FATHER HAGERMAN’S DOG
by SCOTT WILLIAM CARTER

People adopt new technologies at their own rates and in their own ways.... 

* * * *

Rounding a bend on the gravel road, the low sun momentarily blinding him, Marty finally came to the white picket fence that was the edge of Father Hagerman’s farm. Everybody called it a farm even though it was only a few acres, because that’s what Father Hagerman wanted it called, and nobody in their right mind contradicted Father Hagerman.

Marty’s collar was damp with perspiration. The dashboard fan blasted a steady stream of warm air. Turning onto the dirt drive, he saw a white cottage nestled among a grove of birch trees. A dozen chickens pecked at the ground next to a large, fenced-in garden full of corn, cabbage, and other vegetables. He remembered picking pumpkins there every October with his mother, back when they lived down the road.

He killed the engine. The Gonzo curled in the passenger seat—nobody would be able to tell it apart from a golden retriever at a glance—opened its eyes and perked up its ears. Marty checked his appearance in the mirror, straightening his tie and brushing his unruly black hair out of his eyes. He frowned, thinking about the con artist who got him into this mess. The Gonzos sell themselves! You’ll not only make enough money for college, you’ll be able to buy a house! What a bunch of garbage. After a month of trying, he was just hoping to break even on his investment.

He got out of the van, smiling his salesman’s smile, and looked up as the screen door banged open.

His smile faded when he saw that Father Hagerman was dressed in nothing but white jockey undershorts.

The old man, over six feet tall and as thin and tan as a copper wire, held his hand over his eyes to block the sun. Then he threw his arms wide.

“Marty!”
He bounded down the wooden steps. Mortified, Marty used the van door as a shield, thrusting out his hand in the hopes that no other physical contact would be required.

Hagerman pumped Marty’s hand furiously, his thick glasses glinting in the sunlight. “Marty, my boy,” he said.

“Hello, Father,” Marty said.

Even though Hagerman had been kicked out of the seminary for seducing nuns some fifty years back, he still insisted on being called Father. He was bald on top, but the hair on his chest was thick and white. When Hagerman opened his mouth, Marty saw that most of his teeth had been capped with gold. The last Marty had heard, Father Hagerman was worth over ten million dollars, all of it inherited from his parents’ oil drilling days. His chief occupation the last fifty years, other than playing at being a farmer, had been writing angry letters to the local Two Spoons Gazette.
Hagerman finally stopped shaking Marty’s hand, stepping back and appraising Marty as if he were livestock up for auction. Marty did his best to keep his gaze at eye level.

“I remember you when you was just a pup,” Hagerman said, and put his hand out, waist-high. “Got kids yet?”
Marty laughed. “No, sir. I’m only twenty-one. Still in college.”
“Well, sheeoot,” Hagerman said, which was something Marty remembering him saying often. “That don’t stop most kids these days. How about this weather? Too damn hot for clothes, I’ll tell you that. What brings you here?”
Marty was trying to decide the best way to answer that question when a mangy gray mutt, as fat as Hagerman was thin, pushed open the screen door and slumped onto the porch. The animal’s mixture was impossible to guess. It looked out at Marty with glassy eyes, a line of slobber dribbling from its mouth. The mutt’s fur was patchy and thin, and one ear was missing.

Marty smiled. If this was his competition, then selling the Gonzo was going to be easy.

“Well, sir,” he said, “I’ve got a little something I’d like to show you.”
Hagerman’s thin white eyebrows arched. Marty wasn’t sure how the old man was going to react when he found out why Marty was there. He remembered the time Hagerman chased off a pair of Mormon missionaries with a shotgun.

“Well, I see you have yourself a dog,” Marty said, warming into his sales persona. “Now what I’ve brought with me—”
“That there is Chib,” Hagerman chirped.

“That’s an interesting name. What I also think you’ll find interesting—”
“Stands for Cold-Hearted Insane Bitch. If you spend five minutes with her, I think you’ll agree it’s fitting.”
Marty lost his train of thought. “Er...”
“Hell, you look positively piqued, boy,” Hagerman said. “Why don’t you come in and have some lemonade? I’ll read you some scripture. I’m doing Matthew.”
He turned to the house. His bony back was even more tan than the rest of him.

“Sir,” Marty said, realizing he was going to have to be more direct, “I’ve come to see if you might like to buy a Gonzo 450.”
The old man had put one foot on the creaking porch. He turned, confusion registering on his face.

Marty cleared his throat. “A Gonzo...”
“I heard you. What is it?”
Hagerman’s lips were pressed into a thin line. Marty wondered if he was making a mistake. This was, after all, the man who had challenged the local postman to a duel after the postman informed him the price of stamps had gone up three cents.

“Well, sir, it’s a dog,” Marty said. “Not just any dog, mind you. A special kind of—”
“I got a dog,” Hagerman snapped.

“Yes, sir. I see that, sir. But this—”
“So you came all the way here to sell me a dog?”
“No, no. I came to see you. But this isn’t an ordinary—”
“How long has it been since you’ve been here? Four, five years? And you come trying to sell me a dog. I’ve always had one dog. I’m always going to have one dog. No need for more.”
Frustrated, Marty turned to the still-open van. “Gonzo, come!” he shouted.

The robot leapt out of the car, landing gracefully next to Marty. It wagged its tail but otherwise stood motionless. Chib raised her head for a moment, then slumped back onto the porch.

“Nice retriever,” Hagerman said. He squatted next to the robot, scratching it behind the ears. “Obeys well. But I’m still not buying it.”
“It does more than obey well,” Marty said. “It obeys perfectly.”
Hagerman stood. “All dogs crap on the carpet once in a while.”
“As I was trying to say, sir, the Gonzo 450 isn’t an ordinary dog. It’s a robot.”
Hagerman laughed. “A robot dog?”
“That’s right.”
“Kind of like them metallic-looking bag boys at the grocery store?”
“You got it. Only these robots are made to look and act like the real thing, only better.”
“Hell, I wouldn’t have known unless you said so. I read about these in the paper. How do I know you ain’t joshing me?”
Marty looked back at the Gonzo 450. “Roll onto your back, Gonzo,” he said. The dog complied, putting all four feet in the air. Marty got down on his knees and popped open the chest compartment, revealing the battery. He pulled out the plug, holding it up so Hagerman could see it.

“You recharge him every night,” Marty said. “It’s the only way to know he isn’t real.”
“Looks like a her.”
“Oh, well, yeah. They come standard as females, but you can get males, too.”
“With little peckers and everything?”
“Um ... yes, sir. That’s right.”
Hagerman slapped his knee. “Well, sheeoot. What will they think of next? A robot dog with a pecker. I thought I had seen it all. They don’t hump other dogs, do they?”
Marty felt a flush spread across his face. “No, sir. No, they don’t need to do that.”
“Could you program them to do it?”
“Ah...”
“Just kidding,” Hagerman said, punching Marty so hard in the arm that Marty stumbled back against the van. “So you drove all the way up here to sell me a robot dog? They out of robot vacuum cleaners or something? Look, son, you know I’m not going to buy one, so I’m sorry to waste your time. You say hello to your mom and dad for me.”
He turned to go. Marty knew he needed to go for broke.

“Okay, sir,” he said. “Sorry to bother you and all. I’m just trying to earn some money for college.”
The old man turned and looked at him, his expression softening. Marty hated using the sympathy angle, but the truth was, he needed any help he could get. If he didn’t sell at least one of the Gonzos, he wouldn’t be going to school that September at all. He climbed into the van as if he was going to leave.

“Isn’t your daddy helping you?” Hagerman asked.

“Come, Gonzo,” Marty said. The dog leaped onto his lap and stepped across him into the passenger seat. Marty looked up at Hagerman. “He’s trying. His company almost went under and he’s digging out from under a lot of loans.”
“So you thought you’d sell robot dogs to pay your way through college?”
“Among other things,” Marty said. “I work during the school year, too. But because my father’s income was good until lately, it’s almost impossible for me to get financial aid.”
Marty started the car. The electric engine buzzed, then settled into a quiet purr.

“Well, I better be going,” Marty said. “I’ll use the daylight while I have it.”
Hagerman sighed. “Hold on, now.”
“Sir?”
“Come on and give me your sales pitch. I’ll listen.” He leveled a bony finger at Marty. “But no promises, you hear?”
Marty smiled. “Sure, but I tell you, the Gonzo sells itself.”
Hagerman grunted. Marty killed the engine and climbed out of the car, then called for the Gonzo to follow. In the fading light, the color of the pine trees was deepening from green to black. Yet there was still enough light that Marty spotted a stick on the ground by the porch. He picked it up, tossing it as far he could down the drive. Chib raised her head but didn’t move. Neither did the Gonzo, but Marty knew that was because of the programming.

“Fetch, Gonzo,” he said.

The robot burst into a run, kicking up gravel in its wake. Its graceful stride was a beautiful thing to watch.

“Fast,” Hagerman marveled.

“You got that right,” Marty said. “All the models can run about three times faster than their biological counterparts. Not only that, but imagine having a dog that doesn’t need to eat, sleep, or produce waste. You plug it in nightly as a rule, but it’s got a two-week charge. You want to pull an all-nighter, your Gonzo is right there with you.”
The Gonzo returned, placing the stick at Marty’s feet. He picked it up and tossed it again. The robot took off after it. Chib got up and sauntered down the porch, settling in the tall grass at the edge of the gravel. She never once glanced at the stick.

“Notice how I didn’t have to issue the command again,” Marty said. “The robots have an intuitive understanding of what is expected of them. But only the good things. This dog won’t bite children or tear up your drapes. It won’t run in front of a car chasing a squirrel. Plus they adapt easily. You want it to pick up your newspaper, you only need to show it once.”
The robot came back, depositing the stick. This time Marty ignored it.

“Sleep, Gonzo,” Marty said.

The dog sank to its belly and closed its eyes.

“It’ll stay like that all day if I let it,” Marty said.

“Heck,” Hagerman said, “Chib will do that right now.”
Marty ignored the comment. “They’re programmed initially with over two hundred tricks. Most of these commands are intuitive—sit, roll over, shake—but there’s a guidebook included, too. Here’s the kicker. With the 450, the programmers have made a breakthrough. The robots are now able to adapt to your needs in ways they never could before. In time, this dog will fit you just as well as your ... er, personality.” He was going to say clothes, then realized how stupid that would sound since Hagerman wasn’t wearing any.

The old man scratched the hair on his chest. The sky above the trees was going purple.

“They like being petted and all that?” Hagerman asked.

“Sure,” Marty said. “They respond to affection.”
“Respond ... But do they like it?”
“I’m not sure I see the difference.”
Hagerman shrugged. “How much they cost?”
Marty told him. Hagerman whistled.

“I know it seems like a lot,” Marty said, “but it’s really about the cost of a two-week vacation. Plus Gonzo Incorporated backs every product with a hundred percent guarantee. If you don’t find this to be the most perfect dog you’ve ever had, just send him in within ninety days, and they’ll give you your money back.”
Hagerman made a noncommittal sound. He looked at Marty a moment, then gazed at his vegetable garden.

“Maybe you’d like to come up and get a pumpkin this year,” Hagerman said.

Marty tried to keep the impatience out of his voice. “That might be nice,” he said.

“No charge, of course.”
“That’s very generous.”
Hagerman looked down at the Gonzo. “Well, I guess you convinced me. I’ll be right back.”
Hagerman headed into the house. His feet left footprints in the dust on the porch. Chib yawned but didn’t get up.

Marty felt like crying out with joy. It was true that Father Hagerman was probably doing it out of pity, but Marty didn’t care.

“You won’t regret it at all,” he called after him.

The old man returned a few seconds later. Marty’s smile vanished. Hagerman was carrying a black, double-barreled shotgun.

The old man stopped on the porch, the gun held loosely at his side. It was a rusted-out thing, something that must have been passed down to Hagerman through the generations.

“Sir...” Marty said, his voice cracking. He couldn’t get himself to say anything else. His lungs refused to take in air.

When Hagerman came down the steps, Marty realized that he had underestimated the insanity of the old man. If only the Gonzo’s self-defense protocols weren’t turned off until a sale was made...

Just when Marty was about to run, Hagerman suddenly swung toward his scrawny dog lying in the grass. He pointed the shotgun at the dog’s head, the fading sunlight glinting off the black metal.

“Got to be done,” he said, cocking the hammer.

“Sir!” Marty cried.

Raising an eyebrow, Hagerman looked at him. “I told you I only need one dog,” he said.

Marty swallowed. The lump in his throat felt as big as one of Hagerman’s pumpkins. The mouth of the barrel was only inches from Chib’s head.

“But sir,” he said, realizing he had to tread lightly here, “you can’t just ... kill her.”
“Why not? Your dog is better in every single way.”
He pressed the gun down on Chib’s head, flattening the coarse fur. One of Chib’s eyelids opened a crack, then shut.

“Please,” Marty said. “You can’t do this ... I mean, don’t you care about her?”
Hagerman turned to Marty, and for the first time, Marty realized it was all an act. There was a gleam of amusement in Hagerman’s eyes. He lowered the rifle.

“So there’s another reason to have a dog then?” he said, cracking a gold-toothed smile.

It was a strange mix of emotions that Marty felt—relief that there would be no gunshot, and disappointment that he was not going to make a sale.

“You see, son,” Hagerman said, “it’s hard to love a dog unless there’s a chance it don’t love you back.” He opened up the barrel and turned it to face Marty. “Empty. Just in case you were wondering.”
Marty nodded. His heart was still racing, but he attempted a smile. “I appreciate your letting me talk to you,” he said, and turned back to the van. The drive home suddenly seemed much longer. It would be all right, he told himself. He would just have to work two jobs all year.

“Where you going, son?” Hagerman asked.

“Home,” Marty sighed, opening the door. He was about to call the Gonzo, which was still sitting quietly.

“Well, aren’t you going to sell me the dog first?”
Marty looked at Hagerman. The old man didn’t appear to be joking.

“Sir?”
“You heard me.”
“But ... what about ... I thought you only needed one?”
Hagerman nodded. “That’s right. I’ve got Chib. But I still need someone to watch my garden.”
There was no doubt in Marty’s mind that Father Hagerman was insane. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to argue.

Hagerman went into the house to get his money, returning with a wad of cash. Hardly anyone used real money these days, but it didn’t surprise Marty that Hagerman did. The old man filled out the necessary paperwork. Then, after issuing the proper voice commands to program the dog to respond to Hagerman, the transaction was done.

“I’m really grateful,” Marty said.

“Don’t thank me,” Hagerman said. “You just get on back here in October and get yourself a pumpkin, all right?”
They shook hands. Hagerman turned to the house, the Gonzo following on his heels. Marty climbed into his van. He realized he had forgotten to give Hagerman his user manual.

He rolled down the window. “Oh, Father!” he called, holding up the manual with the other hand. “This is yours.”
“Keep it,” Hagerman said.

It wasn’t until Marty returned on a cool Saturday in October that he realized what Father Hagerman meant. Coming up the drive, he saw that nestled among the tall cornstalks and the plump, shiny pumpkins was the Gonzo. Marty almost didn’t recognize it. It was standing on its hind legs, braced against a wooden post. It was dressed in a red plaid shirt, rolled up blue overalls, and a straw hat. Marty knew, from how still it was, that the battery had long since died.

There wasn’t a crow in sight.
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