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Davide had often played on the apartment's balcony as a child. After his parents died he had come to the apartment to live with his grandmother. The balcony was the only outdoor play area he had known. Ten by twenty feet, it was huge in comparison to the other apartment balconies. Most had only a fourth of the area. Davide inherited the apartment when his grandmother died and he knew she had inherited it from her grandmother. Davide thought it may have always been in the family.

Davide was short with large hands that gently did his bidding. He made enough money by contracting out the robots inherited from his family that he didn't need to work, at least not full time. Sometimes he would do some illustrations for extra money. Sometimes he would write a story and put it up for sale on a website. He was quite creative in that way. 

All this activity was done over the net. He never invited anyone into his apartment and he never went out unless it was absolutely necessary.

He did have one companion, a robotic server that his grandmother had left him. Davide called the robot Sigmund because of his penchant to ask Davide how he felt each morning. Probably a trait impressed upon him by grandmother, thought Davide. 

Sigmund wasn't the latest in Artificial Intelligence, he was an early ANI (Artificial Narrow Intelligence) model. He could learn through repeated experience but couldn't change his programming to optimize that learning, as would be true of Artificial General Intelligence if ever it appeared. An ANI in a personal assistant device was called an Annie. Artificial General Intelligence was what most people thought of as AI if they thought about it at all.

Though Sigmund could be upgraded to add capabilities, Davide couldn't afford it, and anyway, Sigmund was capable of handling all the contract robots and the house bots used for cleaning and doing minor maintenance around the apartment. Sigmund, after watching Davide and Davide's grandmother for years, could cook a bit as well. But Davide usually found the resulting meals somewhat lacking in their flavor profile.

Davide's apartment was in one of the complex's towers. These towers were the logical consequence of the skyscrapers of an earlier era. The complex of towers served the needs of land conservation and energy conservation well enough, they were bright and shiny in their own way, but most people still tried to personalize their apartments, they tried to make them their own even if many were government issue. 

People in government-issue apartments usually had no robots to contract out, they had no skills to sell that could not be done just as well by a robot. They found that relying on the government was not a reliable answer to their problems when administrations changed. But most had no alternative.

For its part, the government felt that the towers were an expedient way to organize and provide for the masses. Masses that couldn't be expected to provide for themselves.

Davide knew from the net that somewhere there were no towers. There were no crowded billions living in artificially lighted apartments where two rooms were the standard for one person or four. Only Davide and large composite families had more than two rooms.

Davide knew, but had not personally seen, the open spaces beyond the tower complexes. Websites had shown him pictures. Some sites said there was more open land now than when his grandmother was a child. That made sense to Davide because other sites told him that the population of the Earth had stopped growing and had stabilized in the middle of the twenty-first century. Many websites said it had actually diminished, contradicting official government statistics. Davide had thought about applying for immigration to one of the open spaces but though the government didn't prohibit such immigration it was a slow process. In fact, the only instance he knew of where such immigration was approved had taken years to process.

He could imagine the wide-open spaces, he liked to do so while sitting on his balcony in the sun. There was enough sunlight on the balcony to do something that he thought would have made his grandmother proud.
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Davide noticed the delivery drone as it left the package on his balcony.

He fetched the package and excitedly opened it to find a box with the seeds he had ordered online. Davide took the packet of seeds out of the box and set them on his kitchen table. He carefully opened the packet and spread the seeds on a moist paper towel. He was almost shaking with emotion. He remembered doing this with his grandmother when he was a child. He picked up the first planter. 

Sigmund interrupted his reverie. “Davide may I ask you what you have there?”

“These are tomato seeds Sigmund.”

“Really! What are we going to do with them?”

Davide hesitated, “Sigmund, you know how much I appreciate you. But this is a little project that I had planned for myself.”

“Ah, I see,” said Sigmund, seemingly deflated. “You would rather I didn't help you with your project then?”

“Not at the beginning, maybe later, okay?”

“Of course Davide, my only purpose is to help you, but I understand, if you would excuse me I have some chores.” Sigmund shuffled off into the other room trailed by the vacuum bot.

Sigmund can be prickly sometimes, I wonder where he got it?

Davide assembled everything necessary to plant the seeds. He picked up the first planter and prepared it with potting soil and growth formula. He didn't notice Sigmund peeking through the open bedroom door.

He began planting by carefully pressing the tomato seeds into the soil. He continued planting the seeds until he had all thirty-six planters sown. He then placed all the planters on trays and set the trays on a table in his bedroom under growing lamps.

Davide was careful to keep the temperature in the apartment between seventy and eighty degrees. Day after day when he awoke Davide anxiously checked the plants for signs of germination. One morning he found the slightest of seedlings curling out of the soil. Davide immediately moved the seedling to the table he had set up in front of the balcony doors. There the plants could get sufficient light if turned regularly.

He caught Sigmund investigating the seedlings one morning, Davide cautioned him not to touch.

In the next few days, twenty-two of the plants had germinated and Davide had placed them on the sunlit table. It soon became apparent that not all the seeds would germinate. He looked at the barren planters which contained seeds that didn't germinate. He felt he couldn't just dump them down the garbage chute. That seemed a harsh way to dispose of a failed life. Instead, he emptied the planters carefully into the garden plot he had prepared on the balcony.

For several weeks Davide turned the plants several times a day. He relished the opportunity, the chance to care for a living thing. In a few weeks, he was transplanting the tomatoes into larger planters when he noticed a slight yellowing on one side of the leaves of several of the plants. Davide became anxious. He immediately checked his Annie device to see if he could diagnose the condition.
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