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Five decades ago a McDonalds establishment 
slung twenty cent hamburgers at 3313 University 
Ave, Madison Wisconsin. I started working there 
at a dollar-thirty an hour - minimum wage for that 
time period. Several years later when I entered col-
lege I transferred to the Lake Street Station which 
was closer to my classes. By then I was making to 
2.10/hour, about ten cents above minimum wage. 
I learned the financial responsibilities of trying to 
make ends meet at minimum wage. This was also 
where I first confronted a form of discrimination when 
a new Lake Street manager told me that if I wanted 
to continue working at his McDs establishment I’d 
have to shave off my mustache. For sanitary rea-
sons, I was told. The real reason was that either 
the McDs corporate office, or perhaps just the new 
manager himself, wanted clean-shaven workers on 
display. The manager had plenty of cannon fodder to 
choose from, and I was disposable. Never the less, 
the ultimatum struck me as a load of horse shit and I 
didn’t want to end up in his pocket with the rest of his 
balls. I promptly quit and was immediately hired on 
at Rocky Rococo, pan-style Pizza, located on State 
Street just a block away. Rocky’s POV was that as 
long as I bussed tables and washed the dishes in 
an efficient manner, they didn’t care about anyone’s 
moustache, be it sprouted on a male or female 
employee. Incidentally, Wane and Roger, the original 
manager/owners of the Rocky Rococo’s franchise, 
hosted excellent holiday parties for the benefit of 
their bohemian collection of employees.

But I’m getting distracted from what I really want to 
talk about. I want to go back to when I was still in 
high school, when I was 17 years old, and working at 
University Avenue location. An older male in his 30s 
(I’ll call him “Jacob.”) was hired on full-time to work 
the cash registers. He was noticeably older than the 
typical collection of high school and college students 
management could easily pick from. I wondered why 
someone in his 30s would choose to work at McDs 
where management paid minimum wage.

Close Encounters of  the Unwanted Kind
Silent Penance

Part 1
Jacob didn’t seem to exhibit any of the obvious 
deficiencies in the employable department other 
than the fact that he didn’t seem to possess much 
ambition. Despite my negative assessment, Jacob 
was friendly to everyone and seemed interested in 
striking up conversations with all the high school and 
college part-timers. We often talked as we worked 
the cash registers together. We laughed over topics 
such as what movies we loved or hated.

As another Friday evening came around, and as our 
shifts were about to end, Jacob extended an invita-
tion to me to peruse through a collection of videos 
he had stashed away in his apartment. The offer 
struck me as an entertaining way to spend the rest 
of my Friday night. Jacob suggested we simplify 
transportation matters and go in his car. He told me 
he would drive me back to McDs afterwards where 
my own car remained parked. I accepted his offer 
and got in his car.

Driving to Jacob’s apartment he started focusing 
his interest on me. It struck me as an unexpected 
change in Jacob’s behavior. In the back of my head, 
I felt a twinge of discomfort of being singled out as 
the topic of interest. I shrugged it off as just some-
thing odd about Jacob.

Once in Jacob’s apartment he pointed me to his 
video collection. He suggested I pick something out. 
This bothered me a bit since I thought we would 
collaborate on what to watch. I pulled out a few 
trying entice him into the selection process. Again, 
he showed little interest in anything I suggested. I 
began feeling genuinely concerned at that point, 
wondering if Jacob might actually be interested in 
me in a sexual way. I did not want to think about the 
implications. I wasn’t sure what I would or could do 
if my suspicions turned out to be correct. I hoped it 
was nothing more than an overactive imagination on 
my part.
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I chose the cult film, Little Shop of Horrors, the 
original release starring Jack Nicholson. I kept an 
eye on Jacob’s movements as I inserted the video 
into the player. I tried to alleviate my concerns by 
maneuvering conversations towards the subject 
of former girlfriends. Would he bring up stories 
of prior relationships possibly involving boys? I 
needed to find out. He brought up a single relation-
ship with a young girl. How young, I asked. She 
was an under-age native American. What about the 
age-difference I pressed him. The age difference 
was irrelevant insofar as Jacob was concerned. He 
added it was a deep and special relationship, the 
kind that just had to be. I asked Jacob, what did 
his young girl friend think about the age difference. 
She knew what she was doing, Jacob replied mat-
ter of factly. What happened, I pressed. Their rela-
tionship abruptly ended when the close knit society 
he was living in uncovered the nature of the rela-
tionship. Jacob was immediately forced to leave 
the community, leaving his under-aged girlfriend 
behind. I tried to take comfort in the assumption 
that Jacob’s account, while technically being illegal, 
at least implied that he shouldn’t be interested in 
me, a male.

I settled in to Jacob’s couch hoping my concerns 
had now been put to rest. He sat down next to 
me, where his proximity felt uncomfortably close. 
I deliberately ignored his nearness and focused 
my gaze on the TV screen as Little Shop of Hor-
rors began. Jacob slowly began slumping in the 
couch next to me. I knew he was pretended to 
fall asleep. It was all an act. Slowly, Jacob began 
slumping down towards my body. Doing so would 
eventually bring his head down closer and closer 
eventually having it rest on my neck and shoulder. 
The process had to be executed slowly… inno-
cently, presumably so as not to alarm me, which 
of course was precisely what his slow-motion act 
was doing. I tried not to clue him in that I was on 
to his strategy. I tried slowly easing away, trying 
to buy myself some time to figure out what to do. 
Sleeping people, faking it or not, I figured, would 
at least need to stay in character. He would have 
to remain passive and not risk breaking character. 
The problem for me was that I was already close 
to the end of the couch. There was only so much 
easing-away I could do before I was pinned. Jack 
Nicholson’s amusing scene, as a masochist dental 
customer strapped in a dentist chair waiting for the 
delivery of pain, didn’t give me much of a badly 
needed distraction.

Eventually, the video ended. I surmised it was time 
to make my move. I calculated that I could prob-
ably tell Jacob it was late enough in the evening 
that I really should be headed for home. I abruptly 
got out of the couch, deliberately so, jostling Jacob 
out of his sleeping act. I walked over to the video 
player and proceeded to rewind the cassette. Ja-
cob acted as if he was waking up from a slumber. I 
told Jacob it was late in the evening and it was time 

for him to drive me back to my car. Why, now? Jacob 
responded in surprise. Surely there was other kinds 
of entertainment we could do. I continued playing the 
role of an obstinate, clueless teenager, adamant that 
the evening was late. As my insistence persisted Ja-
cob became sullen. His replies became occasionally 
laced with micro-outbursts expressing irritation and 
frustration with me. It was as if I had somehow done 
him wrong. I had never witnessed a 30-year-old 
sulk in such a manner before, and it unnerved me. 
I felt my best strategy was to continue my act. It’s 
time for you to take me back to my own car! I didn’t 
believe Jacob would get physical or deliberately try 
to physically restrain me. His inert-passive approach 
throughout the evening implied such actions were 
probably not in his skill set.

Eventually, sullenly, Jacob accepted the outcome. 
We got back in his car and he drove me back to 
McDonald’s. As I closed the car door behind me, he 
remained silent and motionless. His hands gripped 
the steering wheel as he fixed a cold stare out his 
windshield. I saw the expression of a frustrated 
12-year-old smoldering in silent rage over something 
he felt he was entitled to get, but hadn’t. With no 
further words spoken, he drove away. Relief washed 
over me as Jacob’s car faded into the darkness of 
night. I realized I had extricated myself from an un-
wanted encounter that could have gone down a lot 
worse for me. I got in my car and drove home, doing 
my best to forget about the whole disquieting affair.

Jacob and I didn’t seem to have much to say to each 
other when we worked the cash registers together 
again.

A couple of Fridays later while working the cash reg-
isters during rush hour I noticed Jacob walk into the 
storefront with an off-duty McDonald employee. (I’ll 
call him “Billy”.) I watched the two of them file into a 
customer line. Over the rush hour noise I overheard 
Billy mentioning to the employee taking their order 
that they were going to see a movie.  I watched them 
leave with their combined orders in the same bag. 
Billy, a high school kid was a year younger than me. 
I knew he was just clueless about what was likely 
to happen later in the evening. Should I mention my 
concerns to someone?  Who? It was 1970. I knew 
of no reporting system set up where I could have 
reported my concerns. Neither did I want to reveal 
what had happened to me. I was conflicted. I tried 
not to think about it.

Several weeks later Jacob was no longer working 
at McDs. No official explanation given. A few days 
later, down in the basement break room I witnessed 
a group of employees snickering and making insinu-
ating jokes. They laughed about how stupid it was 
that Billy had allowed himself to be taken advantage 
of. I came down in the middle of the interaction and 
had missed out on who had taken advantage of Billy.  
I didn’t need to know. It was obvious. I watched a 
bunch of young teen age males my age making 
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fun of Billy. They weren’t just snickering amongst 
themselves, they snickering in front of Billy. The only 
person who didn’t see the humor was Billy. I watched 
him endue their mocking in silence, never finding 
the words to respond to his tormentors, his peers. I 
didn’t know what to do or what to say. A part of me 
didn’t want to end up possibly getting implicated and 
mocked by my peers as well.

And what of Jacob? Of all the unwanted sexual 
predators I have encountered I’d have to say that 
Jacob was the most incompetent of the lot. He 
was still learning how to “groom” his victims when 
he started working on me. His incompetence was 
probably a key factor in how I managed to escape 
without actually being physically molested. I watched 
a sexual predator bring a teenaged victim into the 
McDs storefront, in front of former potential victim, 
ME. Google “sexual predator grooming behaviors” 
…bon apelet! One more thing: Sulking when you 
don’t get your way is no way to win friends and influ-
ence people.

As the decades have gone by, I suspect Jacob has 
either ended up doing time in facilities where it would 
be wise of him to watch his back, or he has been 
awarded numerous entries in Sex Offender Regis-
tries across the United States. Perhaps he has man-
aged to kill two birds with a single stone throw.

While many decades have passed for me, the 
memory of watching Billy endure his public ridicule in 
silence hasn’t. I committed the sin of omission, a sin 
that was committed in Billy’s presence. My penance 
is to never forget the fact that I wished I had had the 
courage to have confronted Billy’s tormenters. I wish 
I had told all those snickering idiots, my peers, that 
he wasn’t the only one.

It wasn’t your fault, Billy.

Windycon 2017
On the weekend of November 10-12 Darlene and 
I attended Windycon 2017. I’ve been going habitu-
ally to Windycon for more than three decades, now. 
Back in 1997 the convention theme was related to 
the Roswell 50th anniversary, and I was invited to 
be the Artist Guest of Honor. I created an appropri-
ate cover for the program book. This years theme 
focused on dystopia. Meh...

The convention has been held at the Westin Lom-
bard Yorktown Center for several years. Hotel ser-
vice is decent and the convention facilities adequate. 
The convention is located in a huge shopping center 
suffering, like many malls, numerous shuttered store 
fronts. Heavy remodeling was in full force every-
where. Fortunately, a thriving Target store was only a 
block away from the Westin. A good place to pick up 
food & supplies.

I displayed eight pieces in the art show. None of my 
pieces sold. While disappointed, it didn’t surprise 
me. Not much discretionary cash laying around 
these days - not like it was back in the early 1980s. 
Darlene and I purchased three dealer tables, and I 
managed one of the tables where I did better, sales-
wise, selling our greeting cards. See dealer room 
photos on the next page.

We hooked up with a number of long-distance 
friends. We dined with one dear friend at Harry 
Caray’s Italian Steakhouse & bar, situated within the 
Westin. Except for some insufficiently rinsed gritty 
steamed kale, the food was excellent.

Windycon 1997 Program Book Cover 
© Steven Vincent Johnson, 2017
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Darlene’s tables 

On display: Hand painted silk scarves, lost wax cast 
jewelry, and bead work. Some hand painted silk ties 
too! Need one???

Steve’s table

Greeting cards displaying the art of Darlene P. Col-
train and Steven V. Johnson. In the forefront of the 
table you can see some new experimental fractal 
flame designs I was test marketing. They got a lot of 
attention. Most of them sold out.

On the last day of Windycon, an acquaintance of 
ours, Bill Higgins, stopped by our tables for a quick 
catch-up. Bill is a popular fixture at Windycon. He 
gives wonderful slide shows on recent astronomical 
findings and participates on numerous science pan-
els. Bill is a radiation physicist at fermilab. I showed 
Bill some recent animations produced out of my on-
going Orbital Mechanics research project. It pleased 
me that it seemed to capture Bill’s interest. He asked 
me a number of questions and wanted to know what 
I planned to do with the results. I told Bill I was just 
beginning what is likely to turn out to be a long and 
drawn out process of placing my findings out on a 
website. It’s liklely to take me years before I con-
clude the project is comlete. Bill told me he wanted 
to be kept in the loop. I plan to do so.

* * *

Out of time and energy. Sorry about no comments.  

Stevehttps://www.astroleague.org/archive/ALCON2012/alcon2012.
astroleague.org/bill-higgins-fermilab-radiation-physicist/index.

html


