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What happens
when you apply
to become
a slave?
At 31, Anna hoped the country’s most exclusive slave agency might

want her. It didn’t. Three months later, she stood in a room with

nineteen other women while another agency decided which of them it

was prepared to buy.
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A
NNA DOES NOT like

someone who wants to

become a slave. This is

not a compliment. It is

simply what you notice first. She

is 31, with dark hair that has been

recently cut and nails that have

been recently done.

We are in a café near her office.

It is raining. She has agreed to talk

on the condition that I use only

her first name.

“I was devastated,” she

says, when I ask about her

first application.

She means The Slave Bureau, at

31 Oak Street. She applied late last

year, after a friend mentioned the

name in passing. The Bureau does

not advertise. It does not need to.

The interview was straightfor-

ward. A woman asked about her

finances, her relationships, her

health, her employment history,

and what she expected from

indenture.

“She was perfectly nice,” Anna

says. “That was the strange part.”

The meeting lasted an hour. At

the end, the woman told her the

Bureau would not be progressing

her application. Anna was 31. For

the placements the Bureau spe-

cialized in, her age worked

against her.

“I said, ‘I’m thirty-one, not

seventy.’” The woman smiled. “I

got outside and cried.”

In two weeks, barring a last-

minute change of heart, Anna will

enter the Meridian Agency to

begin the process that is expected

to end with her being sold into a

five-year indenture contract. She

will surrender control of virtually

every ordinary aspect of her life

for the duration of that contract.

She knows this. So does her

mother. They are currently

not speaking.

And yet the part of Anna’s story

that fascinates her most is not the

contract waiting ahead of her. It’s

the fact that one agency didn’t

think she was good enough for it.

“Have you ever had someone tell
you exactly what you’re worth?”

For several weeks Anna did

nothing. Then an advertisement

for Meridian appeared on

her phone.

Meridian is the largest volun-

tary indenture agency in the

country. Its ads appear on buses,

subway platforms and social

media. It runs information

sessions. Its website includes

photographs, testimonials, and a

button marked APPLY FOR ASSESS-

MENT. She pressed it.

The first difference was scale.

At the Bureau, Anna had been

Anna. At Meridian, she became

one of twenty women arriving for

the same assessment session.

“That was when it became real,”

she says.

She had expected forms, inter-

views, a medical appointment.

She got that, but she also found

competition. The women were

given numbers on thin chains.

Anna was number fourteen.

Nobody told them how many

would still be there at the end of

the day.

“You start looking around,” she

says. “Who’s younger. Who’s pret-

tier. Who looks nervous. Who

looks fit.” She pauses. “Who might

be worth more.”
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31 Oak Street, home of The Slave Bureau.
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THE FIRST CUTS came after

paperwork and individual inter-

views. A few numbers were

called. Those women collected

their belongings and left. No

announcement. No explanation.

“That’s when everybody

stopped chatting.”

There were posture assess-

ments. A young woman wearing a

collar demonstrated positions the

candidates needed to hold. An in-

structor walked around correct-

ing them. The third time he

needed to correct someone, she

was walked out.

There were medical assess-

ments. There were discussions

about sex, obedience and per-

sonal boundaries. There were

moments Anna will not describe

in detail. “Because my dad might

read this,” she says.

Was it humiliating? “Yes.” She

does not hesitate. “Absolutely.”

What made it humiliating, she

says, was not cruelty. The staff

were professional. Nobody

shouted. It was being assessed in

ways ordinary adult life generally

allows us to pretend we are

not assessed.

Her body mattered. Her age

mattered. Her appearance mat-

tered. Her health mattered. Her

personality mattered. Her sexual

limits mattered. Her capacity to

follow instructions mattered.

“At a job interview they’re not

allowed to look you up and down

and decide whether your thighs

affect your value,” Anna says. She

stirs her tea. “Here that’s more

or less what you’ve asked them

to do.”

By late afternoon, six women

remained. Anna can still

remember their numbers.

Three. Seven. Nine. Fourteen.

Seventeen. Nineteen.

At this stage, something shifted.

Anna began wanting to be chosen.

Not merely wanting the financial

offer. Wanting to win.

“I can understand the appeal of having
the question removed for a while.”

“You spend the morning thinking,

What am I doing here? Then they

send somebody home and you

think, Thank God it wasn’t me. And

by four o’clock you’re sitting

straighter when somebody walks

into the room.”

Had she forgotten what she was

competing for? “No. That’s what

frightened me.”

The final interviews were indi-

vidual. When Anna was called,

she was told Meridian was pre-

pared to make her a conditional

offer based on the results of her

medical.

She does not tell me the figure.

Was it more than she expected?

“Yes.” A lot more? She looks at

me. “Yes.”

What did that feel like? For

several seconds she does not

answer. “Have you ever had

someone tell you exactly what

you’re worth?” Not in dollars.

“Neither had I.”

And did she like the number?

“Yes.” She gives a small, embar-

rassed smile. “I really, really did.”

THERE IS AN OBVIOUS question,

and Anna has heard it from

almost everybody she has

told. Why?

Her finances are difficult but

not catastrophic. She has credit-

card debt, a personal loan, a

salary that has not kept pace with

her rent. She is not facing home-

lessness. Nobody is forcing her.

She has a job. She has friends. She

has options. “I know,” she says.

So why surrender five years of

her life? The financial answer is

easy. There is also the appeal of

starting again afterward without

debt and with enough money to

make choices she currently

cannot make. But there is

another answer she gives

more reluctantly.
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“I think I’m tired.” Of what?

“Being responsible for absolutely

everything.”

She qualifies this immediately.

“I know how that sounds. I’m a

grown woman. Of course I’m

responsible for myself. I’m not

saying women secretly want

somebody to make all their deci-

sions.” She laughs. “What I’m

saying is that I can understand the

appeal of having the question

removed for a while.”

Which question? “What do you

want?” She looks out of the café

window. “Every day. What do you

want to eat? Where do you want to

live? What do you want your

career to be? Who do you want to

date? Are you succeeding enough?

Are you earning enough? Are

you using your potential? Are

you happy?”

And slavery is the solution?

“No.” She looks sharply back

at me. “That’s much too neat.”

Then why do it? “Because I’m

allowed to.”

This is perhaps the uncomfort-

able thing about women like

Anna. It would be easier if they

looked desperate. It would be

easier if they were naïve. It would

be easier if voluntary indenture

belonged to a category of woman

the rest of us could confidently

agree we were not.

But Anna looks like somebody

you might work with. She com-

plains about her landlord. She has

three different group chats

muting themselves on her phone.

She is irritated that the café has

changed its oat milk. She signed

petitions against the Voluntary

Indenture Act.

And she is frightened.

When I ask what frightens her

most, she looks down at her

hands. “The first morning.” What

about it? “All of it.”

She knows where she has to

report. She knows what she has

agreed to. She has read the con-

tract repeatedly. There are still

things she cannot quite imagine.

“There’s knowing something,”

she says, “and then there’s some-

body closing the door.”

She has not crossed that door

yet. Perhaps she won’t. Until the

contract becomes irrevocable,

there remain opportunities to

leave the process, and Anna tells

me—​several times—​that she

knows this. Does she think she

will? “No.” That answer comes

faster than any other she has

given me.

The café, late afternoon.

A I - G E N E R A T E D  I M A G E

Outside, it has stopped raining.

Anna puts on her coat and checks

the time. She has a meeting in

forty minutes. A normal meeting,

at the normal job she will con-

tinue doing for another week.

Then she gathers her bag and

leaves. For now she is simply a

31-year-old woman walking back

to work.

ONE LAST QUESTION. If the Bureau called tomorrow and said they had changed their mind,

would she go there instead? Anna stops. For the first time all afternoon,

she does not laugh.

“Yes.”

Then she walks out. 

Allison Grant is a staff writer at September Magazine.
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Then why do it? “Because I’m allowed to.”

A  N O T E  O N  T H I S  S T O R Y

The Price of
Surrender
A novel, by L.E. Hume

L E H U M E . C O M

This is a work of fiction. September Magazine, Allison Grant, Anna, The

Slave Bureau, the Meridian Agency and the Voluntary Indenture Act

are invented. No person, living or dead, is depicted, and any

resemblance to real people or organizations is coincidental.

The author does not support or condone slavery, forced labor or

human trafficking in any form.

All photographs and some design elements in this piece were

generated with AI. More from the author at lehume.com.
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