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  The Body Tax


   


  I wasn’t a total idiot when I decided to take the pregnancy test: instead of buying it myself or having my boyfriend buy it for me, I asked the old man who lived two doors down the hall, and I took it in the public restroom in the park four blocks from my apartment. I specifically chose that restroom because I knew it was in a deadzone, which meant that the test wouldn’t be able to report to the government until the janitor took out the trash. Unfortunately, I forgot to take my phone out of my bag, which was how they were able to track me down and connect me with a positive result. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 


  On the way back home, I ran into my elderly neighbor. I was still in shock after getting the results of the test, so I didn’t notice him trimming the bushes next to the sidewalk until I was almost right on top of him. 


  “Oh hi, Mister Morita,” I told him. “How’s your garden doing?” 


  Mister Morita ignored me, his eyes completely vacant as he pruned the bushes with stiff, mechanical motions. Suddenly, I realized that these weren’t the plants from his garden at all, but bushes on public land maintained by the city. The fact that he was trimming them meant that he was paying his body tax, which explained why he was so unresponsive. I wasn’t speaking to Mister Morita: I was speaking to his robota. Mister Morita would return to conscious possession of his body after he’d finished paying his quarterly body tax. 


  “Sorry,” I muttered, then ducked past him through the front door. If my mind hadn’t been so occupied with the results of that pregnancy test, I would have remembered that he’d paid his tax less than two months ago, just before I put in my time. That was a big red flag that should have tipped me off right away.  


  Unfortunately, I didn’t realize that until it was too late.


   


   


  “Oh my God,” Rachel, my old college roommate, reacted when I told her that I was pregnant. “That’s—that’s terrible. Do you remember anything at all?”


  “No,” I told her, struggling to keep the awful sense of powerlessness from overwhelming me.


  “Are you sure it’s not just your boyfriend, Ellie? Maybe it happened before you…” 


  “No,” I said firmly. “Tom and I have been seeing each other for almost a year, but we pledged each other that we would wait until marriage, and we haven’t broken that pledge. I’m sure it isn’t him.”


  “God,” Rachel repeated, shaking her head. “So if it wasn’t Tom, and you obviously weren’t cheating on him, then it must have happened while you were paying the body tax.”


  I nodded and took a long sip of my coffee. It was a rainy, overcast spring day outside, and rush hour was just beginning to ebb. On the sidewalk, a middle-aged and slightly pudgy robota was mindlessly picking up litter. Six weeks ago, that could have been me—except of course they wouldn’t have used me for one of those jobs, since pretty twenty-something women aren’t wasted on tasks so menial. Or so I’ve been told. The thing about the body tax is that you wake up with no memory of it, so unless you can find a recording of yourself somewhere—or suffer an unintended side effect, like getting pregnant—you have no idea how the state has used you. 


  Back in high school English, I read an old science fiction story by Robert Silverberg called “Passengers.” The class discussion was all about how terrifying the robota must have been to a society who had no concept of such a thing. I took the side that their terror was justified, because in the story, no one knows when the so-called “passengers” will take possession of their bodies, or who these “passengers” even really are.  


  For us, of course, it’s totally different. Once a quarter, we put our affairs in order and voluntarily pay the body tax, becoming robota for whatever length of time the state requires of us. For citizens in good standing with no criminal record and high social credit scores, it’s usually no more than a couple of days. For anyone with enough black marks on their social credit, it can run from a couple of weeks to more than a month. Criminals are usually sentenced to a few years, which is way more effective at discouraging crime than locking them up in prisons like we used to. Much less of a burden on the state, too. As a result, the crimes that used to plague our cities are now almost totally unheard of—a mark of progress, as the president says. Even he pays a token body tax of three or four hours, though of course he knows ahead of time what his robota will be used for. The rest of us have no idea. 


  I strongly suspected this wasn’t the first time I’d been used for sex work as a robota. The government denies it, and technically it is illegal, but everyone knows that it happens from time to time. Occasionally, a low-level bureaucrat with access to the robota schedules will even get prosecuted for abusing that authority, usually with their victim getting quietly shipped off to the Mars colony a month or two later. But most people don’t object to that kind of abuse, so long as it doesn’t happen (or happen too often) to them. Those of us with moral objections have long since learned to keep our heads down, since getting a black mark on your social credit will only make things worse. 


  This wasn’t the first time my robota had been used for sex work. That’s just something you have to deal with when you’re an attractive young woman in your twenties. I could never prove it, of course, but there are certain telltale signs when it happens, like bruising in strange places or an achy groin. The body remembers, even if the mind does not. But even though I’d heard about robotas getting pregnant, it had never actually happened to anyone I knew.  


  Until now.


  “So what are you going to do, Ellie?” my friend Rachel asked. “I know you’re against abortion on principle, but this… doesn’t it qualify as a moral exception, even to someone like you?” 


  I shrugged, still staring at the middle-aged robota outside the window. “Don’t know. Was it rape?” 


  “Of course,” she began, then suddenly grew silent. The reason was clear to us both. To say that I’d been raped was tantamount to saying that anything done to my robota was also done to me. Only the radical conservatives believed that, and except for a small number of terrorists among their ranks, the opposition was purely rhetorical: they still paid the body tax every quarter, just like everybody else. But those conservative dinosaurs also believed that there was nothing morally wrong with robot slaves. Everyone else fully accepted that artificial intelligences have rights just like the rest of us, and that therefore it only made sense for us all to pay our fair share. Robot or robota, it was all the same. 


  “Well, it isn’t rape rape,” Rachel argued, “but still, it wasn’t your fault.” 


  “Was it?”


  “Of course not! It was your robota, not you—you can’t even remember who you slept with. It’s not like you chose to get pregnant.” 


  “But I did still chose to pay the body tax, knowing what it might mean. It’s an open secret that girls like you and me occasionally have our robotas for sex work. It’s happened to us before, and—” 


  “Ellie,” she said, reaching across the table to take my hand. The gesture made me choke up a little.  


  “Yes, Rachel?” 


  “You can’t blame yourself for this. You can’t. Body tax or not, you’ve still been faithful to your boyfriend—right?” 


  “Right,” I said, my voice coming out more husky than I would have liked.


  “Right. Anything that happens to your robota doesn’t count as being unfaithful. So why should you be forced to suffer the consequences of that?” 


  I took a deep breath and steeled myself. “Because it’s not just about me anymore,” I told her. “It’s about the life inside of me now. My child can’t control the circumstances of how they were conceived. So why should they be forced to suffer for it?” 


  Rachel sighed and shook her head. “Most people don’t see it that way.”


  “I don’t care. I just want to do what’s right.” 


  “But Ellie, you know that the state is just going to abort your baby anyway the next time you pay the body tax.” 


  I frowned. “Isn’t that illegal?”


  “Only if both of the prospective parents register their intent. And since you don’t know who the father is, you’ll have to get an exception, and there’s no way the state will give you one—not with how you got pregnant as a robota.” 


  “But if I can get Tom to register intent, then…” 


  My voice trailed off. Rachel was looking at me as if I’d gone crazy.


  “Ellie, are you saying you want to keep the child?” 


  “If that’s the only way to save my baby, then I have to. Right?” 


  “No!” The forcefulness in my friend’s voice made me jump. “Ellie, you don’t have to do this! Body tax or not, it still counts as a rape for all practical purposes. You’re fully within your rights to abort it.” 


  “But what if I don’t want to?” I asked softly.


  She shook her head again, angrily this time. “If somehow, you get the state to issue you an exemption and carry the child to term, then no one is going to believe that you were raped.”


  “But was I really raped? Robota or not, I chose to pay the tax, knowing what it might mean.” 


  “Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes. “My point is, they won’t believe that you got pregnant by accident. They’ll think you cheated on your boyfriend, or—” 


  “Rachel, I already told you I don’t care what everyone else thinks. I just want to do what’s right.” 


  “But is it really right, though? Surely your not so much of a dinosaur to think that abortion isn’t justified in the case of rape.”


  That was the first time my friend had called me a “dinosaur.” Honestly, it hurt.


  “I don’t know,” I said, looking away. “It just doesn’t feel right to me.”


  “But it isn’t wrong. Not in a case like this.” 


  “Isn’t it?”


  She took a deep breath, opened her mouth as if to say something, then evidently thought better of it and shook her head. “Have you told Tom about this yet?”


  “No,” I admitted. “I wanted to talk to you first.”


  “Oh, God.”


  “What?” 


  She buried her face in her hands before looking up at me. “I like you, Ellie. Really, I do. I’ve liked you since we were first college roommates. But… you do realize that you’re about to destroy your entire life over this—perhaps even lose your boyfriend. Don’t you?” 


  I had gone to my friend because I needed support, and maybe a bit of a gut check. We’d always had different opinions about abortion, but until now, our discussions on the topic had mostly been abstract. After all, things like this weren’t supposed to happen to people who do what they’re supposed to and play by all the rules. But the thing about being that one in a thousand person where the birth control fails, or some other statistical anomaly happens, is that for you, it’s not just a statistic anymore. It’s you. 


  “I have to do what I feel is right,” I told her honestly. “If I don’t do that, how can I ever live with myself?”


  She met my gaze for a long time before sighing and looking away.


  “All right, Ellie. But don’t say that I didn’t warn you.”


   


   


  I had no idea how Tom would react to the news, but I had to tell him in person—this just wasn’t the sort of thing that you could explain over phone, chat, or VR. So I waited until his work was over and we were both alone in his apartment.


  “Do you trust me?” I asked him as we cuddled on his couch.


  “Trust you?” he said, giving me a look of amusement. “Of course I trust you. Why?”


  I took a deep breath. There was no easy way to break the news, so I decided to just come out and say it. 


  “I’m pregnant.”


  His smile turned to a look of wide-eyes shock. “You’re—what?” 


  “It’s not what you think,” I said quickly. “I didn’t cheat on you, I swear.”


  “But if you didn’t cheat, then…” His voice trailed off, and confusion turned to realization and then to pain. “Oh.”


  “Yeah. It must
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