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People Like Them
They surgically implanted the “tether” in his throat, snug against the jugular vein. This made it nearly impossible to remove without rupturing the vein, especially since only back-alley surgeons would ever attempt it, and then only under the kind of financial inducement that was by definition beyond a person in Theo’s situation. It made a small lump, and he could feel it there, with every heartbeat, even under the scraping pain of the sutured incision.
They were careful to explain its function. When he was sold, his owner would be given the control unit. The unit emitted a signal every sixty seconds which would “placate” the tether; if he moved out of range or the unit was damaged, the tether wouldn’t receive its signal and immediately a countdown would begin. At the end of two hours, it would disgorge its explosive contents and probably blow off his head. The owner could specify the distance over which the signal would effectively reach the tether.
It was also designed to deliver lesser punishment: small doses of extremely potent pain-inducers. The owner at a touch of a button could administer corrective “admonishments” which would reduce the slave to helpless agony for several hours. They wrapped a gauze bandage around his neck and sent him back to the cell to wait for the trip to the pillory.
There had been one moment of triumph, and then things just got worse and worse. The moment of triumph for Theo came when Fred Slitter realized that in attempting to include Theo’s bookstore in the Dahl assets he had gone too far.
~
Theo said, truly surprised, “But I don’t own it!”
Fred’s face lost some muscle tone.
“I don’t. I’ve got about $5000 of equity in the place. I’ve been working off the purchase price through an arrangement with Lou Brigiani. That leaves, oh, about twenty-five grand.”
Fred’s face went pasty. The cut-off point for irredeemable debt was $250,000. In his haste and greed he’d not checked carefully enough on the title to the book store. The loss of this additional $25,000 pushed Theo’s debt over the limit. The government automatically stepped in and took over Theo’s life, which was what Fred had hoped to do. He didn’t really care about the money, he had plenty, and he’d still get to gloat, but it wouldn’t be the same as making Theo pay him every month for the rest of his life.
Theo, too, had gone white. Fred’s dismay was a tiny, fleeting comfort in this nightmare that didn’t look like ending before Theo’s life did. The impact this revelation had on Theo’s situation was horrifying—even Theo didn’t realize how horrifying.
Theo’s and Fred’s fathers were neighboring farmers in rural Nebraska. Fred’s dad was a big landowner. Theo’s started from nothing, on land—100 acres—that Fred’s dad let him pay off much as Lou Brigiani was allowing Theo to pay off the book store. And because they were lifelong friends, there was no paper. Old School, the elder Dahl would tell Theo, “Gentlemen don’t need paper. The Dahl name is gold, always has been.”
Which was fine until both fathers passed away within weeks of each other. A cosmic joke but Theo couldn’t imagine who was laughing.
Because Fred, for some reason Theo had never understood, hated Theo. The two boys had always been as different as two people could be. Theo was lean and dark, Fred pale and chunky. Theo was never interested in sports, like boys were expected to be in small rural schools. His interests were in the arts and literature. Fred excelled in football, had a killer instinct that brought their team victory in underdog turnovers time and again. The girls loved him, and mostly ignored Theo. When they each went out on their own, they both happened to go to Omaha.
The few times their paths crossed, the incidents were always made unpleasant by Fred’s thinly-veiled contempt.
And the minute Fred’s dad died, Fred went through his papers scavenging for any hold he could get over Theo. What he found was so much better than anything he’d expected that he’d delayed going to his attorney for several days just for the joy of savoring it. Even though the elder Dahl had paid faithfully for thirty years, on the first of every month, and the place should have been nearly paid off by now, there wasn’t a scrap of paper anywhere to prove it. Old School, he’d paid cash.
So when Theo’s dad died it meant that Theo, with Fred claiming he owned not a square inch of that farm, and after counting the $5000 book store equity against the outstanding debts of farm machinery, seed and chemicals, was totally penniless. Totally. And that, in 2010, was a major crime.
The pillory was two iron pipes set into the sidewalk at the corner of 14th and Douglas in downtown Omaha. The District Court adjudicating Theo’s case was located in Omaha, and that’s where his sentence would be carried out.
~
When a debtor exceeded the $250,000 mark, the Court took over and the plaintiff, in Theo’s case Fred, was left with little except the choice between taking the debtor on as a slave, or selling him for as much as he could get.
Fred certainly didn’t want him, after rapidly figuring out how much it would cost to feed him. Fred was a “gentleman” farmer, meaning he didn’t actually work his land himself, he leased it out. His career was in grocery brokering. So he had no need for labor. And, he pointed out to Theo’s ex-girlfriend Susie, there are only so many pairs of shoes to be polished and dishes to be washed in an urban household. Susie agreed solemnly. There was nothing to do but sell the little creep.
But the plaintiff was also allowed, in compensation for such a grievous monetary loss, to assign punishment to the debtor before he was sold. The pillory was quite popular on either Coast, and it had just come to the Midwest. Courts had found it to be extremely effective in jarring hidden assets from debtors’ faulty memories. Plaintiffs had found that the public humiliation and physical torment of their enemies had their own rich rewards. Legislators and pundits called it “justice for the victims.”
~
Two armed guards took him to the corner before dawn on a chilly October morning. Leaves blew across the concrete as Theo watched them prepare the device. The guards fit his wrists into the brackets, and locked them in place. The posts rested at a height that made it impossible for his knees to touch the sidewalk, but he couldn’t stand up all the way, either. He could hang by his wrists to relieve his back, or squat. He stood half bent over, and thought that whatever else happened to him while he was there, this distortion of posture would be the worst torture.
They fastened the Court’s notice onto the posts where everyone walking by could read it. Then they gagged him.
They double-checked the set-up and walked away. They hadn’t spoken a single word to him. “So I’m officially Nobody now,” he thought, “I get the picture.”
The sun was irritatingly slow in rising this morning. They’d only let him wear his jeans and a T-shirt, and sneakers without socks. He was chilled through in minutes. He hoped the sun would warm up the air.
The city woke up with a blast of semi-trucks’ horns and the noxious wind of rush hour traffic. Farting MAT buses ejected people onto the sidewalks, dressed in their power suits. First dozens, then hundreds, marched along the sidewalks, heading for work. Delivery boys with huge covered trays of donuts maneuvered among the marchers. The smell of fresh-baked donuts made Theo’s stomach growl. Three days! With no food? No water? How could even Fred be such a bastard?
He soon realized that to the downtown army he was invisible.
When they’d first started emerging from cars—quick good-by peck on the cheek to the wife—he thought he’d die of embarrassment.
“Not shame,” he insisted to himself, “I haven’t done anything to be ashamed of, dammit!” But it was excruciating. He’d thought some would make fun of him, or stop and ask him what he’d done, or read the sign, or maybe one or two would offer sympathy—but no.
By noon he knew: To them, he didn’t exist. Even a few that he recognized as occasional customers at his shop ignored him. He saw none of his friends.
He did see one fellow whose eyes went round on spotting him there in the pillory, and whose face went pale. That man had a slave’s scar on his throat, too. He ducked into the pedestrian crowds and disappeared as fast as he could go. After that Theo saw a handful of other slaves, but none of them even glanced his way. Their misfortune had befallen them before this ignominious device had come to the Midwest, and they didn’t want to see it.
Noon brought the corner hot dog vendors with their torturous aromas, and folks walking past with their fast-food fries. The Mall filled up with three-piece suits and middle managers in white shirts and ties.
Noon also brought the wives, in their autumn browns, burgundies, greens and golds, challenging the cheerful leaves blazing on the Mall’s trees and bushes. They pushed toddlers in strollers or walked preschoolers, bringing the kids to visit Dad on his lunch break. It was then he saw a new horror: Mothers actually hiding their kids’ faces from him when they went past, or crossing the street to avoid him. The moms wouldn’t look at him, either. Theo’s hatred of Fred grew.
Autumn in Nebraska can be 95 during the day, then down to 30 at night. He was lucky; it had only reached 93, and there was a front moving in for the night but they only forecast (he heard on a passing car radio) the mid-40’s for the night’s low. By mid-afternoon he’d given up on the wretched bent-over position that was breaking his back. He hung there, sweating, his knees two inches off the pavement, his shoulder ligaments screaming, his eyes shut tight. He wished they’d blindfolded him, too, but they wanted him to see all the “decent” folks walking past, people with jobs, incomes, property.
When Fred drove past in his ‘09 Infiniti, with Susie sitting next to him, Theo’s eyes were shut. Not good enough. “Hey, Theo, how’s it hangin’?” Fred called.
Theo opened his eyes and saw Susie in the car and the agony was complete. Fred grinned at him and gunned it. Surrendering at last to total despair, Theo sagged in the pillory and wept.
So black was his funk that he didn’t even register rush hour at the end of the day. When the temperature dropped with the oncoming front, it roused him. His shoulders were numb, but the flesh around his hands and wrists was raw, and he got up on his feet again to relieve them. There was a pause of maybe half an hour while downtown shifted from daytime to evening mode. Leaves of the World Herald swirled around his legs and he kicked at them in rage. Then restaurant- and theater-goers and night-clubbers appeared, as if from nowhere. There weren’t too many night spots near his corner so most of them didn’t even see him.
But as the night wore on and the fun-seekers emerged from the bars, some looking for entertainment spied him and ambled over, their judgment overcome by alcohol and curiosity.
“It’s a new art piece,” one cashmere-clad effete told his girl. “I heard about this at the latte shop last week.” They stood in front of Theo like he was a sculpture.
“I don’t think so,” the lady said doubtfully. “I think he’s a criminal. Look at that bandage. I think—” She peered at him, laboriously focusing her eyes. “This is no fun, Al, let’s go.” She tugged at his arm. “Come on, I don’t want anybody to see us here.”
The crowd coming out of a bar on the less-upscale side of Douglas wasn’t so refined. One of the boys took a leak against Theo’s leg. He didn’t even move, just glared at the sot from above his gag and wished him all the evil in the world. A couple of them poked at him a little, just to see what he’d do, and when he only responded with a reflexive flinch, they sauntered away, bored.
At last the bars emptied and the city went quiet, except for the occasional truck rumbling past. Theo thought, shivering, that he’d suffer the cold gladly if it meant he’d be alone for awhile. He dreaded morning already. He was hanging again. It felt like his wrists were peeling away, his shoulders shredding, like ripping a chicken joint apart. His thirst raged, and an hour crept by.
He heard them before he saw them. Small noises from the direction of the nearby alley. Slowly his eyes penetrated the blackness there and he saw movement, several forms moving. Oh, Christ, what now?
A child asked, “But what’s he doing there?” A kid out here at three in the morning? Someone shushed the kid, but it only insisted again, “But why’s he there?”
A city cop drove past slowly and the shapes against the building disappeared for a few minutes. Then one of them walked toward Theo. It was a boy, maybe ten. Skinny, dirty, and with bleak eyes that didn’t match the All-American freckles. Theo tried to swallow but his mouth was dry.
The boy squinted at the sign on the pillory. “Says he’s a ‘debtor’”. He pronounced every letter: “debbitor.”
“A bum.”
“Where’d Surgeon go?”
“I dunno.” The boy stepped closer and examined Theo’s prison. A slow smile spread over his face. “This here guy can’t do anything,” he said. He reached out and prodded Theo’s stomach with a stiff finger. When Theo jerked and growled the smile grew wider. A couple more shadows crossed the sidewalk to join him.
“He’s a bad guy,” the taller one, a redheaded girl, said. “They don’t put the good guys out like this. What’d you do, Mister?”
But of course Theo couldn’t answer. She kicked idly at his leg. He jerked it away but she just moved over a step and started again. The other one was a black boy about seven years old, who said nothing but stared at Theo with huge, wounded eyes.
All three of them wore rags.
“Hey,” the bigger boy said, “I bet Surgeon could fit in those jeans. Let’s get ‘em for him.” He reached for Theo’s waistband snap. Theo kicked out at him and sent him flying backwards across the sidewalk gasping oof! Immediately the other two and a tiny little girl, blonde curls bouncing, were all over Theo, hitting, kicking, biting. He’d have roared behind the gag if his throat wasn’t so raw. He thrashed powerlessly. They weren’t very big but they were enraged and their fists and feet hurt like hell.
It stopped abruptly when a gloved hand shot out of the darkness and whacked the bigger boy upside the head, sending him staggering.
“Cut that out, Curt,” the new one ordered. “Sissy, Winnie, stop it. What you doin’, beating up a guy that can’t defend himself?”
“He kicked Curt!” the little girl, Sissy, cried.
“Well Curt probably did something first, didn’t he? Didn’t you, Curt?”
Curt grumbled. Then he said, “I was getting those pants for you. You were saying yours are about wore out.” And it was true. Surgeon’s jeans were more holes than denim. He wore a filthy, ragged Huskers T-shirt and a grimy windbreaker, and his sneakers had holes in the toes. His gloves were strange; thin gray knit, but the tips of the fingers were layered with dirty adhesive tape. He was almost as tall as Theo, but Theo estimated his age at twelve. Maybe, at a stretch, thirteen. His hair was greasy, dark; his eyes equally dark in a pale thin face. Panting, Theo waited for Surgeon’s response. The boy eyed Theo’s jeans wistfully.
“He’s just a bad guy, Surge,” Winnie said. “You need ‘em worse than him. Besides, they’ll give him more when they lock him up again. They won’t give us squat, and you know it.”
Surgeon glanced at her and distractedly handed her a half-eaten sandwich in a paper wrapper. “Found it behind the bar,” he mumbled. “Sissy needs some.” Winnie knelt to feed the little girl.
“Well, Mister, I’m sorry but Winnie’s right. Nobody gives us anything, and I suspect you’ll be in an orange jumpsuit pretty soon. Don’t fight me, okay? And we won’t hurt you.”
Theo nodded, defeated. He couldn’t bring himself to kick at them again. Surgeon and Curt stripped his jeans off him and Surgeon took his own off right there—he was naked underneath and grubby all over—and put them on. He smiled a little, said, “Still warm,” and then had the grace to look ashamed. “Sorry, Mister. Hope you have better luck soon.”
He held out his arms like a shepherd gathering the flock and said, “Come on, let’s go. The Vagrant cops’ll be around pretty soon.”
“Surge, what’s a debbitor?” Theo heard the little girl ask.
The group faded into the shadows of the alley leaving Theo shaking in the cold in his BVD’s. His feelings surprised him. He couldn’t feel angry with them. He was just abysmally depressed.
The cold rounded off his exhaustion and at last he slept, restlessly, with book dust and the feel of books haunting, comforting his dreams. With the first bus’ squawking brakes he roused, and immediately the thought came to him that surely someone would see to it that they put some pants on him at least.
Surely a mostly-naked man hanging around on a street corner was an affront to polite society that had to be rectified, even if they didn’t do it out of pity.
Wrong again. “Forgot,” he thought disgustedly, “I don’t exist, so how can I offend them?”
The second day was much like the first, except that a newspaper reporter came down to take some pictures and examine the set-up so he could describe it accurately. He didn’t look at Theo, either. “Your interviewing skills leave something to be desired,” Theo thought at him as the young journalist walked away, still jotting notes.
Hunger, thirst, pain and degradation took their toll. By sunset Theo hung like a dead thing, insensible to anything around him. The evening was similar to the night before, except he was nearly raped by a drunkenly aggressive youth who was finally dragged away by a buddy who hissed, “You want people thinkin’ you’re a fag?” and managed to lead him off down the street.
Deep in the night voices stirred his consciousness. It was the kids again. They were sitting against the building where he couldn’t see them. He listened wearily for a few minutes then decided they weren’t talking about or to him, so he let his head drop. Nightmare shreds of thoughts slid around in his mind, eluding his concentration. But he still heard them.
“But why do we have to leave the basement?” Sissy implored.
“Because we gotta keep moving,” Surgeon answered. “The VO cops will find us. We’ll find another place. It’ll be even better,” he told her.
“You don’t want the VO’s to getcha,” Curt said teasing.” They’ll send you to the orphanage.”
“The work house,” Winnie’s cynical voice corrected.
“Yeah, they’ll sew your lips together,” Curt said, pushing it.
“But then I couldn’t eat!” Sissy objected.
“Not those lips.” Curt’s shocking venom took Theo’s breath away.
“Curt!” Surge barked. “Cut it out.”
“It’s true. They don’t want ‘em to breed more poor people so they sew ‘em up.”
“That’s crap. They might tie their tubes. It’s standard surgery,” he added, half to himself. Theo’s curiosity was piqued. That had sounded . . . almost like . . . someone rubbing a favorite stone. He wondered how Surgeon had got his name.
They were quiet then, and Theo faded.
Even when the crisp, bright workday broke with the bustle of commerce all around, he didn’t come to. When a fender-bender crashed at the corner right behind him and the tail-gating car’s headlight exploded shooting slivers of glass at him, he didn’t stir. There was a brief confusion of pedestrians at the scene, then they sorted themselves out and moved on. If anyone noticed the Debtor bleeding from a dozen needles of glass in his back, no one commented or did anything about it.
~
So he was not a prime specimen when Jennifer Skoada spotted him as she drove her produce truck from the Old Market toward the 13th Street on-ramp. The bizarre sight made her quickly find a parking slot and walk back for a second look.
She stood in front of the pillory reading the Court’s notice and chewing at a thumbnail. She circled the prisoner, eyeing him appraisingly but half-attentively. Finally she stood in front of him again, murmuring to herself.
“A thousand bucks? I could do that. What would the projected value come to . . . it might work.” She checked her watch. The Courthouse would still be open. She leaned forward and lifted his head with a gentle pull under the chin. “You alive, pal?” His eyes opened and rolled back. “Well, hang in there, I may be getting you out of this.”
Feeling reckless, she pushed the judge’s clerk a little bit about Theo’s projected value. “But he was a store owner, too, wasn’t he?”
“Not really. Manager, say.”
“But either way, he can do books and ordering and inventory, make change, deal with the public. That’s worth more than just farm labor.”
The clerk cocked a sour eye at her, but added a few percentage points to the total anyway. Under his breath he muttered, “You’re lucky you’re pretty,” but he wouldn’t repeat it when Jennifer challenged him, having heard him perfectly.
“So what’s the total?” she asked anxiously.
“Six hundred sixty-five thousand, eight hundred eight dollars. That’s at $5.82 an hour, 2080 hours per year, 55 years to age 80. Of course, you own him till he dies, unless you sell him, and of course there’s nothing to keep you down to 2080 hours of work a year. But that’s just the formula we have to use.”
Jennifer wanted to squeal and jump up and down. Added to the $400,000 her truck farm and house were worth, that put her safely over the million dollar mark. She signed the prelim commitment form and wrote down the court date. “The day after tomorrow,” she sang in her head, “I’m free! I’m free!”
“Make sure they clean him up and put some clothes on him,” she told the clerk.
“Standard issue,” was his bored reply.
~
Standard issue was walking him through the gang shower with all the other miscreants and giving him a pair of cast-off surgical pants with the drawstring waist, and a pair of paper prison booties. Nothing else. In the courtroom two days later Theo stood manacled hand and foot, the too-large scrubs hanging low on his hips, and he listened dully to what the Judge was telling him.
“. . . the sentence of public pillory having been carried out, the statutes dictate the next step in this process is either transport to the nearest Federal penitentiary or the sale of the offender if anyone wants to buy him. In your case, Theodore Dahl, there is a purchaser who has come forward. Miss—ah—Skoada. Is she here?”
Jennifer stepped up to the Judge’s bench. “That’s me, Your Honor.”
“Your preliminary commitment form says you have agreed to pay Mr. Fred Slitter’s asking price of $1,000. Do you have it with you?”
“Yes.” She handed him the envelope and as the Judge thumbed through the stack of twenties, she glanced at Theo, inert by her side. He was staring at a nonexistent place near the floor.
There were deep purple trenches under his eyes. Heavy bruises recorded the punishment his shoulder joints had taken in the pillory, and a smattering of smaller scratches and bruises were mementos of Surgery’s half-pint brigade. The glass nicks in his back were scabbed.
“It’s all here,” the Judge intoned, and Fred stepped smartly up to the bench to receive the money. “Mr. Slitter, you and your attorney may start signing papers. Miss Skoada, I have a short list of things I am required to tell Mr. Dahl in your presence.”
He turned to Theo. “Under the Debt Adjustment Act of 2005 and by the authority of the District Court of Omaha, I hereby remove all rights of citizenship of the United States of America from your person until such time as you are able to repay the debt you owe in the amount of $126,015 in the form of unpaid rent on the agricultural land, home and outbuildings, back to the year 1975, and $129,881 owed to various agricultural implement, chemical and seed vendors listed herein.” The Judge was reading from a writ.
“The transaction effected here today places your person under the ownership of Miss Jennifer Skoada until these debts are paid or she chooses to sell you to another party. Do you follow this so far?”
“Yes, sir.”
“In effect, Mr. Dahl, legally you do not exist. You have no rights. Not to vote, not to legal representation, not to own property, not to live where you please, none. The U.S. Constitution no longer applies to you. From today onward Miss Skoada decides what you will do, when and where and how you will do it. You must be very sure you understand this, Mr. Dahl, for the penalty for behaving otherwise will be quite severe. I believe that last night in your cell the officer demonstrated the capabilities of the tethering device implanted in your neck?”
Theo’s “Mm-hm” was barely audible. Jennifer stared at him in alarm. They’d already used that thing on him?
“Your Honor,” she said, “This demonstration, you called it—had he done something wrong?”
“No, Miss Skoada. It’s policy for the corrections officers to demonstrate it once to the prisoner, for the benefit of the person who will purchase him. That way, in most cases, further use of the device is unnecessary. Ah—here’s the officer now with your control unit. You see it’s quite convenient, you strap it on like a watch, or you can put it in a pocket. Until Mr. Dahl has completely proven his trustworthiness and docility I advise wearing it on your wrist. You have already told the officer the effective range you need on the unit?”
“Yes, Your Honor. I own 40 acres, a perfect square, and 1867 feet is the diagonal length of it. I can be in the barn and have him working in the far corner field with no problem . . .”
“That would be enough for him to roam around on neighboring property.”
“I thought that was what the ‘Admonishments’ button was for,” she said. “He wouldn’t do it twice, and now that you’ve already given him a taste of it I don’t expect him to do it once.”
“Very well. Mr. Slitter, are the papers in order?”
Jennifer signed her portion of the papers and the judge stamped them, said “Good day to you,” nodding to Slitter and Jennifer and swept away to his chambers.
Slitter and his attorney sauntered out. Fred sent Theo one last contemptuous sneer. Jennifer watched him, then turned to her new property.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said, and she led him out of the courtroom and out of the building. Once on the sidewalk she let him catch up and walk alongside. Passers-by stared, until they saw the bandage on his neck and the paper booties, then they hurried past. In the shadows of the buildings the breeze was cold. Barely clothed, Theo’s skin was all gooseflesh.
“We have to get you some clothes,” she told him.
She left the truck running with the heater on while she went into the Wheeler’s store to buy his clothes. Theo just sat, numb. She came out with an oversized bag, stuffed and lumpy.
She gave it to him. You can get dressed in here,” she said, pulling out of the parking lot. “We’re up high enough, nobody can see.” She guided the truck through heavy traffic, making for the Interstate west.
Theo pulled underwear and socks out of the sack. He kicked off the jail booties and put on the socks, then peeled off the scrubs. Jennifer shot a glance over, saw he was naked, yanked her gaze back to the road. He looked so defeated, resigned, that pity crushed any nervous embarrassment she might have felt.
He got the blue jeans and flannel shirt and sneakers on and sat back as though he needed a rest.
“What’s the matter? You look worse now than when I first saw you.”
He didn’t answer. She looked again and it struck her that he’d lost some weight in the past couple of days, too. “Have they fed you?”
He shook his head.
“For Christ’s sake! What kind of bastards are they—”
“Taxpayers don’t like coddling criminals,” he said, matter-of-factly.
She swung into a MacDonald’s just outside of Omaha and ordered at the drive-through. She parked off in a corner and handed him two sandwiches, large fries and malt. The familiar smells filled the cab of the truck. He unwrapped a hamburger.
She bit hungrily into hers but stopped chewing mid-bite when she realized he was crying, silently, tears running down his face.
“Hey, what’s the matter? Oh, sorry, I guess that’s the year’s dumbest question. Look, don’t worry, okay? You’re gonna be all right with me. I need you for my farm, I’m not going to abuse you. You’ll like it, my farm. I’ve got a room all fixed up for you. It’s real nice out there. Please—try not to feel so bad, okay?”
He’d turned to face the window when she’d started talking. Now he faced her. “You got something you want me to call you? Like Miss Skoada, or Mistress or something?” Without a trace of humor, and that made her acutely uncomfortable.
“No! No—nothing like that. Just call me Jennifer, of course. Geez, ‘Mistress,’ why would I want that?”
He looked at her carefully and realized that she was very young, and plenty naive. “Excuse me for asking, but are you sure you know what you’ve gotten into, buying me?”
“Why?” Suddenly apprehensive. “What are you going to try?”
“Nothing. It’s just that—you do realize, I have to ask you stuff like what to call you? What job to do next, and how to do it, and how soon? When to go to bed, when to get up? What to eat, when to eat, how much to eat? How I should act with your friends and customers? I’m not just an employee, you know. You’ve got my life in that gizmo on your wrist. Do you know what that little yellow button does? Did they show you films of what it does? No? Too bad. And the red one with the little cap over it—that one will blow off my head. I don’t want to piss you off, Jennifer, not ever.”
The half-swallowed bite of burger felt like a wad of newspaper in her throat. She hadn’t thought of any of those things. She wriggled uncomfortably in her seat.
“Look,” she began, and made herself meet his eyes. “I didn’t do this because I want to be mean to somebody. I’m twenty-four years old. I turn twenty-five in December. Both my folks are dead. You know what that means. At 25, if I don’t have a million dollars in assets, I either have to get married to anyone who’ll have me, or they take everything I own and send me to one of their religious service orders.
“My farm’s worth about four hundred Kay. The only guy who wants to marry me, I don’t even want to think about. You’ll meet him, you’ll see. When I saw you downtown, and what Slitter was asking for you, it gave me another possibility. With the Clerk of Court’s projected valuation on your services, I got a good $65,000 over the million dollar mark. I was desperate. All I could think of was that by buying you, I could be free.”
Those last words hung heavily in the truck’s cab. She wished she hadn’t said them, but Theo didn’t react in any way.
“I’m sorry,” she said, mauling her sandwich in embarrassment. “That was really insensitive.”
He shook his head. “You don’t owe me any apologies. You don’t owe me anything. It’s the other way around, isn’t it. You saved me from a lifetime of busting rocks by day and servicing horny cons by night.”
She blanched. “Oh, God.”
Suddenly, ridiculously, he felt sorry for her. “Well, what is it I’ll be doing? What kind of farm you got?”
She smiled. “Right now it’s pumpkins.” She glanced at him shyly and was delighted to see him smile for the first time.
“Really? Pumpkins?”
“Yeah. I do strawberries in the spring, then herbs and carrots and things during the summer, then sweet corn, and now pumpkins. I really need help right now. The next three or four weeks are big ones for me. I use the Halloween profits to make the quarterly taxes on the place. We’ve got a Come’N’Pick weekend coming and I have to get the displays built and clean up the field so it looks neat, and find a store or something that’ll take what we don’t sell then. I’ve also got a hog to slaughter and package for my own freezer. And my kitchen garden’s winding down, there’s a ton of work to do there—it’s a lot of outdoor work, long days. I can’t do it on my own.”
He munched and watched her talking. She was pretty, and fine-boned, though her slim hands were rough and callused. Her eyes took on happy lights as she talked about her farm. She struck him as a peculiar mixture of tough and vulnerable.
“Sounds like we ought to get a move-on, then,” he said, and dug into his second burger. “Thanks for lunch,” he added.
She flushed. “Don’t thank me for feeding you.”
“Why not? It’s been a long, long time between meals. I’m grateful.”
She said fiercely, “Godammit, you’re still a human being.” But she saw his eyes graze the control unit on her wrist and she felt a yawning gulf between them that couldn’t be crossed.
~
“Come in, I’ll show you your room.” The house was old, two-story white clapboard. The porch boards sagged comfortably and the screen door into the kitchen screeched just the way a screen door should. Theo started feeling better.
“It was my mom’s sewing room,” she said. “That’s why all the flowers.”
Theo dropped the sack of clothes on the candlewick bedspread and looked around. The window was dressed with bright yellow-and-green flowered cafÈ curtains and the crocheted rug was a sunflower. There was an oak dresser, an oak rocker and a walnut night stand with a bookshelf on the bottom. The closet was tiny.
“The bathroom’s next door . . .”
Theo smiled at her. “This is really nice. I figured, when they said ‘farm,’ I’d be sleeping in the barn.”
Jennifer gritted her teeth and pointedly ignored that.
“There are boots in the sack. We might as well get to work.”
~
She gave him a machete and wheel barrow, set him to cutting down the drying corn stalks standing in rows among the pumpkins, and wheeling them to a big compost pit dug behind the barn. He was surrounded by orange globes of all sizes, ripening in the afternoon sun. The infinite blue sky was cloudless and the cool breeze sweet. The physical work felt good, even in his sore shoulders.
She did carpentry up on the big driveway in front of the house. He looked up there once in awhile to see how she was doing. She was putting together a market stand, obviously a break-down that she stored in sections between sales events.
By nightfall the stand was completed and she’d hung a wide muslin banner across the front that said “Skoada’s Halloween Come’N’Pick.” She called to Theo to come in and eat.
He trudged up to the house, sweaty, worn-out, and coated with dust and little seeds. He’d taken off the flannel shirt and tied the arms around his waist, and the new white T-shirt was soaked with sweat, streaked with dirt. She grinned at him.
“I’ll forage for food; you get cleaned up. How far’d you get?”
“Only about a third done.”
“That’s good, for an afternoon. You’re a lot faster than the hired guy I had. And he was stealing me blind.”
When he emerged clean and clothed in more new clothes, he found the kitchen table set with cold roast, hunks of cheese, fruit and homemade bread sliced for sandwiches.
“Wow.”
“Sit. Eat. You can have two and seven-sixteenths sandwiches.” Her eyes gleamed, daring and nervously hoping he saw the intended joke.
He smiled in spite of himself. “Yes, ma’am. I’m hungry, that’s for sure. It’s been a few years since I worked on Dad’s place. You don’t earn much of an appetite pushing books.”
Jenny finished her sandwich and reached for a pear. “You’re behind on your quota for food, still, too. I can’t believe they starved you.”
Theo didn’t answer until he’d finished eating. He sat back and sighed, and said, “You know, I never paid attention to what was going on with all these Acts and laws and things. It didn’t affect me, or anybody I knew.” His expression darkened. “Except Lyle. He had the mens clothing shop next to my bookstore. Flaming fag, really nice guy. But—they got his lover on morals charges. Not too long after that Lyle sold his store and checked into Hope for Change up in Minneapolis.”
“Is that the place where they turn gays straight?”
“Supposedly. That name always made me laugh, makes me think of quarters and dimes. I don’t know . . . kinda thought he went to learn how to act and talk ‘straight’, trying to keep out of trouble. I mean, until they threw his friend in jail Lyle was perfectly happy with his life.” He frowned again. “But I didn’t know they could do this to people. I guess I was the first one here they tried that pillory out on. It’s new around here. Otherwise I would have seen it, would have had some clue.” He rubbed his wrists. “But, I still wouldn’t have tried to do anything about it. I never would have dreamed it could happen to me.”
Jennifer nodded. “That’s why they could get by with it. Nobody thinks it can happen to people like them. Everybody was tired of criminals walking, taxes going up, people not paying their bills. Tired of generation after generation living on welfare. It looked like a good idea to solve the problems.”
“Well, crime’s sure down, what with ‘Three strikes and you’re dead’. Teenage pregnancy, same thing, once they started taking unmarried mothers’ babies away from them and sterilizing the girls. Opened all those orphanages. The three days I spent—” his teeth flashed, “—hangin’ on the street corner, I didn’t see a single derelict. Not one. I saw some runaway children down there, in the middle of the night. Otherwise, nothing but suits and ties. Hardly any women, either, except when they came downtown to have lunch with Hubby.”
“Yeah,” Jenny agreed bitterly. “All the happy little women home tending the fires. I wonder how many of them hate their husbands as much as I would hate Glen?”
“That the guy who wants to marry you?”
She nodded, scowling. “I don’t want to think about it.”
Her face brightened. “And now I don’t have to. It isn’t fair, me being this happy when it took your—your destruction for it to happen, but there it is.”
“Somebody might as well be happy. I’d rather it was you than a long list of other people I can think of.” He stood up. “Want me to clean up the dishes?”
“Yeah. I’ve got some book work to do. Then we’d better turn in. Early morning tomorrow.”
He got into bed later feeling intensely grateful for the real bed, the privacy, the sense of safety. Even the sheets felt reassuring. Sleep came quickly.
~
He hacked steadily at the corn stalks all morning while she got the rest of the preparations for the big weekend done. At lunch, she told him, “I have to go into town. I need to get cash for change, and I’ve got a P.O. box that’ll probably be stuffed with mail. You can go on finishing the stalks. It’ll take me less than half an hour.”
Theo’s heart went still. “You’re leaving me here?”
“Yeah. I told you, it won’t even take half an hour. It’s only ten miles away. I’ll push the unit’s reset button as soon as I get into the driveway.”
“What if something happens? A wreck or something? Or you get held up for some reason?”
“Nothing on earth could hold me up when I know your ticker’s ticking. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. You’ll see. Do you want my watch so you’ll know what time it is?”
“No.” He rinsed off his plate and went back out into the field. A few minutes later she left for town. He watched her truck disappear over the brow of the hill, kicking up dust, then bent back to his labor. He knew that somewhere before the truck had gone over the hill, the implant’s countdown had begun.
He kept his mind off it by attacking the corn stalks savagely. When he looked up again the sun’s position made him gasp. He looked toward the road. Not a sign of her. Christ, it has to be almost two hours by now! He dropped the machete from cold fingers, staring at the road. Still no faded red truck, no remote engine burr, no approaching cloud of dust.
He took a deep, shaky breath and focused his gaze on the yard around the farm house. He briefly considered going to stand down by the end of the driveway; if she saw him when she came over the hill she’d push the reset sooner. But that idea grated against his last shred of dignity.
Instead, he walked up into the yard, looked around for the prettiest apple tree, and sat down under it. A goldfinch cheeped authoritatively in the field next to the house. The hundred shades of gold and russet in the grass stroked his eyes. The wine-like perfume of the deadfall apples tingled in his nose. Grass blades like silk ribbons slid through his fingers. His mind was blank. The blue shadows of the trees crept stretching across the grass toward the road.
Suddenly she was there, breaking his blankness with near-hysterical cries. He sat up straight and saw her throw herself out of the truck and run to the pumpkin field’s edge, calling for him.
“Here!” he called back. He didn’t trust his legs to hold him so he stayed put. She ran up to him.
“Oh, God, I’m sorry, Theo! I had a flat tire halfway home! And those damn lugnuts were rusted! And nobody came down the road, else I’d have hitched a ride to get here faster. Oh, God, you must have thought you were dead! I’m so sorry!” Her hands clutching his wrist were filthy with rust and the knuckles were scraped bloody. He saw wonderingly that she was crying. “I’ll never do anything like that to you again, I promise.”
He put his face in his hands. He held the relief at bay, afraid it’d make him cry, or strike out at her, or lose his mind.
Then he inhaled a double portion of autumn air, and said, “You’re going to end up wishing you’d married Glen. This’ll be worse than being married. You’re as much a slave to that thing as I am, aren’t you?”
She put a fist to her mouth, frightened by the insight. “Next time, if there is one, I’ll leave the control unit with you.”
“Are you crazy? What makes you think I wouldn’t take off with it?”
“They can track it, you know.”
“Even so, you know they can spot-check to make sure you’re following the rules. You could lose everything if they came here and found me with it.”
“You’d hide it.”
He stared at her, dumbfounded by her naivete. “All they’d have to do would be wait until you came back. Then they’d find out you didn’t have it.”
“Then I just won’t ever leave you again.”
His eyes regarded her bleakly. “Quite a bargain you got, huh, girl.”
“Oh! Speaking of bargains, I got you something.” She leaped up and ran back to the truck. While she was there she turned the ignition off. She came back with a small sack.
“Here. I don’t know if you’ve read them or not, but they looked like the best ones the little general store had.”
She dropped three books out of the sack onto his lap. His jaw sagged and he looked up at her, overwhelmed. The books were The Red Badge of Courage, Silas Marner, and the play, The Taming of the Shrew. “High school English,” he said softly.
“The general store has a little stand and they sell them real cheap. Hoping the kids will pick them up, I guess. Have you read them?”
“Yes, but not since high school. It’s—” he looked up at her again. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you.” He stopped, because now he knew he was going to cry if he went on.
“No reading when you’re supposed to be working, though,” she said lightly, sensing that her gift had had a much deeper effect than she’d anticipated, and not wanting to embarrass him. “So, how far did you get?”
“Um,” he grunted, “I don’t remember!”
“Well, back at it. There’s lots of light left yet. Give me your books, I’ll put them in your room. I’m going in to put a chicken on for dinner and do some laundry. I should have bought you more clothes.”
“I could wear them more than one day,” he said as they walked toward the driveway.
“Naw, you shouldn’t have to do that. Even if I won’t have to be around you smelling like a goat, you do. Next time we go to Omaha I’ll get you some more. Off you go. Work hard!”
~
The next day was the Come’N’Pick. The last task, bringing scores of pumpkins up to arrange around the stand, got done after ten p.m. the night before. Loading the biggest pumpkin, a two-hundred pound monster, into the back of the truck, Theo lost his grip on it, and it rolled back off the tailgate and knocked him on his butt. Fortunately it bounced off his legs and away to the side instead of crushing his chest. But the rest of the globes dislodged and avalanched out over him, too. He rolled on the ground, battling pumpkins.
Jennifer leaped out of the cab and ran back. “Theo!” she cried, “Are you all right?”
“Yeah. It got away from me.”
Watching him floundering in the pile of pumpkins, she snorted, tried to cover it, then her laughter broke out. He grinned up at her. “What a way to go. Pummeled to death by pumpkins.” She helped him to his feet and together they grappled the things into the truck.
“Enough,” she said when they’d finally got them in place around the stand. “Time to clean up and hit the hay.”
He was so tired, the next morning he couldn’t remember getting into bed.
Jennifer counted a total of sixty cars. Theo ran back and forth from the driveway to the pumpkin patch, fetching proto-jack’o’lanterns for the customers. Some families wandered out there themselves, letting the kids pick the ones they wanted.
Some of them wanted help deciding, but when they saw the scarred lump on his throat they’d ask Jennifer to go with them instead.
Then he’d take people’s money and load their cars and minivans until she returned. Some wouldn’t even let him take their money, but waited for her to get back. That hurt, but he kept busy with others who weren’t so reluctant to be waited on by an outcast.
The treat of the day was Glen stopping by to see how the sale was going. Theo knew him immediately by the proprietary smile he beamed upon Jennifer, at the cash register.
“‘Lo, Jenn,” he said. He was a big man running to fat, with receding sandy hair and a weak chin. Cunning little eyes; just smart enough to dress like a junior executive instead of the used car salesman Jennifer said he was. His gray slacks with their knife-edge creases, his shiny wing-tips, and the Polo sweater he wore over the starched white shirt looked to Theo like he was trying too hard. “Looks like a pig in a tux,” Theo thought.
Seeing Jennifer’s obvious distaste, his stomach tensed.
Glen looked at him suspiciously. “Who’s this?” he demanded. Then he saw the scar. “Jenn? What is this? You got yourself a slave now?” His voice was not pleased.
“You got it, Glen. Puts me up over a million now, so you might as well move on.”
Glen’s stare turned hateful. “Does it bite? You be careful he don’t get funny on you, you out here all alone. ‘Course,” he added maliciously, “you’ve got the button, don’t you? Naw, he won’t last. Well, see you later, Jenn.” He stomped down the steps and back to his car, and roared away with haste imprudent for the cramped and busy driveway.
Jennifer hissed, “Oily bastard.” Then she smiled. “Maybe after the mad goes away I’ll be able to enjoy replaying the look on his face.”
Theo didn’t answer. He couldn’t imagine her being married to that guy, either, but it wasn’t his place to say. He glanced at the road. “More customers.”
When the last car drove away full of kids and pumpkins, Jennifer and Theo sat on the porch step and she counted the day’s take.
“Three hundred ninety-five, forty-six ,” she concluded. “Lousy!”
“How much do you usually make?”
“Oh, it’s been going down the past several years. Last year it was over five hundred, I think. Year before, eight. When I was in high school I can remember Dad brought in well over a thousand every time. And look at all those pumpkins we’ve got left! I’d better start calling around early in the morning, try to find a bakery or grocery store that wants them. Last resort, the feedlots.”
“Why aren’t as many people buying? Don’t you advertise?”
“Oh, sure, on the radio stations and newspapers in Omaha and Lincoln. Don’t you know? Halloween is falling out of favor. Most school districts in the country won’t even let the kids dress up for it anymore.”
“No. Why not?”
Jennifer made her voice go neutral. “Because it’s a celebration of Satanism. It teaches the kids about witches. It encourages things like ghost stories, that frighten children and we mustn’t frighten children. Even if they love it. Every year I say I’m skipping the pumpkins and going for gourds. Next time, I’m going to do it. My mom had a bunch of wonderful recipes for squash of all kinds; I’ll use them in the ads next year.
“That still doesn’t solve my problem this year. This isn’t near enough for the taxes. If I can’t sell the rest at a decent price I’ll have to get an extension. And that scares me. They tend to pile up until you lose the farm.”
“Something will happen,” he tried to reassure her.
The next day, Sunday, wasn’t any better. They exhausted themselves waiting on people and still only netted a little over four hundred.
Even worse, Fred Slitter appeared with Susie and insisted that Theo take them into the field to select a pumpkin. Fred dragged it out for over half an hour. Jennifer kept looking anxiously at them. When they returned Theo’s face was dull red, and Fred wore a huge, repellent grin. But after they’d gone, Theo said nothing about it.
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