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Dedication

	For my grandson Alexander

	With thanks to

	Steven Radecki,

	for his helpful advice and unflagging patience,

	and

	Dan Langton,

	for his precious suggestions

	that made the story make much more sense.

	
One

	Michael Holmes and Nora Savins passed through the bottleneck of the security checkpoint, stepped into the ornate atrium of the Department of Vital Privileges, and looked at the white marble statue of the Founding Father.

	The Founding Father beamed down on them above the busy crowd, a handsome young man with long black hair, who carried in one hand an ancient movie script rolled up into a scroll and, in the other hand, an auto racer’s helmet. The wreath of laurels at his feet hadn’t wilted since the national celebration of his birthday.

	“Keanu Reeves,” Michael said reverently. “Best thing America ever gave us.”

	He pointed at the inscription carved in tall letters on the base of the life-sized statue. “And his words that began it all.”

	He recited the movie line, known to every citizen older than six.

	“You need a license to drive, you need a license to fish, you need a license to own a dog, but any moron can become a parent.”

	Under the inscription he read the First Law of the Republic: “Never Again Any Moron.”

	Behind the statue was the Republic’s flag, a field of blue showing an ancestry chart with golden stars in place of family names.

	Michael looked at Nora. “Are you all right?”

	Nora made a small headshake for no.

	“Do I look okay?” she asked.

	“I told you, you look great.”

	“Yeah, well, all you have to do is pick the blue suit over the grey suit. Me, I have to be conservative, but not dowdy; feminine, but not trampy …”

	Michael brushed aside her concerns with a good-natured laugh.

	“Come on, Grumps. Smile.”

	He glanced at his holofolder marked Reproduction – Application One.

	“Here we go,” he said softly. He passed his hand over the elevator plaque and stepped in after her.

	Anxiety had dropped a wall between them. Too many worries, too many hopes, made noise in their minds. Was he a good provider, and did they really say he must provide for eighteen years? Was she a good homemaker, and did they really say she must make a home for eighteen years?

	The elevator was full of people, each headed to their private petition. One elderly couple, the husband in a medchair, was certainly on their way to the Office of End-of-Life Privileges. The man was breathing with difficulty, a portable oxygen mask over his face. The woman wore a look of quiet anguish.

	Nora eyed them on the sly. She thought it seemed cruel that a man that sick should be required to bring his application in person; but, of course, it was because anyone might make the application in his name with malice aforethought.

	Would these two be granted their License for End-Of-Life Privileges? she wondered. Would she and Michael one day have to bring a similar application?

	The elevator bell dinged; the doors swooshed open. People streamed down the hallway in a mingled chatter of voices. Michael and Nora found the door of the office marked Reproduction – Application One. Michael bent to kiss Nora’s cheek, then leaned into the blinking Sesame panel and said, “Open”.

	From behind a cluttered desk, a brisk-looking woman motioned them to come in. Her hair was in an outdated French updo, and it seemed an oddly vain thing that she wore her electronic ID tag on what looked like a gold chain.

	“Mr. Holmes, Miss Savins. I’m Linda Yamasaki. Please have a seat.”

	Michael let Nora sit first, in one of the two comfortable chairs on this side of the desk. Comfortable or not, Nora thought, all those who sat in those chairs felt anything but comfortable. She eyed the two piles of holofolders that framed Mrs. Yamasaki. How many of those folders were destined for the incinerator?

	“Our current deferment rate is sixty-four percent,” Mrs. Yamasaki said genially, as if reading her mind. “When the Parenthood Laws were first introduced, the rate was almost eighty percent.”

	Nora tried to smile. Michael nodded to Mrs. Yamasaki.

	“Very encouraging,” he said pleasantly.

	Nora relaxed a bit. Unlike her, Michael was always at ease with others. It seemed that, by choosing him as the speaker, she had already made one good step toward the License. Thank God — no, wrong expression.

	“So then. I see that you, Mr. Holmes, are thirty-one, you have an Advanced Degree in Economics, and a full-time job as Chief Product Manager at Lantym Software. You, Miss Savins, are twenty-six, you have a Specialized Degree in English, and you currently teach for the Curie School District, Rigoberta Menchu High. It’s a part-time position, but since you are the applicant mother, that is perfectly fine.”

	She pointed at the holofolders on her left, lined up in a slotted bin marked “Eyes Only.”

	“The biometrics came in last week, and so did the background checks from the Provincial Bureau and from the Department of Internal Investigations. So far everything’s where it should be. It’s a good start.”

	She handed Michael a FyreTel tablet.

	“Here are the contacts of your certified observers. Doctor Canetti is your general practitioner; she will refer you to the specialists. Doctor Patel is your general psychologist; he will direct you to the various branches. You should get in touch with Dr. Canetti and Dr. Patel at your earliest convenience, for your first medical exam and your intake therapy session. You also have the contacts of your Parenting Classes Consortium and of the Reproductive Bank. They will provide you with the list of certified surrogates, maternal and paternal. All the offices are within reasonable distance of each other, to minimize time and traffic.”

	“Whew,” Michael said, “It’s a full-time job.”

	“As it should be,” Mrs. Yamasaki replied somewhat archly. “It’s not too much to ask for your child, is it?”

	“Oh, not at all,” Michael agreed. “The task of making a happy human —”

	“— must start as soon as humanly possible,” Nora quickly completed the Second Law of the Republic. “Believe me, nobody wants that more than Michael and me.”

	Michael and I, she thought frantically. Did an English teacher have to make a mistake like that right in front of this woman?

	Mrs. Yamasaki was looking over the application. At last, with a bit of a flourish, she placed the holofolder in the slotted bin at her right side. Nora, the granddaughter of lapsed Irish Catholics, thought it seemed like a good omen: on Judgment Day, the souls of the saved went to Jesus’ right side.

	“All’s in place, then,” Michael said with some relief.

	“All’s in place, Mr. Holmes. Parenthood is the most important job on the planet,” she recited for the tenth time that morning. “It’s a fundamental human right, but one that has become — and not a moment too soon — a human right that must be earned. Being a parent takes time, takes money, takes patience, takes community, and takes commitment.”

	She turned toward a smaller desk behind her, where a profusion of family photos in antique twenty-first-century frames attested to her competence.

	“As for the rewards, of course … My husband and I were granted the License four times, not an easy thing in this age of mandated restrictions.”

	For her next sentence, she looked directly at Nora.

	“We had to apply twice for our first child. There’s no shame attached to the number of times you apply.”

	Why did it sound sanctimonious instead of encouraging? Nora wondered.

	“You have a busy year ahead of you,” Mrs. Yamasaki concluded, again for the tenth time that morning. “If all goes well, it will be my pleasure to hand you your License a year from today.”

	“We can’t wait to get started,” Michael said, shaking her hand. “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Yamasaki.”

	Nora shook hands after him. “Thank you … Thank you very much.”

	On their way out of the office, they crossed the next couple of applicants, no less anxious and no less hopeful.

	Nora tried to gauge their chances. They seemed young enough to be still in college — the minimum required to apply for the License was a Level 2 Bachelor’s degree — and there was a clear streak of anger in the way the young man pushed his partner aside to go in first. Two strikes, Nora thought; the young woman’s rainbow eyeshadow could very well be the third.

	Michael did a light skip on his way out of the elevator for sheer good feeling.

	“So, what do we do now?” Nora asked. “Should we start going thru our contacts? The reproductive bank, the doctor, the psychologist?”

	“No, let’s celebrate. Let’s have lunch someplace fancy. I hear they’ve opened a great ethnic restaurant on Jane Goodall Boulevard.”

	“What kind of ethnic?”

	“American. It’s called The Iowa State Fair.”

	“I’m not really hungry,” Nora said. She made a vague gesture at the building behind them. “To think that that woman up there has our future stashed away in her files …”

	Michael’s face turned serious. He stopped in front of her, a head taller, and thirty pounds heavier than she was, as recommended by the Manual of Evolutionary Parameters.

	“Nora, don’t. She’s not the one who decides. We decide to play by the rules; ergo, we make our future. It’s always been like that.”

	“Only, the rules have somewhat changed. Whatever happened to having a child because you chose to have a child, when you chose, and with whomever you chose?”

	“Those were the bad old days. All those children of unmarried teens, of drug addicts and alcoholics and abusers … None of that now. No more babies born to any moron with a gonad, no more street children. If you cannot feed them, you are not allowed to breed them.”

	The Third Law of the Republic had been paraphrased from a maxim of one of the Founding Mothers, the American Judge Judy Sheindlin.

	“Yes,” Nora muttered. “I know my catechism.”

	“Don’t use that word,” Michael chided. “Don’t get into that mindset. You know we are required not to give our child a religious education of any kind until he’s eighteen … he or she, whatever comes.”

	“Whatever comes,” Nora echoed. “As if our Mrs. Yamasaki is going to overlook the box marked ‘Gender Preference’.”

	Michael looked up at the statue of the Founding Father and smiled conspiratorially.

	“Forgive her, Keanu. She’s letting her emotions get away with her … Women
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