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THEO’S RIGHT FOOT went through the floor. 

A combination of heavy equipment, tropical weather and poor building regulations had worn the wood to a cardboard quality. The ball of his foot struck a supporting beam running under the floor, sending a sharp tingle reverberating all the way to his head. 

Theo swore under his breath. At least he didn’t dive through the floor like in the animated cartoons that had filled so many of his Saturday mornings.

A urine and sweat stench permeated the whole building. Despite the heat, there wasn’t a single window open in the plant. His soaked shirt clung to his armpits.

Theo retrieved his sandaled foot, noting the new scratch on his skin. He should have put on his good shoes. He wondered briefly which one of the zillion germs crawling over the place had entered his bloodstream. 

A high-pitched yap, a laugh, briefly eclipsed the ambient rumble.

Theo turned to look at the line of boys attending noisy machines. He couldn’t guess which one had laughed. The boys, all aged from under ten to almost eighteen, looked away from him. Not one of them would make a poster child for Third-World achievement.

Skinny, certainly hungry, they would be barely able to move at the end of their ten-hour shift. This was why Theo had come in the morning, as his own supervisor had suggested.

Theo looked around for the overseer. All those clicks, whirring and screeching bells would drive any sane person to madness. 

A paunchy man in stained overalls sat at a metal desk set at the far wall of the place. Theo signaled with his free hand, since his voice wouldn’t carry over the racket. 

The man’s eyes roamed along the line of machines before settling on the well-dressed visitor. He pulled his mass up from the desk. 

As Theo covered the distance (measuring his steps and checking the boards, this time), he noticed that the metal desk was riveted to a wooden platform, like a teacher’s, high enough to dominate the floor and its busy machinery. The fat overseer half-turned and pulled a lever. 

A siren screamed. 

The engine racket slowed down, like a huge beast exhaling a raspy breath. As the noise abated, Theo could hear fast whispers among the boys manning the machines. 

The supervisor scratched a spot under his arm.

“Well? I don’t have all day!” 

Theo passed a hand over his thinning hair, avoiding the red sun burn he had earned the day before. He should buy a cap. 

“I’m with Human Quality inc.,” he said. 

Silence.

“For the survey,” he added.

The overseer winced. 

“The survey? Dinna know there was one today.” 

Theo had assumed his auditing firm would have called in advance to prepare each visit, in close collaboration with the garment company’s ethical counselor. 

“I need to speak to an underage worker. For the survey.”

The overseer lumbered down from his platform and waddled along the line of machines, finally stopping at mid-length. 

“Hey, you!” the man snapped. “Come here!”

Dwarfed by a pressing machine, a slender boy was stacking cardboard molds. The molds would protect gleaming electronic gadgets from another factory, before getting wrapped up in glazed colorful covers, these last produced at another place still.

The boy was holding a fresh cast in his arms. Tense muscles played under his thin forearms as he stretched to put the piece atop a rising pile. The angular depressions and raised plateaus of the cast fit smoothly over the one immediately under it, giving Theo an odd satisfaction. 

He focused his attention on the boy. 

His clothes consisted of cut-off jeans, so faded the original color was impossible to guess, and a sleeveless top made from some cheap fabric, beige or light gray or maybe even white, frayed at the seams.

He was shoeless, the soles of his bare feet marked by a darkened layer of mud or dust. Theo tried to picture him under a baseball cap, the weariness smoothed out from his face, running on a diamond field.

A level playing field, his macroeconomics teacher had been fond of repeating, gave everybody a fair chance at success. In the deafening racket surrounding him, the idea of a “level playing field” was a fleeting, faraway concept.

“C’mon!” The overseer said. “Tell the inspector how happy you are.”

The boy hobbled toward the visitor. In broken and halting English, the child confirmed the heavy man’s words, yes, sir, he was very lucky to work here. This is paradise.

Twelve at most, already missing two front teeth. Early cavities brought by lack of dental care? Violence? Theo had no way to tell. The boy kept staring at the cracked floor boards, his dark eyes dragged down by weariness.

“You see?” the overseer said. “All taken good care of.” 

“What’s his name?” Theo asked. 

The supervisor opened his mouth, enough to reveal cheap dentures. Then he closed it, a baffled look on his face. 

“Malak,” said the cardboard boy. 

Clever lad! Theo thought.

So this caring overseer did not know the children’s names. 

 

 

 

THEO HAD APPLIED FOR THE POSITION a year ago, to get a bit of exoticism. A one-year gig, two six-month periods with a two-week pause. He had needed to take a break away from his dreary job as an assistant teacher in a social sciences faculty. Plus, the pay was quite good for humanitarian work. 

He hoped to reconnect with his idealistic inner self, the man he had been before his marriage. 

Theo did not think his son would notice his long absence. His ex-wife would mind, though: the two of them took turns to care for their eleven-year-old child. 

Their separation had stemmed more from a mutual drifting away than any actual dispute or accusations. Their marriage had wobbled and died in a morass of worries. Before leaving, Theo had worked out an agreement with his sister who would look after Peter when his shared week came up.


2

DIRTY BLINDS BLOCKED MOST OF THE SUNLIGHT, lessening the scorching heat by a factor of maybe 0.1%. 

This cluttered office was all the supervisor could find to conduct a proper interview. 

It might have belonged to some middle manager, higher on the food chain than the fat overseer. The subcontracting company had several shops in the country; managers visited only in case of trouble. It had not been used in a long time. 

Of course, the overhead fan didn’t work. Like in the three other shops Theo had inspected the week before. For that alone, he understood why his predecessor had resigned. 

Gray dust covered the reports, policy statements, production goals, codes of conduct from the head office, piled haphazardly on the desk. Left there to gather mold or to provide dinner for a parade of critters.

A clutter of tiny paper shreds and food scraps on the floor. And small black droppings. 
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