






































































































































went out of her eyes, and instead of
biting anybody, the dog slobbered on
his face where the tears were.

I picked up the shotgun and pumped

the buckshot shell out of it. I'd been
closer to the kid when he jumped up
than the sheriff was to the dog, but he
never knew it. When you start out to
prove something, you might as well
prove it.

We all walked down the hill to-
gether to the cars. Lee Atkins was the
one in the rear; it was kind of hard for
him to keep up with his arms around
the dog.

The sheriff put the riot gun back in
its rack.

“You want to take that dog in your
car?” he asked.

“Not especially,” I said. “Like I
said, I have to get rid of her. That’s
one of them harsh realities.”

“I'll buy her,” the kid said.

“You can’t afford her,” the sheriff
said. “Anyway, I don’t reckon she’s
for sale. That’s why she’s a thousand-
dollar dog; she ain’t for sale.”

“Well,” I said. “She’s done some
things that you can’t just walk away
from, be you man or dog.”

“So have I,” Lee Atkins said. “But

in federal statute and hence is uniform
throughout the country. State law,
however, determines what assets a
creditor can seize—and these laws vary
widely. In California, paradoxically
enough, the buzz saw teeth of the col-
lection laws are offset by an extremely
generous list of “exempt” assets.

In the Golden State, a bankrupt can
hold onto his house, for instance, so
long as it has been officially “home-
steaded” and his equity in it is less
than $12,500. He can even stash be-
yond reach of creditors as much as
$1,000 in Savings & Loan Association
deposits.

Legal considerations aside, Califor-
nians go into bankruptcy for the same
personal reasons as their fellows else-
where in the nation. Divorce is often
followed by bankruptcy, So is preg-
nancy. A family that has gone heavily
into hock and succeeded in hanging on
only with the help of two paychecks
will often go under when martial woes
or the maternity ward cut its income.

Illness, unemployment, or just plain
unadulterated impulse buying and ex-
travagance take their toll, too. Figures
compiled by a major insurance com-
pany indicate that the average bank-
rupt makes from $4,000 to $6,000 a
year, owes twelve to eighteen creditors
almost half his income, and is driven
into the courts by his own “incompetent
financial management.”

As Mr. Twinem explains it, many
44

she won’t do nothing’ bad no more.”

The sheriff grunted. “Now there’s a
thing. How long do you suppose she
ought to stay out of trouble before a
man could figure she was cured?”

“Oh,” I said. “A year, maybe. Some-
body take her in hand, let her have a
mess of puppies along about month
after next, get the puppies yard-broke
next spring so’s they’d be ready to learn
their manners come hunting season.”

“November puppies ain’t so easy to
raise,” the sheriff said. “Drafts, and all
that. Not enough sun, have to give
’em cod liver oil. Chase all the rats
out of the neighborhood, too.”

“I could do it,” Lee Atkins said.

“Then,” 1 said, “If one of those
puppies was to favor Muscle Shoals
Jake, I'd be willing to take him instead
of his mother.”

The sheriff turned to Lee. “If you
wait ‘til you raise one that favors
Muscle Shoals Jake,” he said, “you may
be working on this project when you're
35 years old.”

“I don’t .care,” the kid said. “Do
you think my folks will go along with
it?”

“Reckon so,” the sheriff said, sort of
squinting. '

Buy Now, Don’t Pay At All

(Continued from page 19)

debtors trip up themselves with an
“overly optimistic appraisal” of how
much credit they can take on. “Many
wage earners,” he says, “have not had
the foresight or taken the time to pre-
pare a budget” to “guard themselves
against a financial burden they cannot
handle. All of a sudden they find them-
selves in financial quick-sand, with no
helping hand.”

Unfounded optimism is exactly the
kind of equity that those few merchants
who are unscrupulous like to trade on.
They will high pressure and overload
any prospect who doesn’t know when
to say no. A recent check in one De-
troit court, for instance, showed that
14 firms with an “easy credit” reputa-
tion had among them in one week alone
fled a whopping total of 283 garnish-
ment actions.

“It is this fringe of the lending fra-
ternity, the irresponsible, unregulated,
high-interest-rate sellers of credit,” says
a spokesman for the Michigan Credit
Union League, “who profit most from
the bill collection services of our courts.
Responsible lenders, sensitive to a fam-
ily’s ability to pay, have but a limited
need of such a service.”

“If bankrupts are to be welcomed
with eager, open arms,” asks Mr.
Twinem, “why should a bankrupt re-
gard it as a stigma? Why should he
regard it as morally or ethically wrong
in cases where he could, with a little
effort, pay his obligations?”
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There really wasn’t much of a prob-
lem. We got the probationers settled
at home, and the way Lee Atkins’ little
sisters carried on, I figured my puppy
was a cinch to come dressed in doll
clothes. We went on back to town
and the sheriff stopped in at my place
for a cup of coffee. He followed me
outside when I fed the dogs. :

“It's a good thing,” I said, giving
the old man his dish, “that I didn’t let
you stampede me into getting rid of
Vixen a year ago.”

“Um,” the sheriff said.

“But I got to admit one thing,” I
told him. “For a man who don’t know
shucks about dogs, you ain't bad on
boys. Why is that?”

“There ain’t many dogs,” the sheriff
said, “that when they grow up they’re
liable to shoot me if I'm wrong about
them. There’s boys like that.”

I put the Maid’s dish into her pen
and she stopped talking about supper
and started eating it. Maybe, I figured,
my last uniform shirt would last me
out after all.

“Trouble is,” I said, “a dog can’t tell
you what’s the matter with him.”

“Sure enough,” the sheriff
“Neither can a boy.”

said.
o o

" Although most lawyers are ethical,
there are a few who are not too fussy
about the way they drum up business
and have done their bit to lengthen the
parade into the courts. A credit asso-
ciation source alleges that they some-
times fish troubled waters by playing
buddy-buddy with shop stewards, per-
sonnel people, and loan sharks who can
put them onto borrowers who are
headed for the rocks. “In some areas,”
he says, “it’s no secret. They come into
court in the morning with 15 to 20
cases at $150 a clip.”

Given the competitive pressures re-
tailers have been fighting lately, it
seems surprising the bankruptcy case
load has not built up at an even faster
rate than it has. There is little ques-
tion that the battle for the consumer’s
dollar—discount stores vs. department
stores; discount and department stores
vs. their own kind—has put a lot of
stretch in credit policies. Rather than
watch a customer cross the street to a
rival store, many retailers have been
overly lenient in handing out the charge
plates.

As Mr. Twinem sees it, the first line
of defense is the merchant himself. The
retailer who makes sure that a cus-
tomer’s appetite is not bigger than his
pocketbook, the retailer who keeps a
watchful eye out for the customer with
too many new charge accounts “is the
fellow who’s going to stay away from
bankruptcy himself.” o 0













































