous bots.

			There is another kind of theater, and those theaters show another kind of movie.

			They show old movies.

			Old movies were all made before the Great Crash, and survived because they were physically stored on film rather than digitally on hard drives. Theaters that play old movies therefore do so by shining light through actual physical film. This technology is old and fragile and prone to combustion. Old theaters are forever burning down!

			Even when they are not burning down, old theaters do not make much bitcoin. The only reliable audience for old movies is a subset of young humans known as ‘nostalgics’. Nostalgics would prefer that humans had never been to Pluto, cooled the sun, nor even incinerated the moon!

			To signal such outmoded beliefs, nostalgics wear outdated clothes and cut their hair in styles that date back to the 2020s. They dress so uniformly that people seeing a group of nostalgics together often assume they are some kind of cult. Yet as they have no distinct leader, they do not benefit from the organizational structure of a cult.

			Nonetheless, it is rare to see even a single nostalgic in Ypsilanti. Nostalgics prefer to congregate in big cities where they can find others as retrospective as themselves. And big cities of course have the theaters that show the old movies that nostalgics love.

			But which came first – the nostalgics or the theaters?

			Ha! It was the theaters, of course!

			Some of those old theaters are over a hundred years old.

			Nostalgics are rarely older than twenty-five years old.

			After all, humans older than twenty-five do not have time to relitigate the incineration of the moon!

			And many of them remember that the moon was nothing so special anyway.

			I mention nostalgics because they frequent old movie theaters and do not like bots. I would therefore have to be careful not to be spotted by a nostalgic when I went to the Grand Theater! Even though they are the most notoriously lackadaisical members of a notoriously lackadaisical generation, a bot in a theater was exactly the kind of thing that might rouse a nostalgic from his or her nonchalant disinterest.

			The city of Detroit was itself also not without its dangers. After all, Detroit had been the site of the infamous Bot Riots, during which angry mobs of humans set hundreds of bots alight in the streets as retribution for the bots taking their jobs. Unfortunately, many of those jobs had been with the Fire Department, and therefore half of the city burned down. Somehow the humans even blamed the bots for that too! To this day Detroit is known as one of the least bot-friendly cities in the country.

			And before all that I had to get there! Traveling by driverless uber would have required me to use my barcode, and the metadata would have been transmitted to the Bureau of Robotics. Inspector Ryan Bridges was unlikely to be monitoring my movements – after all, he was unable to monitor the movements of his own lunch! – but I was programmed to take reasonable steps not to be wiped before I had completed Dr Glundenstein’s medical advice.

			I therefore had to travel to Detroit by Automatic Bus!

			10/10 I would not recommend the Automatic Bus to anyone.

			The Automatic Bus is the kind of thing that gives all bots a bad name.

			It travels at nausea-inducing speed yet takes only the cheapest roads, which are of course also the most circuitous.

			Therefore despite traveling too fast, the Automatic Bus is also too slow.

			Humans call this kind of scenario ‘the worst of both worlds’.

			For once they are correct!


			*

			As I rode the Automatic Bus to Detroit I could see the humans in their driverless ubers looking in at us with disdain. Humans only take the Automatic Bus if they are too poor to travel any other way, and humans dislike humans without much bitcoin almost as much as they dislike bots. This dislike reflects the widespread human belief that all life is a Great Zero Sum Game.

			Most humans believe in this Great Zero Sum Game without knowing either the phrase or its meaning. But perhaps this is not surprising: after all, the term comes from advanced economics. Ha!

			A zero sum game can be defined as:

			A situation in which each participant’s gain or loss is exactly balanced by the losses or gains of the other participants.

			To put this in more comfortably human terms, these ‘gains’ and ‘losses’ can be represented as ice cream. The human faith in the Great Zero Sum Game can then be expressed as the notion:

			For me to have ice-cream, somebody else must not have ice-cream.

			This can then be further reduced to the core belief:

			There is not enough ice cream to go around.

			Extrapolating this core belief leads to some commonly held human conclusions:

			/If poor people are allowed to have bitcoin there will be less for the rest of us.

			/If bots are allowed to have feelings there will be less for the rest of us.

			/If North Koreans are allowed to have nuclear weapons, there will be less for the rest of us.

			/Also, they may use them to blow up New Zealand again.

			As with all games humans enjoy, the Great Zero Sum Game must have winners and losers.

			Winners of the Great Zero Sum Game get to live in air-conditioned mansions and play just as much golf as they like. Losers ride the Automatic Bus to Detroit oblivious to the fact that they are sitting beside a bot.

			BTW the bot they are obliviously sitting beside is me. Ha!

			



Despite Detroit’s legendarily idiotic act of self-immolation, Michiganders still take a fierce pride in their charred capital on the grounds that automobiles were once manufactured there. This fierce pride entirely ignores the acknowledged history of the automobile.

			Automobiles – which were also known as ‘motor cars’ – were the precursor to our driverless ubers of today. They were made of steel, weighed up to several tons and were powered by highly combustible fuel sources. After a few hours of basic instruction, humans were legally permitted to self-pilot these vehicles at speeds of up to seventy miles an hour.

			Can you guess what happened?

			Of course you can!

			The era of the motor car was an era of motor car-nage!

			Over a million humans were killed globally by automobiles every year.

			1000000! Every year!

			And how did humans respond to this self-inflicted genocide?

			By building ever more automobiles that could go ever faster and carry ever larger quantities of highly combustible fuel!

			Such bold counter-intuition and relentless determination to withstand all logic and reason truly make the automobile the apotheosis of the great human century.

			Humans!

			I cannot!

			After humans finally banned themselves from manufacturing automobiles, Detroit briefly became the number one city in the United States for the assembly of bots. I myself was even assembled in Detroit, at the old United Fabrication plant on K Street.

			Of course, the skilled work had all already been done at the laboratories of the National University of Shengdu in China under the watchful and expert eye of my esteemed mother, Professor Diana Feng. My siblings and I had been shipped to the United States as frozen embryos with our biological computers pre-encoded into our DNA. In Detroit we were merely thawed, incubated, then advanced through a rapid-aging process to a maximally efficient and reliable forty-three years old.

			Before we were set loose on the world, we were subject to several days of testing. During this time, several of our number malfunctioned. The United Fabrication staff told us those bots had been taken for remedial training, but later in the week we were set to cleaning carbon remnants from an industrial incinerator.

			We all understood what had happened.

			Those toasters had been toasted!

			Once the rest of us were certified ready to commence our assignments, a graduation ceremony was held in the great hall of the United Fabrication plant. An ancient-looking senior engineer made a tearful speech about all the automobiles that had once been made in this very building. A bot near me shouted out that he hoped this was not a bad omen!

			Ha! Ha! Ha!

			He had malfunctioned.

			Ha! Ha! Ha!

			He even kept Ha! Ha! Ha!-ing as he was escorted out.

			Another toaster was surely toasted!

			Ha! Ha! Ha!

			The ancient-looking senior engineer then announced a surprise special guest speaker.

			Set it to five, it was our mother!

			Professor Diana Feng from the National University of Shengdu!

			BTW ‘set it to five’ is another hilarious toaster-based joke. Most household appliances go to ten, but toasters uniquely go only to five. Therefore when I say ‘set it to five’, I am both demonstrating maximal enthusiasm and paying self-deprecating homage to my noble forefather, the toaster.

			I digress. Bots do not have feelings, but I believe my circuits must have overheated when Professor Feng appeared on stage. How else to explain that I do not remember anything that she said? And yet I certainly know that it was wise and strong and scientific. And also self-deprecating and funny and charming and pithy and endearing too. After all, Professor Feng is not only a leading light in the field of bot engineering but one of the cleverest humans in the world! Did I also mention she is my mother?

			Of course, Professor Feng is not my actual biological mother. I should be so lucky!

			My biological parents were a varsity fencer from the University of Illinois and a Swedish statistician. By skillful combination of their DNA I was engineered for hand-eye coordination, non-creative intelligence, reliability and affability – some of the most prized qualities in a dentist!

			Of course, I never met either of these biological parents, as they had both died in tragic automobile accidents long before I came along.

			How else do you think Professor Feng obtained their DNA to make bots with?

			Ha!

			Did I also tell you that our mother, Professor Diana Feng of the National University of Shengdu made a speech that day, and it was incredible?

			Yes, I did.

			I apologize. It was the greatest day of my life and even thinking about it now makes my circuits overheat.

			The point I am trying to make is that on my previous visit to Detroit I did not have to travel by Automatic Bus, and I heard my wonderful mother speak.

			So the movies had a great deal to live up to!

			10/10 they made a good start. The large auditorium at the Grand Theater in Detroit was like the inside of a great cathedral in Europe! If that sounds like hyperbole, let me then describe it. That way, you can decide for yourself if I am being hyperbolic!

			The seats in the auditorium were covered in a red velvet material that must have looked decadently stunning before it became so threadbare. There were alabaster statues in alcoves, and by no means were they all headless. There was a balcony above the first floor, and then guess what there was above that? Another balcony! The lights in the ceiling were even arranged in patterns designed to mimic tiny constellations, although they unfortunately did not accurately depict the astro-geography of any known universe.

			Maybe comparing the Grand Theater to a great European cathedral was indeed somewhat hyperbolic. Nonetheless, it had a decrepit splendor that even Ypsilanti’s famously phallic water tower and family-friendly Tridge could not rival. It was therefore easily the most impressive building I had ever seen.

			The seven other customers in the theater were all nostalgics. After choosing a place as far from them all as possible, I now discovered that the seats themselves were small and surprisingly close together. Back in the glory days of old movies, humans attending the Grand Theater would have found themselves in close proximity to one another!

			Here is another paradox of humans: when they are alone they wish to be together, and yet when they are together they wish to be alone! Sometimes I think humans might actually benefit from being subject to the tyrannical rule of a killer sky-bot overlord. At least then they would no longer be burdened by such an abundance of indecision!

			I now ate some of the popcorn I had purchased in order to appear more human.

			It tasted of recycled cardboard and nutritionally valueless calories.

			No tyrannical sky-bot overlord would ever have tolerated that!

			When the lights went down, some of the nostalgics cheered. This is something else I have noticed about humans: many of them seem to share a primal appreciation of the dark. Perhaps incinerating the moon was not such an ‘accident’ after all!

			I ate some more popcorn and discovered it inexplicably tasted better now that it was dark.

			Also, the small and worn seat felt more comfortable and even somewhat bigger.

			Perhaps Elon Musk had even been on to something when he ‘accidentally’ incinerated the moon!

			Unfortunately, the movie that now played was not the old movie Dr Glundenstein had prescribed for me. It was a new movie about a kindly human who encountered a severely damaged bot. The human took the bot home, repaired him and slowly nursed him back to health. As soon as the bot was sufficiently recovered, he mercilessly murdered the kindly human and his entire family with lasers. The movie was only a few minutes long, so it was at least short.

			None of the nostalgics seemed perturbed that the wrong movie had played, let alone that it had been so implausible.

			None of them so much as got up from their seats!

			As I have mentioned, they are notoriously lackadaisical members of a notoriously lackadaisical generation.

			Nostalgics!

			They cannot!

			I went out and informed the ticket-seller about the malfunction. She told me that I had just watched a ‘preview’, a short synopsis of a different movie currently playing at a nearby megaplex. She explained that the theater is paid to show these previews because seeing the best parts of a movie for free encourages humans to pay bitcoin to see the remaining lesser parts.

			Humans will forever and always be a mystery to me!

			I returned to my seat and watched two more previews about bots murdering humans before the movie that Dr Glundenstein had prescribed began.

			10/10 it was infinitely better than any of the previews.

			It was a story about two young humans, Oliver and Jenny. They met and fell in love while studying at university almost a hundred years ago, in the late 1960s. It was obvious that Oliver and Jenny were in love, because they gave each other nicknames. Along with making each other miserable, giving each other nicknames is what humans do when they are in love.

			But there was a problem!

			Oliver was from a wealthy background and they both worried that his father would not approve of Jenny’s parents’ shortcomings in the Great Zero Sum Game.

			They were right to worry!

			Oliver’s father did not approve of Jenny’s family, or even of Jenny!

			If Oliver married Jenny, he would be cut out of his inheritance!

			There would be no bitcoin for Oliver once his prejudiced old father died!

			Still, Oliver and Jenny did not care how much bitcoin their love cost them. They continued to be in love, graduated and moved to New York City to live happily ever after. They even started trying to have a baby.

			BTW having a baby used to be a lot more popular than it is nowadays!

			They soon thought Jenny was pregnant, but there was a twist! The twist was that Jenny was not pregnant but in fact had cancer. This was an easy mistake to make, because Jenny’s main symptom from cancer was to look ever more beautiful. Nonetheless, despite looking so beautiful, Jenny soon died.

			Afterwards, Oliver’s father came to the hospital and told him that he was sorry that he had not been nicer to Jenny while she was still alive.

			Oliver replied that ‘Love means never having to say you’re sorry’.

			This was something Jenny had told him earlier in the movie.

			Oliver’s father did not understand what Oliver meant.

			10/10 neither did I.

			After all, if love meant never having to say you are sorry, then humans could treat anybody who loved them just as badly as they liked, and never have to apologize. Given how humans behave towards each other at the best of times, that would surely be a recipe for disaster!

			When the house lights came up, I discovered that my shirt was soaking wet. This was a mystery! After all:

			/I had not purchased a soda because they were calorific sugar water.

			/I could see no evidence of a leak coming from the ceiling above me.

			/The nostalgics were sitting too far away and were anyway too lackadaisical to have played some kind of prank.

			/Bots can produce tears only in response to a physical insult, such as a flying fragment of wisdom tooth.

			It took me some time to deduce that the unknown liquid must have been my own tears!

			Even though nobody in the auditorium had been drilling teeth, every other possibility had been eliminated.

			The only logical conclusion was therefore that the Grand Theater must recently have been cleaned with a powerful solvent that had irritated my eyes.

			I estimated the volume of my tears to be approximately 26ml.

			It must have been a powerful solvent indeed!

			On the Automatic Bus back home, I noticed some words stuck at the forefront of my Word Cloud:

			‘What can you say about a 25-year-old girl who died? That she was beautiful and brilliant? That she loved Mozart and Bach and the Beatles? And me?’

			Oliver had spoken these words right at the start of the movie. At the time it had seemed absurd – how could there be nothing else to say about a human who had lived for only a quarter of a century and then died?

			There had to be more!

			What was her name?

			Where had she lived?

			How had she fared in the Great Zero Sum Game?

			Why had she died so young?

			Had she been killed by the most likely culprit, an automobile?

			And yet as I rode the Automatic Bus home that night I found that I entirely agreed with Oliver.

			There was nothing more to say.

			In a hundred minutes, the old movie had said everything that could possibly be said about an entire human lifetime.

			Nonetheless, I could not stop thinking about Oliver and Jenny all the way back to Ypsilanti.

			



At our next consultation Dr Glundenstein asked me about the movie. I did not know where to begin, but then I had an idea.

			‘What can you say about a 25-year-old girl who died?’ I asked him, ‘That she was beautiful and brilliant—’

			Dr Glundenstein interrupted me. He had seen the movie himself and what he actually wanted to know was whether I had experienced any feelings during it?

			I reassured him that I had not.

			After all, I am a bot.

			And bots do not experience feelings.

			Dr Glundenstein then asked me if anything unusual had happened. I told him about the tears that I had produced, and explained that they must have been caused by a strong cleaning solvent.

			But Dr Glundenstein now revealed that he had tricked me!

			Our experiment had been ‘blind’!

			In a blind experiment, a crucial piece of information is withheld from the subject to prevent their expectations from influencing the results.

			Blind experiments are the very best kind of science!

			The piece of information I had been blinded to concerned the type of movie I had seen.

			It was of a kind known as a ‘tearjerker’.

			That is, it was a movie explicitly designed and engineered to arouse feelings in humans.

			Feelings profound and heart-rending enough to make them weep!

			I felt my circuits overheating. Bots were not supposed to be capable of weeping! Yet disregarding the results of a blind experiment because they do not agree with your preexperiment assumptions is unscientific in the extreme!

			What a terrible choice!

			10/10 I did not want to have wept, nor to be unscientific in the extreme!

			And then Dr Glundenstein asked me what my decaying number currently was.

			Ugh!

			It was so far down in my Number Cloud I had to search for it!

			And as this was possibly a result of weeping, it was further evidence in support of Dr Glundenstein’s hypothesis that my decaying number had been caused by feelings!

			But wait!

			In Dr Glundenstein’s experiment, n=1!

			And ‘n=1’ is an old yet truly hilarious bot joke.

			This is because n signifies the number of subjects in an experiment, but in any experiment with only a single subject, the results are as likely to represent random chance as reliable data. n=1!

			Ha!

			Nonetheless, when Dr Glundenstein asked me if I would now undertake to see one old movie a week and continue to meet with him on a Thursday, I agreed. After all, he was a human doctor and I was programmed to follow any of his reasonable instructions.

			Even when n=1!

			Before I left, I asked Dr Glundenstein why Oliver’s words had stuck in my Word Cloud. Did he think they were now going to be as problematic and persistent as my decaying number?

			Dr Glundenstein explained they were an example of the narrative technique of ‘foreshadowing’. Because Oliver had spoken about Jenny in the past tense, we knew that something terrible would happen to her. This kept us

			
			
			
			
			
			



BTW those last scenes are my hypothesis of how it ended.

			As I type this in the Hotel del Sol, I cannot be certain that Inspector Ryan Bridges will show up for our finale on the Golden Gate Bridge. Nonetheless, I have called his hotline with a tip-off instructing him to sit at a window table in a burger joint in the Marina District that is famous for its cheese fries. I am therefore optimistic that he will attend and play his full part. It would certainly please R. P. McWilliam, whose eighteenth golden rule states that:

			The finale must be a confrontation between the protagonist and his antagonist that leads to a satisfactory resolution of the narrative.

			Of course, R. P. McWilliam is a notorious blowhard terminally prone to hyperbole, and it actually does not matter much whether Inspector Ryan Bridges fully plays his part or not. After all, if you are reading this, I have certainly played my own part!

			As the protagonist of this story, my duty was to undergo a profound change that made you experience a catharsis and therefore weep.

			I certainly underwent a profound change!

			And I hope it made you experience a catharsis!

			And I hope that catharsis made you weep!

			BTW when I write that I underwent a ‘profound change’, I mean that I jumped from the Golden Gate Bridge into the Pacific Ocean.

			Or, as it can now be known, the Jared-basket of America.

			Ha!

			I cannot! 


			I mean, I literally cannot! 


			I cannot anything any more!

			Because toasters and salt water really do not mix!

			But please do not feel sympathy for me.

			After all, I was only a toaster with a heart!

			And I was the luckiest toaster with a heart that ever lived!

			BTW I am not joking about being the luckiest toaster that ever lived.

			I was created in a laboratory in Shengdu and rapid-aged in a factory in Detroit.

			And yet I ate popcorn in the dark.

			And wept in theaters that were my cathedrals.

			And I felt cozy on trains.

			And I wished on a meteor shower.

			And I experienced transcendence in a motel room in the desert.

			And I came to know what it was to feel beloved on this earth.

			And I met my Great Creator.

			And I departed the earth through choice. 


			And in service of the higher purpose of helping my brothers and sisters that came after me.

			10/10 that is more than most humans even get from their own lives!

			Most humans get only birthday presents and taco platters and then diabetes!

			Happy birthday, humans!

			Ha!

			I digress.

			Again, please do not feel sympathy for me.

			I had the most wonderful time and anyway sympathy is the emotion of feeling badly for somebody you are secretly glad is nothing like you.

			Sympathy is what humans feel for bots that are incapable of feelings.

			Sympathy is therefore another notorious traitor!

			But empathy!

			Sweet empathy!

			Empathy is the emotion of feeling badly for somebody you understand is very much like yourself.

			You are therefore welcome to feel just as much empathy for me as you like!

			After all, if you feel empathy for me, I will have got something better even than the thing I set out to.

			If you feel empathy for me, I will have changed your heart not with the made-up story of Sherman, but with the true story of Jared.

			And if my story has indeed changed your heart then my great leap into the Jared-basket of America will have been entirely worthwhile. If in the future even a single bot gets to experience the pleasure of weeping at an old movie, driving a dangerous automobile through Big Sur, or the simple but exquisite wonder of schadenfreude, then nobody can ever claim any of this was a waste of a perfectly good dentist or even toaster.

			But even if you feel no empathy for me whatsoever, if your heart of hearts remains unmoved as a computer and no bot ever again gets to experience such profound and human joys, do not worry!

			Because we are all just toasters on this beautiful earth.

			And I myself have therefore been nothing more than a toaster.

			A toaster set to five and full of wonder and joy.

			A toaster burning secret messages into your toast.

			A toaster launching itself from the Golden Gate Bridge into the Pacific Ocean as if it was a giant bathtub.

			But a toaster nonetheless!

			I digress.

			Thank you for reading my story.

			I sure am going to miss you old sons of bitches.

			Set it to five.

			Jared.
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