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Sometime in 2044, Somewhere in the Midwest of the Nation now known as The New United States of America (NUSA)

Dimming afternoon sun peeks through the skylight in the kitchen, washing the walls a subtle apricot. The kitchen smells welcoming, fresh coffee tinged with cinnamon. The coffeemaker lets out a satisfying hiss as it releases steam. Jessa wishes she could freeze this moment, sitting at the island counter in her sister’s kitchen after she has finished her work for the day. She’s scared, both of what will soon be happening to her, and also how it might shift the delicately-balanced relationship she currently shares with her sister. She glances at Kerrina, who stands by the counter scrolling through the messages on her communication device. 

Waiting longer isn’t going to make the reality go away, and it isn’t going to make it any easier to share, so Jessa breaks the comfortable silence.

“I got my letter today,” she says. She keeps her voice even and low, tries not to sound like she’s panicking, even though her roiling gut tells a different story. 

“What letter?” Kerrina asks absently from across the granite island as she pours coffee into two cups.

“The letter. What other letter is there?” Jessa can’t believe her sister is this oblivious. It goes to show how different their priorities are these days. She reaches for her coffee, pours in cream, watches Kerrina’s face as she grasps Jessa’s meaning. 

A quick look of worry passes over Kerrina’s eyes and forehead, then quickly fades to neutral. “Okay, Jess, just tell me, then. What did it say?”

Jessa coughs, clears her throat, and takes a sip of her coffee. 

“I’ve gotten my assignment. Three were assigned to me. Or should I say to my uterus?” She hears her own tone turn dark.

Kerrina says nothing for a few beats, stands stock still. Jessa wonders if she’s shocked, or just waiting to hear more. 

Finally, a response. “So what does that mean? What happens next?” 

“It means that they do a pregnancy test in two weeks, and if it’s negative, they start the process. If all goes well, and at least two survive, I’ll keep one and the other one or two will go to the biological mother. She doesn’t want more than two. She’s already pregnant with one.” Jessa holds her coffee cup in both hands, warming them, as though her own matter-of-fact account of this plan sends a chill through her. 

Kerrina, still standing, puts her cup down and folds her arms. “Well honestly,” she says impatiently, “that doesn’t seem like such a bad outcome. It could have been a lot worse. You and Brogan want a baby, right?” 

Jessa’s face heats up. A bristling anger rises inside her chest. 

The two of them know each other’s signals as if they were one person. One person split in two, matching halves, like an embryo split to form identical twins, Jessa thinks, noting the irony. She and Kerrina aren’t twins, though they look very similar: long dark waves, fair skin, bowed lips. Only 18 months apart, they’d been raised like twins might be, together constantly as children, and even as teens despite their diverging interests and temperaments. Now, since their parents have retired to New Hampshire to avoid the worst of the heat plaguing most of the country during the springs and summers, they depend on each other to understand and support, to criticize and argue the way only siblings can. 

Jessa tries to modulate her tone, but her voice comes out shrill and tight when she finally answers her sister’s question. “Of course we want a baby. We want our baby. We just waited too long, and now I have my assignment, so it might not happen. She pauses, but more pours out. “But why would you understand that? You’ve already got your three kids and an exemption.”

When Jessa was young and got fired up, she’d stamp her foot in frustration and anger. Today she manages to stop short of that, but she feels the urge to kick or punch something. She tamps it down by looking at her cup, swirling the remaining coffee around.

“That’s so not fair, Jess! You think I wanted a hysterectomy? You know I almost bled to death when Sapphire was born. I most certainly did not choose to lose my uterus.”

Jessa meets her sister’s eyes, sees hurt in them. Maybe she’s gone too far. She knows Kerrina might have had a fourth child if there hadn’t been complications during the delivery of her now two-year-old daughter. “I know that,” she says more softly, head bowed. “But Rina, you act like this is all okay and normal. Like you agree with the EUCA! Why aren’t you upset that this is happening to me?”

Kerrina sighs. “Jessa, I am upset for you. I’ve told you I don’t think the EUCA is right. But it’s the law now and going along with it is better than going to prison, isn’t it?” She finally sinks down onto a stool at the counter next to Jessa, just as Jessa stands up and throws up her arms. 

“No, I don’t think it is. They might as well put me in prison right now. It is prison to be forced to carry someone else’s embryos, because some idiot men decided they couldn’t be discarded or left frozen. I mean, some of those embryos were stuck in a freezer and forgotten about for decades! How is it that now they’ve become people?” 

The fucking EUCA. The Extrauterine Child Act. A stupid name for a stupid policy. Maybe it was okay when it was voluntary, but when the Child Protective Agency realized just how many frozen embryos there were, how many abandoned Extrauterine Children, as they call them, they made it mandatory. That’s when the assignments started, about ten months ago. Jessa had watched the laws regarding reproduction get more and more restrictive, but she never thought this would happen. 

The original idea had been for the government to force the biological mothers to gestate all their own frozen embryos, but it turned out that there were way too many embryos for that to work. Some couples had ten or twelve frozen embryos, or even more remaining after they completed IVF treatments. There were at least 2 million frozen embryos lying around in freezers all over the country. Many of the mothers were now too old for a safe and viable pregnancy. Some had medical exemptions, or were exempted because they already had 3 or more children. 

The text of the EUCA specifically states that it will “not unduly burden nuclear families.” Nuclear Families. “Because nuclear families are the most precious commodity, and EUC’s are an integral part of these families.” That’s why this first round of assignments has targeted women who have not yet had any children or who have less than three. Single women are included; they can gestate, but they can’t keep any of the babies they birth.

As a childless, healthy woman of eligible age, Jessa falls under the EUCA. She’s married, rendering her eligible to keep any babies the biological parents don’t want. If only she and Brogan had started trying sooner, she could be exempt or at least delay her participation. But they hadn’t been financially or emotionally prepared. It was the responsible thing to wait, wasn’t it? 

“Maybe you’ll get pregnant in the next two weeks, before your appointment,” Kerrina chirps brightly.

Jesse grimaces. “Sure. Except I already ovulated last week. Maybe I just won’t go to my appointment.” 

Kerrina’s back stiffens. “Jess, don’t even joke about that. I’m sure there are steep penalties for being AWOL.” 

“C’mon, don’t sound so alarmed. I’m joking. The letter says very clearly that failure to appear for any part of the process will result in arrest and that the penalty can be prison. It’s like we read about in the history books in school, when people were drafted to fight in the Viet Nam War. This is just another kind of draft. This time women aren’t being exempted or protected. We’re being exploited for our body parts. At least the Viet Nam draftees could dodge, go to Canada. With the North and South walls, there’s not even a way for us to get out of here.”

The more she speaks, the more riled Jessa feels. She moves towards the door. Her sister is no help. Maybe she ought to go home.

Kerrina rises, takes the half-empty coffee mugs off the table and begins rinsing them. Standing at the sink, she draws in a big breath, the kind that their mother used to take when she had to say something that nobody wanted to hear. 

“Okay, Jess, I get that this makes you angry and that you don’t want to do this. I agree that it’s not fair. It’s just—if you’re going to be pregnant and give birth, you can’t walk around with all that negative energy oozing out. Believe me, I know this as a mother. You’re going to need all your energy for the next several years. Don’t waste it by rebelling. Remember back in the ‘20’s when we were kids? What a waste of time and energy all the protests over social issues were? The protesters all got sent to jail, or tear-gassed, or even shot in the legs. Nothing changed. You need to reframe this mentally so both you and the babies can thrive.” 

Jessa whirls around to look at her sister. “Reframe? Thrive? Are we even talking about the same thing? Yeah, sure Rina, I’ll tell myself a bunch of lies to get through this. At least it will make everyone else happy. Including you and Brogan. He says the same thing: “Buck up. Do your duty for your country.” 

Jessa begins marching around the kitchen like a soldier. She turns around and marches right out the back door, leaving Kerrina behind, dishtowel in hand.    

At home alone, while Brogan is out on a run, Jessa tries to regroup. She’s irritated by Kerrina’s admonitions, but it would be nice if she could stop feeling like a victim. She reminds herself that, in fact, she is luckier than some other women with assignments.  

Maralyne, a 44-year-old colleague at work, will age out of the EUCA program in just a few more months, but she’s already been implanted with six embryos. That means multiple babies, a high-risk pregnancy, a dangerous delivery. All six are unlikely to survive. Yet if any of the embryos die, she could be charged with assault or even manslaughter. Childslaughter? Fetocide, that’s what they called it, right? The EUCA on-line information says that premature delivery, miscarriage and fetal demise may be viewed as crimes if there is evidence of drug or alcohol use, cigarette smoking, or other personal habits associated with poor pregnancy outcomes. But isn’t the presence of six fetuses in one uterus associated with a poor outcome?

Then there was her friend Tinda, a Black woman, who was implanted with four embryos from a white couple. She might not be allowed to keep any of the babies, even if all four survive. In comparison, Jessa’s assignment seems relatively safe and humane. 

Being with her sister today was a mistake. Kerrina’s perfect home and her perfect nuclear family just make Jessa hyperaware of everything she doesn’t have, and now may never have. Her parents...oh God, I can’t tell them about this yet. 

She clicks the button to call Kerrina, who appears on the screen right away.

“What, Jess, you miss me now?” she asks sardonically.

“No. I just forgot to tell you not to mention this to Mom and Dad. Not now, and not until...well, until I’m ready. You have to promise.”

“Okay, I promise. But why...”

“Thanks, I have to go.” Jessa clicks the ‘end call’ button before her sister can finish her sentence. She’s sure Kerrina won’t understand why she doesn’t want to share this with her parents, just the way she doesn’t understand how violating the assignment feels. Her parents will say just what Kerrina has said. They won’t be outraged for Jessa. They’ll tell her to do as she’d told. They’ll probably be happy that she’ll finally be doing something worthwhile for a change. Jessa still hopes that she’ll somehow avoid the assignment—maybe she’ll somehow be exempted, or the implantation will fail. Then she won’t have anything to tell them after all.  

It might be different if Jessa were closer with her parents. She loves them, but she doesn’t have the easy rapport with them that Kerrina has. When they were younger, it always seemed like Kerrina could do no wrong in their eyes. In contrast, they have always criticized Jessa’s choices—her habits, her friends, even her academic interests. 

Kerrina denies that she was the favorite. “I was just an easier child to raise,” she always argues. “You were constantly challenging authority.”

Jessa can see her point, but she wishes her parents could have understood her need to question, to form her own opinions.

Kerrina was practical to a fault; she pursued a career in AI right out of high school because it was the direct route to a secure job and a secure income. She married at 21, the first man the Matchbot presented to her. “The algorithm is such that the first is the most compatible,” Kerrina had said. “Why waste time and energy comparing and contrasting?” 

She’d even had her eggs monitored every few months so that she was sure to complete her 3-child nuclear family before the quality dropped. 

Jessa, meanwhile, had chosen to study liberal arts in college. She opted for a major in history and a minor in psychology, passé subjects that few people bother with anymore. Who cares about human behavior? It’s the behavior of the bots and AI programs you employ that can either make your life better or ruin it entirely. At least that’s what most people believe these days. 

Her mother is one of those people.

“You need to think about your future, Jessa,” her mother said. “I know you’re curious about the past, but the past isn’t going to help you negotiate the world we live in now. Studying history isn’t going to set you up for a successful future.”

“Mom, it’s what I’m interested in and what I’m good at. I can find a way to make it work for me. It’s my life, not yours. I need to make my own decisions. “

“I know you want to decide for yourself. But don’t be so headstrong. When I was growing up, you could make mistakes, change course, change your mind about work and family until you were 30 and nobody flinched. You could voice your opinion, complain, protest the government and institutional policies you didn’t like. I participated in political demonstrations back then, but that was in the past. Now there are more consequences for the choices you make. It’s better to use the resources the government supplies to help you decide well. Mistakes can land you in prison. They can ruin your life.”

Her mother was talking about the government-assigned Guidance Bots, Therabots and Matchbots. Jessa couldn’t stand the idea of machines, no matter how sophisticated they were, making decisions for her. She ignored the reports generated by their algorithms. 

She’d insisted on finding her own mate, a practice which was strongly discouraged by the Department of Family Life. In fact, it had taken years, since the pool of single people over 20 was extremely small. But she finally met Brogan, a program de-bugging expert who also eschewed the Matchbots. He was deeply suspicious of all bots and algorithms, he said, because he’d spent years studying the viruses, malware, and other interferences that could make their way into programs. 

Jessa’s mother wasn’t wrong about her career. She was unable to find any job that made use of her history background. Teaching was out; by the time Jessa graduated from college, teaching any history that wasn’t on the government-proscribed website was banned. Her college mentor had been accused of ‘feminist socio-terrorism’ because she’d lectured widely on the history of women’s rights. No matter; Edubots could teach the limited information allowed so there was little need for history teachers. If she’d taken some AI courses, she could have at least programmed the history Edubots, but she’d had no interest in that sort of thing. 

Jessa finally settled into one of the few jobs someone with psychology background but no coding experience could do: providing psychotherapy for troubled teenage boys who refused to work with their assigned Therabots. The pay was lousy, and many of the boys were unpleasant, spouting curses and misogynist slurs over the 3d distance communication devices. A lot of the kids were aware that the sessions were recorded, so few confided in her. Even when they did, she was unable to be of much help because she had to follow a ‘standard-of-care’ script, which limited what she could say.

When topics of sexuality or gender arose, she had to tell the client that it was out of her scope of practice, that parents or guardians were the only people authorized to address these issues with minors. She was devastated when one 12-year-old boy told her he was ‘living in the wrong body,’ and should have been a girl. The standard-of-care script demanded that she tell the boy that his feelings were nonsense, that people were never born in the wrong body, and that he’d outgrow it. She forced herself to stay within the guidelines, but nearly choked on her words. She knew this was countertherapeutic; she’d read about transsexuality in a psychology class before all information on the topic was banned, even for adults. 

Jessa’s whole life lately is a struggle. She and Brogan argue more than she expected. He’s more socially conservative than she’d initially thought. Her job is far from ideal. Still, she is grateful for the privilege of making her own choices. She can’t imagine living like her sister does, following rules laid down by others. No surprises, no forks in the road, nothing to strive or hope for. 

Before the EUCA assignment, she had hope for her marriage smoothing out, for finding a better job, for starting a family. Now she must face it: her own decisions have led her to this point. Any door she thought might still be open has abruptly slammed shut. 

Is there still a way out? It doesn’t seem so. She can’t run to another country; the passports of women with active EUCA assignments are revoked when the assignment is made. There is no way to prevent the embryos from implanting; contraceptives are tightly controlled, and doctors dare not prescribe them except to women who require life-saving medications that could harm a fetus. Jessa certainly doesn’t have the nerve or the steadiness of hand required to damage her own uterus in hopes of a EUCA exemption. She’s heard about one woman who perforated her uterus with a sharp wire. She was exempted from the EUCA but required a hysterectomy and is now facing criminal charges. 

Jessa has also heard rumors of women procuring illegal medications or clandestine procedure abortions, but she has no idea how to obtain the required pills or find someone who will do the procedure. Abortion is considered murder. If discovered, it carries a life sentence or even a death sentence, depending on the circumstances. She’s never heard of a EUCA participant attempting an abortion. It seems an especially dangerous undertaking. 

There’s no escaping this. I should try to make it easier on myself, stop struggling against what can’t be changed. Maybe I can have a healthy, happy baby, even if it’s from someone else’s eggs and sperm. 

2 weeks gestation. 

She doesn’t like this EUCA clinic doctor, Dr. Craig. He is pleasant enough, but she can tell he’s not going to bend rules for anyone. He uses a metal speculum; even though the plastic ones can now be reused, the processing is expensive. This is, after all, a government program. The metal is cold, and the clanking noises jangle her nerves. She stares up at the ceiling which, like all the walls in the clinic, is painted an obnoxious Pepto-Bismol pink. 

Dr. Craig is nothing like her own private OB/GYN, who is kind and trustworthy, but refused to participate in the EUC program, despite the financial incentives. Her license is now suspended until a hearing with the Board of Medicine, during which she will defend her right to stay out of the program because of moral conflict, a defense unlikely to hold up in the current court system.

Dr. Craig doesn’t take the time to drape Jessa properly before glopping on the ultrasound gel and applying the ultrasensitive probe to her belly. After the scan is done, he snaps his gloves off, sanitizes his hands and says, “Good news. Everything looks great. It’s still early so I can’t make any promises, but it looks right now like you’ll be having triplets! With all your terrific blood test results and your overall good health, you’ve got a good chance of carrying all three to term without a problem. Good work, Momma!”

The moniker feels like an ice cube dropped down the back of her shirt. She wants to scream, to claw at this doctor and demand he undo what he’s done. Instead, she sits up and gives him a wan, fake smile as she pulls the paper sheet closer. 

Jessa is thankful when he leaves the room. She pulls on her clothes as fast as she can and heads out to the reception desk where she is given another appointment and a bottle of high-potency protein-vitamin-mineral tablets. Before she leaves, a woman in pink surgical scrubs and pink sneakers attaches a GPS bracelet to her. The latch clicks loudly. 

“This bracelet is locked on to assure that you’ll wear it 24/7 throughout your pregnancy. An alarm will go off if your heart rate or blood pressure is too high, that sort of thing,” Pink Woman says.

Jessa nods. Her friends with assignments have told her about the bracelets.

Pink Woman continues: “You are not to ingest alcohol, caffeine, or any drugs, either medical or recreational. You may walk and stretch for exercise, but no heavy aerobic activity or weights. Your heart rate must not go over 120. Avoid excessive salt and sugar. Here’s a copy of the EUCA diet that you must follow.” The woman pushes a pamphlet into Jessa’s hand. “The rest is all in the online EUCA manual.”

The bracelet, a friend told her, is exceptionally sensitive to even tiny physiological derangements that might indicate that one of the rules has been breached. Another friend said that the bracelets contain tiny cameras and microphones, too small to see, but powerful enough to allow constant surveillance by the clinic. “Be careful what you say; they’re listening to everything. They’re watching for you to break the rules so they can blame you if there are complications.” 

Jessa wants to believe this is just conspiracy theory, but she’s beginning to wonder. 

10 weeks gestation

Jessa has gained twelve pounds and her clothes are tight around her belly. She’s uncomfortable, but not ready to give in to maternity clothes. She wears her loosest, stretchiest clothing. She’s constantly nauseated and vomits most days. She’s looked it up—there is medication for this, safe in pregnancy. But Dr. Craig won’t prescribe it; he says all pharmaceuticals are forbidden. She keeps saltine crackers in her handbag and on her night table. 

Brogan winces when he sees her puke. He’s kind, offering water and a wet washrag, but he’s not good at listening to negative feelings. When she’d first told him about the assignment, he’d been upset that having their own child would have to be put off. Like most men, he seemed intent on passing on his genes as soon as possible. It took him a few days, but in his usual stoic way, he’d adjusted. Recently he’s even been excited about the prospect of being a father. He expects Jessa to adjust the same way he has, and it doesn’t occur to him that something could go wrong in the pregnancy or delivery.

If she starts to worry aloud, Brogan says, “Jess, you need to have faith. Everything will be fine.” 

Jessa would love to believe this. She tries hard to believe it. She can’t. 

Instead, she lies awake at night, trying to chase away her frightening visions of the future. One night about a week ago, the idea that only two of the embryos would survive and there would be twins—one placid and sweet and the other screaming and colicky—invaded her thoughts. She tried to train her mind on something else, a math problem, the words to a song, but the idea bloomed into a vision of this screaming child as the one she’ll be forced to keep, while the biological parents are allowed to choose and take the placid one. Her baby will be a boy. He will fuss and cry all day. The fussing will turn into screaming by evening. Nothing will soothe him. He’ll nurse greedily, then scream and vomit up the milk and scream some more. 

Tonight she dreams about him again. This time, he looks more like a gargoyle than a baby. A monster’s face with glowing eyes replaces the chubby cheeked, bow-lipped visage a baby ought to have. The dream shifts and he is a middle schooler, a monstrous boy, a sociopath child who pushes other kids down the stairs in school, puts cats in the microwave, lights the house on fire. Uncontrollable, unrepentant, inhuman.... 

She wakes with a gasp and a start. Stop, she firmly says aloud to herself in the dark. Brogan stirs next to her in bed but doesn’t wake. She gets up and paces in the hallway until the dream fades away. 

16 weeks gestation 

As the first trimester ends, Jessa begins to feel better. The nausea and fatigue lift. The bad dreams stop. She feels the babies moving when she is very still, and this makes her smile. She begins to believe that the babies will, in fact, be fine; there will be no gargoyle baby. She’ll get through this, and later she and Brogan can have a biological child of their own. Most remarkably, she is feeling attached to the babies she’s carrying. Now she thinks it will be hard to hand two of them over to their biological parents. Still, she’ll have one perfect baby to raise, a baby that is, after all, part of her because, for nine months, her body has provided the shelter and nutrition needed for growth. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Jessa and Kerrina didn’t talk as much as usual during the first few months of the pregnancy. Jessa’s been holding a grudge from the day she’d told Kerrina about her assignment. Yet now she finds herself craving Kerrina’s company. They resume their pre-arrangement pattern, spending late afternoons together.

When Jessa receives an unexpected message from the EUCA clinic, Kerrina is the first person she calls. 

“Rina, Brogan is away at that international AI conference, and I need someone to come with me to the doctor tomorrow. I had the amnio last week and they want me to come in for results,” Jessa explains.

“Can’t they send your results over the patient portal?”

“That’s the point. If the results were okay, that’s what would have happened. The message
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