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1. THE PROGRAM

 


The studio audience responded to the
producer's waving arms by cheering loudly. When the theme music
began to fade out, they quieted down. A camera dolly crept toward
the bright stage where two women sat opposite one another on red
felt chairs.

“Welcome back to Tina Talk!”

The host was a lively woman of forty, whose
sculpted brown mane flowed onto a bright yellow dress which hugged
her curves and showed off much of her long legs, right down to the
matching high heels.

“Our guest this segment is Kate Donohugh,
and she works at the Historical Reparations Administration
megabranch in Newark. Welcome, how are you?”

“Hi, Tina! Thank you so much for having me
on.”

Kate, who was in her thirties, wore clothing
more appropriate for someone speaking on behalf of the government,
but was put together in a way that showed she had enough style
sense to make any outfit work.

“Now,” Tina began, “it says here that you
are an assistant regional manager, but isn't it true that you
really have to be a jack-of-all-trades considering the kind of work
that goes on over at the HRA?”

“That's right. What we do tends to be
cross-disciplinary, but at the same time you've got to have the
right people skills to interact with the public.”

Tina looked down at a pad in her lap and
spun a pen in her fingers.

“I'm quite fascinated by all the fields of
expertise that came together to make this project even possible. I
mean, five-hundred-plus years, that's a lot of people and events to
account for!”

“Oh yes, the HRA is an incredible
undertaking! In fact, a whole new college career track called
Reparology was recently designed to give students a rigorous
background in such areas as history—of course, haha—but also
accounting, social work, law enforcement, archaeology, genealogy,
and—should I keep going?”

Kate gave a smile and the audience responded
with a healthy round of applause.

“Hahahahaha, that's remarkable,” Tina
laughed. “Now, the administration officially launched just
two-and-a-half years ago—”

“After nearly a decade of planning, mind
you.”

“Of course. So you rolled it out across the
country, opening field offices for customer service, document
submission, appeals… You're a veritable DMV of sorts,
hahahaha…”

“Oh yes, the HRA was unprecedented in its
goal of righting all the wrongs that piled up ever since that first
European ship landed on Tribal American shores. We understood the
importance of engaging with the public on a practical level to work
toward that goal, because it is an ongoing, perpetually adapting
program. At the end of each month our supercomputer network—”

“MARVIN.”

“Haha, yes, which stands for Macro
Aggregating Restitution Vector Input Navigator. He—it—MARVIN,
conducts a rolling audit as new documents come to light, which
ensures that those who owe historical debts pay their fair
share.”

“Fascinating. Now, this can all seem a bit
abstract so why don't you give our audience some hard numbers about
the results you and the HRA are achieving.”

A graphic appeared and Kate began to walk
viewers through the charts.

“In just a couple of years we have been able
to assist one-hundred-sixty-million Historically Wronged Americans,
who fall into our Beneficiary class, by recapturing seven trillion
dollars from Legacy Violators, members of the Debtor class which
consists of approximately two-hundred-seventy-five-million
citizens.”

“Is that not amazing, folks?” Tina implored
the audience to stand up and clap. “A dot-GOV agency really doing
its job, all right!”

After the crowd settled down, Kate
continued. “The program has been such a success that—while I can't
divulge any specifics—let me just say that we are in negotiations
with certain well-known international bodies to roll out sister
agencies in Europe and its former colonies. This won't happen
overnight, however, because compared to the rest of the world, the
United States is a fairly small and well-documented country. Can
you imagine the amount of work it will take to just get organized
in huge landmasses like Brazil, Africa, and India?”

“Kids watching at home,” Tina cackled, “if
you're looking for long stable careers where you get to see the
world—learn a second language now and get on the HRA career
track!”

“Haha, yes, exactly…”

“Tell me, having made so much progress
already, can you predict when the program might achieve its goal
here at home?”

“I'd say still quite a while. New documents
from the distant past are being discovered every day. These have to
be uploaded into the system, processed, and then authenticated.
Debit Scores adjust in each monthly spreadsheet to reflect the
latest data.

“But beyond redistribution,” Kate continued,
“our deeper goal is for Beneficiaries to achieve competence and
self-sufficiency. And I can report that a small but respectable
percentage of them have been using their newfound capital to
restore crumbling neighborhoods and start new businesses. Shout out
to the HRA jobs training program!”

“Absolutely! Now,” Tina said as she furrowed
her brow, “one unfortunate by-product of these historical documents
taking such a prominent role in our everyday affairs, is the rise
of an underground resistance campaign by so-called debt protesters,
who make no bones about destroying inconvenient archives.”

“Yes, unfortunately the descendants of KKK
members who once rode through the night to lynch Afrigro-Americans,
now go to great lengths to shirk their responsibilities in this
modern-day version of book burning. It is a crime. And not only
that, it is a violation of human rights.”

The audience rumbled in a low cascade of
boos.

“Now, Kate,” Tina said. “Let me change gears
here to talk about one of the more innovative ways the HRA is
spreading its message. They call it Direct Descendant Match—DDM,
for short—and it's actually modeled after game shows. Can you
please explain?”

“Of course. As your audience knows, our
supercomputers are constantly reanalyzing the vast historical
database and making new connections. On average, for every thirty
billion Certified Historical Events that MARVIN processes, it
matches up two living citizens where at least ten Domination
Events—DEs—have taken place between their bloodlines in the past
five hundred years.”

“Can more than one DE within a single
lifetime count toward the total?”

“No, and that's what makes DDM so
significant. We're talking about ten of Person A's ancestors
involved in DEs with ten of Person B's ancestors. Usually the
domination is always one-sided, but in rare cases it isn't and
MARVIN takes these details into account.

“Anyway, the HRA believes that such heavily
weighted bad karma should be redirected in a public forum to help
cleanse our national palate. So these two people appear on the
show, DDM TV Live, to explore the dark and violent path that
led them to this dramatic moment.”

“Sounds fascinating! Then what happens?”

“Well, MARVIN never stops calculating, and
just before he passes assessment, he processes documents from the
contestants' own lifetimes.”

“Nooooo!”

“Hahaha, yes, it's amazing, I know!”

“And then what?”

“The two join hands, and as they face the
screen their assessment is read.”

“And it just so happens that you brought us
a clip from a recent episode of the show. Let's take a look!”

A video began, showing a skinny white man in
a striped v-neck t-shirt holding hands with a short woman of
Northern Tribal features. A deeply suntanned host said, “Jonathan
Wibble. Your blood has affronted the blood of Agnes Yazzie sixteen
times. No slivers from your bank account could hope to make up for
these crimes. In the name of justice and fostering goodwill, so
that we can finally stop this cycle of abuse, you are remanded to
HRA Garden 2-F in Champaign, Illinois, where you will grow food
with Mrs. Yazzie for a period of one year. And afterward, your
reduced Debit Score will reflect this honorable service.”

The studio audience went wild with applause.
Tina leaned forward onto her crossed legs and brought a hand to her
heart.

“My goodness,” she gushed. “Is that not
proof that the HRA is about more than money, and also helping to
move humanity forward?”

More applause. Kate mouthed “thank you” to
the crowd.

Tina sat back and said, “Kate, it's been a
thrill having you here, but before I let you go, one last question.
Have any love connections ever blossomed during a DDM assignment?
Seems like all those months together, things could get very
intimate!”

“Well,” Kate began with a sigh, “such
liaisons are discouraged—because in fact a certain percentage of
DDM conflicts do involve family feuds over romantic affairs—but I
am happy to report that there are three married couples out there
right now thanks to the program.”

“How about that, ladies and gentlemen? Kate
Donohugh, thank you so much for coming on Tina Talk…”

 


After the show, Kate stepped into the brisk,
overcast Manhattan streets with a jump in her step, feeling proud
that she'd given the HRA a good showing. She was in no way a
trained PR spokeshuman, but between her genuine smile and high
school theater background, the administration felt confident in
sending her out for the occasional media puff piece.

Aside from a few smaller news programs and
prerecorded web spots, however, most of her previous media
placements had only been quotes in press releases and news stories.
This Tina show was by far her biggest appearance, and perhaps
normally out of her league, but the HRA was celebrating the latest
trillion-dollar milestone by sending out anyone who wasn't a total
buffoon to tout the administration's success.

What had started nearly ten years earlier as
a disorganized rabble of idealistic left-wing activist groups had
tapped into a growing sentiment that beyond merely throwing
government money at problems—War on Poverty, War on Drugs—the
similarly abstract War for Equity required not only an organized,
systematic approach but also an adaptive component. Because when
holding history's conquerors to account over such a long timeline,
a rigid set of rules would only hamstring the executive body and
set the program up for abuse and failure.

This all coincided with the reliable
political pendulum swing back to the left after nearly a decade of
populist-fueled conservative rule, so that when the reinvigorated
Dramacrats won a majority in both houses of Congress, their new
president quickly signed into law the establishment of the
Historical Reparations Administration. And contrary to the
Rebellicans' snide predictions of economic doom, it turned into a
jobs bonanza because so many different professions were required
for the whole plan to work.

Eileen Jeffries-Lao, the ceiling-shattering
candidate who became both the first female and first
Chinese-American president, was called a modern-day FDR as an army
of document experts, historians, social workers, and accountants
all moved in to the administration's seven hundred new field
offices, which had employed another thirty-eight-thousand people
during construction.

Kate Donohugh's life dovetailed with all of
this beautifully. Whereas so many idealistic young people find that
the pull of the world's demands slowly suffocates their desire to
make a difference, Kate had been among this new breed of digitally
empowered activists who had never tasted the good-times wealth that
the Boomers and older Gen Xers enjoyed. Children of successive
economic avalanches, these late-stage Gen X, Millennial, and Gen Z
visionaries used their tech savvy to circumvent the ossified
policies of the status quo and mold all the disparate groups that
were yelling in the streets into a legitimate political force
effecting tectonic policy changes on a national level.

It was not all some hippie fantasy, however.
For so many Caucmericans to willingly transform the amorphous
concept of “white guilt” into an actionable platform required
ruthless introspection so as not to patronize the very Minoricans
they sought to help. To do so, they channeled life opportunities
stemming from their privileged backgrounds toward a goal which was
bigger and more noble than merely helping a homeless person or even
one's local community—because the HRA, dollar by dollar, was making
a rigorous public accounting of half a millennium of oppression and
exploitation, both by clearing the balance sheet for the living as
well as setting a tone for how business would be done moving
forward. In short, equitably.

Whenever Kate felt the weight of colonialism
bearing down on her shoulders, or in moments of prideful weakness,
she recited a prayer from the Book of Reparations, the
inspirational tome compiled during the years that this political
crusade unfolded. “Although I was born into this white vessel,” she
would whisper, “we all bleed red. No matter how privileged I find
my station in life, I extend a hand down so that one day we may all
stand side by side.”

These words helped Kate keep perspective
whenever she felt a pang of guilt about her comfortable life: nice
apartment in gentrified Brooklyn, her white husband Chris, and
their two Corgis. At least they'd decided not to have kids—that was
easy penance for two middle-class Caucs in their early thirties to
pay.

Back to reality, Kate mused as she
breezed past the retinal scanner at an employee entrance of her HRA
field office across the water in Newark. She took an elevator up to
the second floor and headed to her desk.

“Great job today,” a voice said from below a
nearby cubicle wall.

Kate shifted in mid-stride to enter the
workspace and received a warm smile from TJ, a plump bearded
coworker whom she also considered a friend. He was a reparatician
highly skilled in document analysis, particularly in detecting
pixel flaws deep within flattened forgeries. This work both reduced
MARVIN's workload and kept the payments flowing.

“Everyone's got to pitch in,” she said and
reached to meet his high-five.

“You're telling me,” TJ sighed. “I've been
asked to do three radio segments and you know I never do
these promo things—but at least one's NPR, my fave!”

“Well, it's an election year, and we've got
a lot to celebrate, right?”

“On the surface, absolutely. But between you
and me, I think the Old Debt Boy Network has finally started to
shake off their hangover and get a bit more organized.”

“Whaaaat?” Kate leaned in so they could
speak discreetly—they were surrounded by wall-mounted cameras that
could enable someone reviewing the footage to read their lips, as
well as dozens of employee tablets that were equipped to record
audio.

TJ lowered his voice and said, “You know
that I ran away from the South as fast as my hiney could take me,
but I still check in with my folks every so often (Lord knows
they're getting up there in age). So anyway, the last time I spoke
to my dad… I don't know… Just something about the tone of his
voice, it sounded less down in the dumps. And some of the things he
said made it seem like he'd even made his peace with me—for being
gay and working for an organization that he once said was
stealing my inheritance.

“So I asked him if he was sick and he
clucked, 'No! Doc says I'm fine,' so I said, 'Well, what is
it, Dad? Don't leave me in the dark.' And he just blew it off, 'No,
no. Everything's fine. Seems like this country's headed back on the
right track again, that's all.' And I was like, 'Okay, I guess…?'
”

Kate made a face. “Weird.”

“I know, right? So I jumped online and
started poking around for negative chatter about the HRA—at home on
a private browser via proxy server, of course; God forbid I did
that here—and I've got to tell you, not only are the hate sites
saying the usual nasty things, but vandalism on scanners and field
offices is up twenty percent in the last six months alone.”

“Really? I haven't heard anything about
that.”

“Wouldn't surprise me if they're trying to
keep it all hush-hush. And you know, some people are just up and
leaving. They'd rather live off the grid than pay—”

“Ah, here's our big morning show star!” an
approaching voice beamed from outside the cubicle.

It was Jan, a regional manager and Kate's
direct supervisor—an eighteenth-generation Afrigro-American who
donated her benefits to fund summer camping trips for inner city
kids who otherwise might never see the countryside.

Jan patted Kate on the back, smiled at TJ,
then said, “But as great as you were out there, the trenches
beckon. Got the usual drama over in disbursements: lady brought in
her kids, wants more money, you know the drill. Asked for a
supervisor but honestly, DC scheduled a last-minute conference call
that I've got to sit in on. You're senior enough, Ms. Tina
Talk, think you can handle that for me?”

“But of course,” Kate said with a nod and
twirl of her hand, smiling at TJ as she drifted away.

No time for lunch today, she thought,
her stomach grumbling at each turn down the winding hallway. An
elevator ride took her down to the ground floor, then she went out
one security door, scanned her key card at the reception entrance,
and walked past a dozen cubicles before finally turning right into
a small room with a table and four chairs.

Inside, a young black woman was tending to a
baby stroller while a boy explored the room.

“Hello there! I'm Kate Donohugh, I hear you
asked for a supervisor?”

“Yes, thank you. I'm Myra Jenkins.”

“Why don't you take a seat and let's see if
I can help you.”

As they sat down on opposite sides of the
table, Myra pulled a folder out of her bag and began spreading
papers over nearly the entire surface.

“Okay, this is the family tree that I got
from y'all.” She held up a printout which bore the HRA seal, then
picked up a second sheet with her other hand. “Says right here I'm
only entitled to six hundred dollars each month for past crimes
against my people. But that just ain't enough and we used to get
more. I got two little ones. Can you do anything to help us?”

While Ms. Jenkins was saying all this, Kate
had removed her laptop from her work bag and opened the lid. As she
booted up and logged into the HRA system, she said, “Let me just
access your file—”

“The man I talked to at the counter already
did that.”

“Yes, well, I'd like to get up to speed
before answering any of your questions.”

As Kate cycled between tabs on the
screen—which displayed details about Ms. Jenkins such as her age
and address, ancestry, and finances—she felt something hit her
foot. She looked down to see a six-year-old boy with a race car in
his hand smiling from beneath the table.

“Oh, hello there, young man!”

“Tyrell,” Myra sighed, “is that you under
there? Please get up and let this woman do her job.”

The boy crawled out and she motioned for him
to sit next to her.

Kate turned her attention back to the file,
which included certain tabs only visible to higher-ranking
employees—the first case worker did not have access to this
information. She tapped a nail on the screen and looked up.

“Okay, I think I see the problem. Earlier
this year the MARVIN mainframe accepted two new documents
certifying that in 1822, an ancestor on your mother's side
purchased two slaves.”

“But what's that got to do with me?”

“While black-on-black ownership was




































































cover.jpg
REPARATIONS
USA_

PHILIP WYETH





