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  The Paradox of Choice



   


  Enough small talk, Ruth. You didn’t come here to chat.


  Is it really that obvious?


  I’m afraid so. Who’s the father?


  I don’t know, Jezebel. I can picture his face, but I can’t remember his name. I don’t even have his number. It was just one night—this was never supposed to happen.


  Mmm hmm.


  I’ve made a horrible mistake.


  Don’t say that about yourself, dear. You’re a very strong woman. I’m sure we can find a way to fix this.


  You are?


  Absolutely. This is the current year, after all. Women have rights.


  I know, but I think it may be too late. This is something I have to live with now. 


  Don’t be ridiculous, Ruth. It’s your choice.


  Yes, but my baby is already three weeks old. I mean, look at him. He has my eyes.


  You can’t seriously think of that as your baby.


  Why not? He’s mine, isn’t he? I’ve already given birth to him.


  Yes, you have. But the Supreme Court ruled that personhood does not extend to infants until they possess the ability to comprehend language. Until then, that thing is no different from a dog, or a cat.  


  But Jezebel, this is my child!


  Not until its brain develops well enough that it can speak. Until then, there’s no legal difference between terminating him or putting down a dog. 


  How can you say that? Look at him, Jezebel! Look at how expressive his face is—how his eyes follow you—how he smiles. 


  Ruth, please. Don’t let your emotions cloud your judgment. Do you know how much other women have sacrificed to give you this choice? 


  No, but—


  You are an empowered, modern woman. This is your choice. Don’t be ashamed of that. Be proud. Celebrate it. 


  But what if I don’t want to go through with it? 


  Come on, Ruth. Be reasonable. Are you really in a position to raise a child?


  No, but I—


  Then the most merciful thing you can do is terminate it, while you still can.


  What?!


  It’s true, and you know it. If you decided to keep it, you’d most likely find yourself trapped in the cycle of poverty, a single mother for the rest of your life. And is that any way to raise a family? Trust me, Ruth. Better to let it go. 


  But how is that worse than killing him? 


  The statistics don’t lie. A life trapped in poverty is not worth living.


  How do you know that?


  Are you seriously going to fight with me on this? You’ve led a privileged life, Ruth. We both have. It’s cruel and barbaric to bring a human life into the world under lesser circumstances than you’ve enjoyed. 


  But I already have.


  No, you haven’t. Not according to the law. 


  But—but what if the law is wrong?


  Ruth, dear. Please. You’re changing the subject. We aren’t talking about the law, we’re talking about you. About your life. About your freedom. About your choice.


  I don’t know, Jezebel. It’s just… it doesn’t feel right to kill my child.


  There you go again, calling it a “child.” Do we need to go over this again? It’s not a real child until it can speak. 


  But some babies can learn to make signs when they’re only a few months old. They can make gestures for food, for play, or for when they’re tired or hurt. Doesn’t that count?


  Don’t get caught up in the minutiae of it, Ruth. The truth is, this is your choice, and anyone who tells you otherwise is just trying to shame you into silence. Don’t be ashamed. Don’t let them silence you. 


  I don’t know. 


  What do you mean, “I don’t know”? Do you doubt the science of brain development? Do you think you know better than the Supreme Court of the United States?


  Okay, okay. I’m sorry.


  Then what is holding you back?


  Look at him, Jezebel. Isn’t he the cutest thing you’ve ever seen? 


  I know you feel attached to it, Ruth. And I know how hard this must be for you to hear. But I promise you, there is nothing wrong with letting it go.


  Are you sure?


  Yes. In fact, it would be a mercy.


  But Jezebel—I can’t.


  What do you mean?


  I can’t put down my baby. It doesn’t seem right. Even if it is a mistake, it’s my mistake. 


  Then why should you have to carry it with you for the rest of your life? Why do you refuse to let it go? There’s still time for you to make this right. Be brave, Ruth. 


  How is it “brave” to kill my child?


  We’ve been over this, Ruth. It’s not a “child.” Not yet.


  Child or not, it’s still my own flesh and blood. I carried it to term and gave birth to it. I gave it life.


  Yes, but it’s not a real person.


  How can you say that? It laughs, it cries. It has feelings. If I don’t put it down, it will one day grow up to be a man. To be my son. His children will be my grandchildren. And who knows but what he’ll accomplish more in his life than I will in mine?  


  There you go, letting your emotions get the best of you again.


  But where’s the line, Jezebel? When does he become a real human person? I’ve already brought him into this world. 


  Yes, you have. But until the law says he’s a person, he’s not one.


  Is that what it all comes down to, then? The law?


  I didn’t come here to argue with you about the law, but if that’s what it takes to convince you, then so be it. Yes, it all comes down to the law. If the law says you’re a person, you’re a person. If it doesn’t, then you’re not. Why make this more complicated than it needs to be?


  Because… what if the law is wrong?


  It isn’t wrong. This is your right. Your choice.


  But isn’t murder a choice, too?


  No, Ruth. Murder is a crime. It breaks the law.


  But is that the only thing that makes it wrong? 


  Why should it matter? 


  Because putting down this child—I mean, terminating this life—it feels a lot like murder.


  It’s not, Ruth. The law says so. 


  But what if the law said that I’m not a person? What if it said that you were within your rights to kill me? That would be murder now—would it still be murder then? 


  Ruth, I—


  And who makes the law, anyway? How do we know that they’re right? I mean, yes, I know that without law, we can’t have a functioning society, but what if our laws are bad? What if following the law is wrong?


  Don’t be ridiculous. Following the law isn’t wrong, because it’s the law. And the law says that you have a choice. 


  But—


  Enough arguing, Ruth. Are you going to make your choice, or not?


  What if I choose not to?


  Ruth, Ruth, Ruth. How many times must we go over this?


  But you said it was a choice. That means that I have options. I don’t have to kill—I mean, terminate it. If I did, it wouldn’t be a choice, would it? 


  That’s not the point. 


  Yes, it is. And it feels like you’re trying to make the choice for me.


  Only because it’s the right one.


  Why?


  Because it’s empowering.


  Then why does it feel like you’re trying to force it on me?


  Don’t argue with me, Ruth. This is for your own good. One day, when you’re a happy, successful woman, you’ll look back on this conversation we had and thank me. Oh look, it’s beginning to snow. 


  It’s too warm outside to be snow.


  My mistake. At least it’s good for the plants. Now, do you need me to come with you to the crematorium? I’m here to help you, Ruth. Every step of the way. 


  I don’t know. I just—


  You just what?


  Never mind. 




  Payday



   


  A sudden buzzing jolted Peter awake from his light doze. He looked away from his monitor and down at his smart device. It was a text from the Social Income Security Administration. 


  YOUR MONTHLY UBI OF $$324,900 HAS BEEN DEPOSITED IN YOUR ACCOUNT AND WILL BE AVAILABLE IN 8 HOURS.


  His cheeks turned white. All throughout the office, phones began to buzz as Peter’s coworkers also got the news. A couple of people got up and headed to the water cooler, while a low rumble of conversation began to roll across the floor.


  Peter looked back to his monitor, but he just couldn’t focus. The words of the government commission report swirled together, making his proofreading job impossible. Not that there was much for him to do anyway. The report had been proofread almost ten times already, and he’d only picked out two minor errors in the past four days. But it was work, and he needed it.


  Not right now, though. Not with an unscheduled payday.


  He rose from his seat and put on his tattered jacket, his hands shaking. As he switched off his computer, a supervisor ambled over.


  “Pete, what are you doing?”


  “Sorry, Dale. I have to take off sick.”


  “What are you talking about? Our project is due—”


  “I’ve got to do this, Dale. I’ll be back on Monday.”


  His supervisor’s cheeks turned red, but he ignored that and made for the elevator.


  “You can’t just walk out like that, Pete! You hear me, Pete? Come back here!”


  But they both knew that there wasn’t much Dale could do. Labor laws made it more costly to fire Peter than to keep him on, and raises followed a strict government-mandated schedule of 5%. Not that it made much of a difference if the UBI was already almost $$325,000.


  He ordered a car and made for his apartment on the south side of the city. Out of habit, he switched on the radio and tuned into NPR.


  “The recently announced Federal Reserve stimulus is making a direct real-world impact on all citizens, especially those with low incomes. Today at four o’clock Eastern, the secretary of SISA announced that government revenues have grown enough to substantially increase the universal basic income. The change is expected to help millions of Americans who currently struggle to—” 


  Peter switched the radio off.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Three hundred twenty-four thousand?”


  “And nine hundred.”


  Jane’s eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with her hands.


  “That’s nearly a fifty-percent increase from last month.”


  “I know.”


  “The last time we saw an increase like this, the cost of sugar nearly tripled.”


  She glanced at the specialty 3D printer in the corner of their small two-bedroom apartment. It was designed to make customized confectioneries for their small business, but the pipes were clogged and many of the non-critical parts were missing. A messy pile of half-melted sugar sat in the center of the platform, with chocolate and strawberry splotches like some kind of modern art. Some of it had spilled to the floor, but they hadn’t had time to clean it.


  Peter put an arm on his wife’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Jane. We’ll get through this.”


  “But Peter… I sold our last batch for a discount.”


  He took a deep breath and clenched his eyes. That was bad—very bad.


  “We still have enough for a half-batch, though. I can take off sick again so we can get those pipes unclogged. If we wait out the market, we can raise our prices to—”


  “Peter, is it time?”


  She was talking, of course, about their fall-back plan. He frowned and shook his head.


  “No, not yet. We can still get through this.”


  “But my father—”


  “Your father lives out in the sticks. It’ll take most of our savings just to get out there, and the economy is so bad that it might as well be a one-way trip.”


  “Then maybe we should take it,” Jane said softly. 


  Peter knelt down beside her and took her hand in his. “I know it’s hard now, Jane, but we’re so close to getting out of this place. Even with our struggling business, we’re still making enough to set a little aside each month. That’s more than most.”


  “But it’s not enough.”


  “Then we’ll work harder. We can do this. And if we spend our UBI to help—”


  “Don’t talk to me about the UBI,” she said, suddenly angry. “It never goes up fast enough to keep up with everything else.”


  Peter rose to his feet. “Then I’ll go out tonight and spend it all before the prices rise.”


  Her eyes widened with fear. “On payday? Are you crazy?”


  “You know me. I’ll be careful.”


  “But Peter—”


  “I’ll bring back as much stuff as my backpack can hold, and we’ll resell it on the gray market once prices stabilize. With the profit, we can get the printer up and running and start taking custom orders again. We can do this.”


  “What about the anti-hoarding laws?”


  “We won’t hold it long enough for the laws to apply. Besides, if the auditors investigate, we can file it as a business expense.”


  Jane took a deep breath. “All right. Fine. But if you’re going out tonight, I want Tim at home with me.”


  “Are you sure? He’ll be safer at—”


  “I don’t care. If things go badly, I want to be able to move out before ride-sharing prices double.”


  Peter didn’t like her request, but the look on her face told him that she wasn’t going to accept a no.


  “Fine. But we should both pick him up together. Otherwise, the school won’t release him.”


  “All right. Let’s go.”


   


  * * * * *


   


  The sleek, high rise condominiums just outside the financial district were a stark contrast to the crumbling red-and-black brick apartments that Peter’s family called home. They passed by the great wrought-iron fence that surrounded the upper-class residences, with decorative fleurs-de-lis on the ends. The fence was nearly twelve feet tall, with security cameras every fifty yards and gates that were always manned with live guards. Peter couldn’t fathom the kind of wealth it took to live that way, but he knew that everyone inside those sleek glass condos felt safe and secure. He wished more than anything to give that to his family. 


  He thought of his father, who had spent his whole life trying to earn enough for his family to live like that. He’d owned a small but successful bakery, which brought in just enough for a comfortable middle-class life. But no matter how hard he tried, things always just got harder. 


  As a child, Peter couldn’t see that of course. All he saw was his father’s exhaustion coming home day after day, long after dark. He would run up to his father and give his knees a hug, and his father would pick him up and give him a kiss, at least on the good days when he wasn’t too stressed. Later, Peter would come to the bakery after school and help with the more labor-intensive tasks that his father hadn’t automated.  


  It was the automation that eventually did the bakery in: too many other places could put out large orders quickly, earning coveted spots in the regional supply chains. If only his father had adapted his business faster, perhaps they’d be living in those condos even now.


  I’ll do it, father, Peter thought silently to himself. I’ll give my family the life that you always wanted to give us. 


  “Rebel terrorists have killed four American soldiers in Indonesia,” the voice on the radio droned. “The White House has issued a statement and is expected to hold a press conference on police action in the South Pacific later this afternoon.” 


  Jane leaned forward and turned the volume of the car radio down. “Why are we in Indonesia?” she asked.


  “Because it’s one of the last places that still takes non-government issued crypto,” Peter muttered.


  “Dear! We don’t know if this car is bugged!”


  “What? I said it’s one of the last places that won’t take our government crypto.”


  She rolled her eyes and shook her head. Peter turned back to the window.


  They reached the school a few minutes later. The compound was surrounded with barbed wire and chain-link fence, with an older model security drone making the rounds outside. Pink and yellow hearts cut out from construction paper adorned several of the classroom windows, behind the steel bars and shatterproof glass. At the front door, Peter and Jane had to empty their pockets and walk through a metal detector before signing in at the front office.


  “Hello, Jane,” said the secretary, a plump middle-aged woman with red fingernails and dyed black hair. “How may I help you today?”


  Jane returned the warm smile. “Hi, Sandy. We’re here to take Tim home for the day.”


  “Oh, but didn’t you hear? Today’s payday.”


  “We know,” said Jane, her smile falling ever so slightly. “We just think he’d be safer at home.”


  “I’m sorry, but it’s district policy to keep the children overnight for sleepovers, even when payday comes unannounced.”


  “Can’t you make an exception?”


  “I can try, but—”


  “Is the principal here?” Peter interjected. “Can we talk to him?”


  The secretary’s pleasantness was quickly evaporating. She sighed and keyed the principal’s number on her touchscreen. 


  “Yes, Sandy?” came a man’s voice on the other end. Peter hadn’t actually met him. 


  “Hi Mr. Walker, there are two parents here who want to take their son home for payday.” 


  “I’ll be out in a moment. Have you checked their IDs?” 


  “I’m doing that now, sir.” 


  Peter’s gut clenched. He knew why the school administration held the children on payday, but right now, all he could think of was the fact that he needed to show an ID to see his own son.


  “Very good,” said Sandy after scanning their SISA cards. “Is there any particular reason you want to take Timmy home today?”


  Because he’s our son! 


  “We just think he’ll be safer,” said Jane.


  “Oh, but there’s no safer school in the city than this one. Believe me.” 


  “We do,” said Peter as cooperatively as he could manage. 


  The principal was a short, balding Hispanic man in his late forties. He greeted Jane and Peter with a smile and a crisp handshake.


  “Hello, Mr. and Mrs…”


  “Cernosek,” said Peter.


  “Yes, Cernosek. I’m Principal Nunes. What can I do for you.”


  “We’re here to take our son home early,” said Jane.


  The principal’s smile turned wooden. “Is there any particular reason?”


  Peter shrugged. “Do we need one?”


  Principal Nunes hesitated for a few seconds. The wait was nearly unbearable.


  “No,” he said absently. “I suppose you don’t.”


  “If there are any forms you need us to fill out, we can do them,” said Jane.


  “Yes. I’ll need copies of both of your ID cards and your signatures on a waiver—standard school procedure. Also, I need you both to register this leave of absence with child protective services.”


  Peter frowned. “Child protective services?”


  “Yes. It’s a new law, enacted just this year. Understand, payday is a very dangerous—”


  “Are they going to take our child away?”


  Jane took Peter’s hand and squeezed just hard enough to tell him to stop. Principal Nunes, ever smiling, shook his head.


  “I assure you, Mr. and Mrs. Cernosek, this is for your child’s protection as well as the school’s.”


  Since when did we become a danger to our own child? 


  “We’ll do it,” said Jane, giving her husband another squeeze. He managed to swallow his anger, but her not-so-gentle reassurance did little to cool it down.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Daddy, Mommy!”


  Tim came running down the vinyl tile floors of the main hallway, avoiding the cracks where the concrete was exposed. He seemed both relieved and overjoyed to be going home.


  Jane squatted down and gave him a big hug, while Peter tousled his hair. “Hey, there, sprout.”


  “Look at this, Daddy!”


  He held up a plastic sleeve that held a large green slip of paper. An old, balding man’s portrait was set in the center, with hair around his sides that extended well past his ears. His expression was unreadable.


  “What’s this?”


  “We went on a field trip to the museum today, Daddy. There were coins and bills and all kinds of stuff.”


  Peter squinted as he read the slip of paper: ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS.


  “What does it say, Daddy?”


  “One hundred dollars.”


  Tim frowned. “How much is that?”


  “About five double dollars.” 


  Principal Nunes came out of his office to see them off. As ever, his face was still plastered with a smile.


  “Mr. and Mrs. Cernosek. I trust everything is going well?”


  “Very well,” said Peter. “We’re just headed out. Got a car waiting and all.”


  “Mister Nunes,” Tim blurted, “is it true that this was only worth five double dollars?”


  The principal’s expression became more strained than Peter had ever seen it. “Who told you that?”


  “Daddy.”


  “Mr. Cernosek, you know as well as I do that when our money went cashless, the exchange rate was set at five double dollars to one, not one hundred.”


  That’s not what it is now. 


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Nunes. My mistake.”


  “Very well. Have a safe payday, Mr. and Mrs. Cernosek.”


  They left quickly, buckling in without another word. Only when they were past the barbed wire fence did Peter let out the breath he’d been holding.


  “Daddy, why is there a backpack under the seat?”


  “Your Daddy is going to do some shopping today, Timmy,” said Jane. “He’ll be home soon, though. Right?”


  She gave him a look that was somewhere between hope and desperation. He put a hand on her knee.


  “Of course, dear.”


  Tim’s eyes went wide, and he held out his hundred dollar bill. “Do you need this?”


  “No,” said Peter, laughing to put him at ease. “That’s yours, little sprout.”


  “How much is it? And why did the principal say it’s worth more?”


  “What else did you see at the museum?” said Jane, changing the subject. Tim’s face lit up, and it didn’t take long for him to forget the question.


  It was just as well. Five double dollars was too worthless to buy anything.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Peter had the car drop him off at the shopping plaza five blocks from their apartment. The selection was much poorer here than the shops in the financial district, but they only had an hour or so before the ride-sharing prices jumped to astronomical levels. Only a fool would leave their car to take passengers on Payday—that, or someone truly desperate.


  “I still don’t see why we can’t order things online” said Jane, low enough that Tim couldn’t hear.


  “Shortages,” said Peter. “Ever since the government outlawed smart pricing, everything runs out on payday. They also have a way of not telling you that until after the transaction has cleared.”


  “All right. But please, dear, promise me you’ll be safe.”


  “I will,” he said, giving her a kiss. 


  “Promise?”


  “Yes. Promise.”


  The shopping plaza was an old glass building about ten stories high, with a broken sidewalk in front. A couple of the window panes on the ground level were out, covered with large sheets of wafer board that were already graying with age.


  Peter walked up to the metal detector at the front entrance and found himself in a line about twenty people long. In one of the side alleys, he saw half a dozen armored limousines.


  “What’s going on?” he asked the old man ahead of him.


  “Dunno,” the man said, shrugging. “Looks like the rich folks get first pickings while the rest of us wait.”


  Peter frowned. Up ahead, the security guards waved the next person through, but it was clear they were deliberately taking their time.


  “When did the limos get here?”


  “About two hours ago. Saw them slip the guards a little something something, if you know what I mean.”


  “Why were you waiting outside?”


  “Loiter laws, of course. Didn’t want to be thrown out before the UBI comes in.”


  Peter nodded. “Is that what we’re all here for, then?”


  “Don’t be stupid, kid.”


  It took an agonizing half-hour for Peter to get through the security. In that time, several men in suits and sunglasses passed him with shopping carts full of stuff to load onto the armored limousines. He soon lost count of them. The guards even waved a few back in, much to the protestation of the others.
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