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				Security

				In April I got a job at Security Forces Inc. I had dropped out of law school at the end of the first term, and while I could have used that fact to confer on myself some street cred, I chose a more pessimistic view of things. As I saw it, dropping out was one more brick in a great wall that was teetering on a shaky foundation and, in all likelihood, would flatten me. I had no idea what was happening to me. I had no name for it. All I knew was a vague feeling. I felt like I was straddling the fault line between two tectonic plates. The plates weren’t in motion yet, but I could tell by the groaning beneath my feet that a crack was about to yawn below me and I’d fall through the Earth’s crust and vaporize in the magma.

				I had been a don in a men’s residence, babysitting clueless undergraduates, but after dropping out, the college told me I had to leave the dorm, so I moved back home. I stayed in my old room, sleeping until two in the afternoon, going out late at night, never before eleven, slinking back at three or four in the morning and then listening to records until dawn. There was a Billy Joel song that I took as a personal condemnation. I suspect he was thinking of me when he wrote the lyrics. Whenever that track started up, I should have skipped it, but I was in a self-flagellating mood and so I allowed the lyrics to whip me into a painful self-pity. There was stuff about my sister out on a date while I sit at home and masturbate, playing albums and smoking pot, but the part that really got to me was the stuff about being twenty-one and still my mom makes my bed. My mom didn’t really make my bed; nobody made my bed. I guess what the song did to me was accelerate the feeling that I was being sucked down a hole, like one of those weird regression therapies, only this one would last for months and instead of healing me would end up making me feel as significant as a garden slug.

				There was a bright spot in all of this. Before I dropped out, I had fallen in love with Monica, this girl in my study group. Even from the first day in September during orientation, things had clicked between us. This wasn’t another infatuation or case of lust overwhelming brain cells. This was the real thing and we both knew it. When I dropped out, I told myself that, at least for Monica I could muster the energy to wake before nine and shower and shave and put on decent clothes. But as I got deeper into winter, not even the thought of Monica could motivate me. By the end of February, I realized that if I continued in this malaise, I would lose Monica. While she was patient and empathetic and wonderful company (when she wasn’t engrossed in her studies), nevertheless I realized that love does not conquer all things. It certainly wasn’t going to penetrate the gloomy wall that was building itself around my heart. I had to do something. Maybe I could get a job.

				In the first weeks of March, I’d walk to the corner each afternoon, drop my quarters into the box, then return home and settle onto my bed with the classifieds spread out over the sheets. I’d scan down the columns and, after eight or ten items, I’d find that I’d lost my place. My eyes would play this trick on me and twitch maybe three columns to the right or two to the left. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t keep my focus. I once read somewhere that our eyes are hardwired to twitch all the time – a carry-over from our hunting/gathering days when a flitting attention was important for our survival. Now I read about these monks who sit and stare at a candle for hours, and when they get their eye movements to stop, then they reach nirvana. If my restless twitching and flitting was an indication, then I was in the opposite of nirvana. I wouldn’t call it hell. It was more the kind of place where I would have felt comfortable sharing drinks with Albert Camus, then stepping around to the passenger side of the car he was driving when he killed himself.

				My eyes settled enough that I could make sense of an ad headed “Office manager, Security Forces Inc.” and followed by three short lines of copy, a phone number, and “Call Geoff.” I circled the ad in red so I could find it again, then went downstairs to the kitchen to see if there was any pop in the fridge. I wanted to make the call, but the closer my fingers got to the phone, the more they trembled and the more my stomach fluttered - not the whimsical flutter of butterflies but the carnivorous flutter of spike-backed lizards. After some deep breaths, I did make the call and it was Geoff who answered. I was amazed at how controlled I could make my voice sound if I tried. Geoff said they were still accepting applications. I said that I had quit law school – a simple “not for me” was all the explanation I gave – and I needed a job; managing a small office would be perfect. In fact, managing a large resort in the Caribbean would be perfect, but I didn’t say that. Geoff asked if I wanted to come in tomorrow morning for an interview. “How ‘bout first thing? Nine o’clock.”

				Nine o’clock was not in my repertoire, but with help from two alarm clocks and a Ulysses pact with my father, I was able to tumble from the bed sheets and into the shower by first light. Choosing an outfit to wear for the interview was the toughest decision of my life; it would have been easier to choose euthanasia for my mother. In retrospect, I see that my indecision was not the result of a complicated dilemma but of a brain that refused to fire on all eight cylinders. If my brain had been turning over like the well-oiled machine that wrote my LSAT, then I would never have gone to the interview in the first place. Or at least I would have stepped backwards through the doorway and onto the sidewalk the instant I whiffed that stale cigarette-laden air. But I was feeling desperate and so I was able to engage in a suspension of disbelief that, even now, leaves me shaking my head.

				The name itself – Security Forces Inc. – was the first in a long string of exaggerations I was to encounter in the weeks to come. The name conveys a sense of conservative solidity. This is the kind of name you’d find on a big brass plaque in one of those upscale glass office towers with marble floors and a receptionist to greet you from the other side of a granite countertop. What I found at the corner of Eglinton and Avenue Road was a storefront in a crumbling two-story building, apartments upstairs, offices buried in the basement. The logo on the sign was ludicrous: red and black like the colours on old Nazi letterhead, a series of arcs expanding from a stylized loudspeaker and the letters “S” “F” and “I” each in a different font and overlapping. Inside, SFI was set up like a jewelry shop with glass cases arranged in a large “U” so that customers could gaze at the wares while sales staff stood in the space between the cases and the walls. In one case were window and door contacts ranged like dead beetles in an entomologist’s workshop. In another were motion detectors. There were locks and cables guaranteed to resist even the strongest bolt-cutters. There were keypads and, for industrial premises, big metal boxes that looked like the fuse box beside our furnace at home. There were sirens and loudspeakers and bells and emergency lights and CCTV’s and smoke detectors. And below each, typed on a sliver of card stock, was the name of the item and a one-sentence description, as if this was a special exhibit at a museum. I half expected to find that the names were written in Latin: biggus lockus, siren giganticus, cable unbreakabilious. Despite the arrangement of cases, the place lacked the elegance of a jewelry store. The floor was bare wood with a finish that had worn away years ago, leaving behind gritty creaking boards. The walls were a dirty turquoise like the colour in old swimming pools, only the paint here was cracked and peeling, and underneath was a layer the colour of piss.

				When I stepped through the front door, there was nobody in the shop. With all the door contacts and motion detectors and other electronic gewgaws, you’d think the door would be rigged with a buzzer. But the only sound was the jangling of a small bell that somebody had tied to the inside knob. The shop was empty, but I could hear voices coming from behind a door in the back. The door had a window in it, one of those opaque windows that gives only a glimpse of shadowy movement on the other side, and above the door was another window, so that the whole configuration reminded me of Sam Spade’s office in The Maltese Falcon. I didn’t know what to do. Should I knock on the door and let them know I was there? Or should I wait? What if they were in the middle of an interview now? Wouldn’t want to interrupt someone else’s interview. That wouldn’t make for a good impression. Or maybe it would – especially if the interview was going badly and they were looking for a way to cut it short. I could be their saviour. But I decided to hang back, gazing through the smudged glass, pretending to be interested in window contacts when I knew damn well I didn’t give a shit about anything on display here.

				When the door squeaked open, a guy my age came out, business casual, non-descript haircut, blond and dimpled, baby-faced smile. This was Geoff and he waved me into the office. There was nothing back there. It was a spare room with folding chairs and a table pushed against the rear wall. Two east-facing windows overlooked the alley behind the building and provided most of the room’s light. The rest of the light came from the front of the shop through the windows in and above the door. As far as I could tell, the room wasn’t equipped with any source of artificial light. No switches. No outlets. No nothing. When Geoff closed the door behind me, I saw for the first time the man he’d been talking to – a middle-aged professional type dressed in taupe trousers and blue blazer, crisp white shirt and smart tie, gold cufflinks the size of Fort Knox, and leather shoes with a sheen bright enough that I wondered if maybe there were batteries in the heels. As I shook the man’s hand, I was impressed by his polished presentation, and noticed only one thing about him that was off: there were deep hollows beneath his eyes. The man looked exhausted, like those soldiers in Life Magazine who served in combat for years with no more than two hours of sleep on any given night. He clutched at a giant cup of coffee, and each time he raised the cup to his lips, he passed his hand through the light from the windows. The light set the veins of his hand in deep relief and turned it into a grasping claw. This was Simon, Vice President of Sales. His business card was a work of art - embossed letters and gold ink – with the look of an illuminated page from a medieval manuscript.

				The interview went well. While one yakked it up about the company, the other stared at my resumé, then they switched. Simon explained how they were breaking into new territory and stealing clients from their big competitors. Geoff explained that with so many new clients coming on board they needed more office support. It all sounded good to me, and my two interviewers seemed like a straight-up pair. They offered me the job. I shook their hands. They told me to show up on Monday morning.

				When I got home, the first person I told about my new job was my mom. I would rather have told Monica first, but she was busy learning about reasonable foreseeability and causation in her tort law class. Before I quit, I read a case – I can’t remember the name of it – a case from the early 1900’s between a woman and a railway station. The woman had been standing at one end of the platform beside a set of weigh scales. At the other end of the platform, a man was getting onto a train that was starting to move. Porters shoved from behind to ensure that the man didn’t fall back onto the platform. However, unbeknownst to the porters, the man was carrying concealed beneath his overcoat a packet of fireworks which they dislodged as they were shoving him. The packet fell onto the tracks and exploded, rocking the platform and toppling the weigh scales a hundred yards away and injuring the woman who was standing beside them. Was the woman’s injury reasonably foreseeable? Was it causally too remote to attract tortious liability? I couldn’t remember the outcome. I wouldn’t have cared even if I could remember it. The only thing I took from the case was a sense of empathy for the plaintiff. I knew exactly what it was like to feel the ground tremble beneath your feet, then to have things crash down around your head.

				After I had pulled off my jacket and tie, my mom sat me down at the kitchen table with a mug of cocoa and asked all about my interview. It reminded me of my first day of kindergarten and it filled me with a mix of feelings ranging from comfort to squeamish immaturity. I could hear Billy Joel singing in my head and I wanted him to stop. My mom was a strange blend of competence and insecurity. To acquaintances – even to friends – my mom presented as an accomplished person. Unless they looked hard, they would miss all the clues that hinted at her insecurity. Competency was her armor. It protected her from the feeling that everybody was watching closely and judging her. When she was young, she had been a dancer, and I think even into adulthood she carried that sense of herself wherever she went. Life was a dancing competition and everybody she met was a scribbling judge with the power to give her the prize or to send her slinking into the shadows. But a person can’t wear armor every hour of every day. At home, she would take off the chain mail and metal greaves, and because I was spending most of my time at home too, I saw more than anyone - more even than my father - how pale and soft she was underneath. I saw the insecurity in her compulsive eating and her litany of unsuccessful diets; in the obsessive cleaning for fear someone might appear at the door without warning; in her anger at me, a fuck-up, whose fucked-upness she regarded as a personal betrayal because her parenting was supposed to produce perfect children who turned into perfect professionals. She was convinced that when people looked at me, they judged her. At least that was my impression.

				There she sat, maven of dirty ovens, breeder of fucked up children, warming her hands on a mug of steaming cocoa and listening as I struggled to transform a dingy storefront into a going concern. She had these reading glasses that hung from a string around her neck and came to rest on her boobs. My mom had huge boobs that assumed an amorphous shape underneath her flouncy blouses. Now that I was going out with Monica, my imagination struggled with that primal syllogism: Dad is to Mom as I am to Monica. Logic told me it was possible, but Mom’s improbable boobs got in the way of my best efforts to project myself twenty-five or thirty years into the future when I too would own a home and a car, and have a family and a far-sighted wife with giant boobs. Once a week, Mom went out for her “do”. She didn’t have big hair, but she got it permed so it was easier to stack on top of her head. Whenever it grew out a bit, she looked like that woman on Laugh-in, the black-haired one who squinted when she laughed and who always wore a hair band - though Mom never laughed so much. She was a sober sort who listened carefully to whatever I said, not so much because she was interested, but because it might help her to protect me.

				On Monday morning, I arrived at Security Forces Inc. five minutes before nine. It was a bright spring day and the thawing ground had a tang to it that made me feel like today was going to be the first day of the rest of my pointless life. There was nobody in the shop and nobody seemed to have heard the bell clanging on the door knob. There was nobody in the back room either, so I called down the stairs. Geoff appeared at the bottom and waved me down since, after all, the basement was where I was going to be working. The closer I got to the bottom step, the stronger the smell of cigarette smoke. Even before I set my foot on the concrete floor, Geoff had whipped out a pack of Marlborough’s, drawn a cigarette between his lips, and lit it with a Bic that he had been concealing in his other hand. His motions were so deft it was liking watching ballet or maybe a Bruce Lee flick. He didn’t take the cigarette out of his mouth when he spoke; instead, he let it bob like a conductor’s baton. When he offered me one, I said I didn’t smoke. He hoped the smoke didn’t bother me. Since I was desperate, I lied and said I didn’t mind at all. “In fact,” I said, “I love the smell of second-hand smoke.”

				At the bottom of the stairs, I could turn either left or right. To the left was a room full of inventory. Geoff told me that when Simon took an order, it was my job to pick the order and put everything in a box for the installers. We only had one in-house installer. All the rest were freelance, and since they were in it for themselves, they loved to step into the inventory room and pilfer whatever they could. Geoff had never caught any of them doing it, but he was careful about tracking inventory on the computer and the numbers didn’t lie. He said they were a bunch of Russian immigrants who were used to doing business on the black market and couldn’t leave their thieving ways back in the old country. On the other hand, the in-house installer could be trusted, not because he was Irish like the owner, but because he was a retard and wasn’t smart enough to steal inventory. There was something wrong with his head – probably dyslexia – which made it so he couldn’t read worth shit, which meant you had to go over the order with him at least five times, and even then, you’d have to phone him twice while he was at a site just to be on the safe side. So once I picked an order and entered each item in the computer, I should carry the box upstairs so the installers wouldn’t have an excuse to come downstairs and steal things.

				If I turned right at the bottom of the stairs, I would find myself in a cramped low-ceilinged room with a folding table pushed against one wall. On the table there was a computer, a phone and a fax machine. Underneath were filing cabinets that I never once opened the whole time I worked there. Covering the concrete floor was an old piece of broadloom, but no one had bothered to lay it properly, so when you rolled over it on the steno chair, it got balled up in the wheels. The broadloom was left over from the sixties and had retained all kinds of smells, most notably cigarette smoke, but something else too that could well be cat piss.

				“Well,” Geoff said, “this is your office.”

				Geoff turned on the computer and introduced me to the program for taking orders and tracking inventory. Then he showed me the payroll program – base salary, commissions, source deductions, all the usual shit.

				Geoff looked up from the keyboard. “Just between you, me and the rats, this software’s a piece of shit, but Danny wanted it customized. That’s what he says about everything. ‘Customized to meet your special needs.’ So he hires this shit-for-brains programmer – some fucking nephew or something – and this is what we end up with.”

				“Danny?”

				“You never met Danny?”

				“Who’s Danny?”

				“Danny O’Toole. He’s the guy who owns this place.”

				We spent the morning learning the routine, fielding phone calls, handling requests for quotes, scheduling appointments for installations, filling in the big whiteboard on the wall, payroll, invoices, orders for more stock, walk-in customers, the lingo of the home security business. Geoff explained that the margin on installations was getting tighter and tighter. The Japs were producing the electronic components for dirt cheap and dumping them on the North American market. You’d think that would mean a bigger margin for firms like this, but that wasn’t the way things were playing out. The bigger security firms were beginning to offer installations as a loss leader so they could get their sleaze-ball hands on the monitoring contracts. That’s where the gold was – in the monitoring contracts. There was a secondary market springing up that traded monitoring contracts like they were negotiable instruments. It was an unregulated market, kind of a grey market that nobody really knew much about, so prices could change from hour to hour.

				Geoff said that the security business was just one more in a long string of Wild West industries that sprang up for a few years in a pure laisser faire environment before some government economist took a notion that the industry needed to be regulated. It had happened after cars were invented, then airplanes, then radio, then TV. Now it was the residential and commercial security business. Geoff figured the security business had about five good years left. It’s like there’s this pool of sharks and a sluice gate between the sharks and a whole ocean of fish. We’re one of the sharks and one day the government is going to close that sluice gate. When that gate comes down, we damn well better be swimming on the ocean side of the gate and not in the pool.

				“Your job’s to help keep Security Forces swimming in the ocean. Crank out those monitoring invoices every month. Keep the cash flowing. Move the installers from one job to the next.”

				“What’s in there?” I pointed to a shelving cabinet that stood floor to ceiling with two large doors you could pull wide. The thing was big enough you could stick a grand piano inside if you chopped off the legs.

				Geoff fumbled with a key and opened the doors. Inside were boxes stacked floor to ceiling. “Welcome to Danny’s folly.” These were boxes of blank invoice forms that I was supposed thread in the daisy-wheel printer on the fifteenth of each month to print out the next month’s batch of monitoring contract invoices. Three tear-away forms per page. One hundred pages per box. Seventy boxes in the cabinet. “That’s …” Geoff stared at the ceiling while performing strange calculations with his fingers. “That’s like half a fucking million of them.” Danny had gotten the forms for half price. But at the current rate, it would take a decade to use them all. Geoff had explained that it wasn’t really saving them money because it fucked up their cash flow and cost them interest because they had to draw on the line of credit to pay for it. Danny had shrugged and said it was no problem; if they followed his plan, they’d be doubling their business every quarter. Geoff had smirked and asked Danny if he knew what an exponent is. Danny had shrugged and said it didn’t matter; his plan was foolproof. Geoff tried to explain that if they started with their 200 monitoring contracts and doubled their business every quarter, then part-way into their seventh year they would have sold monitoring contracts to every man, woman and child on the planet. Danny had shrugged and said, “Bully for us.” Geoff told him he suffered from delusions of grandeur. Danny said it was called vision and it would make them all rich.

				One says. The other says. One says. The other says. It was all too much for me. I had no opinion one way or the other. When lunchtime came, I scurried along Eglinton to a McDonald’s at Yonge Street so I could get out of the basement and into the fresh air. I had a headache but it felt to me like the fresh air was making things worse. Maybe it was all the noise from the traffic. I couldn’t find a place where I could simply sit and settle myself. Everything about the city streets conspired to keep me moving. Passing shop windows along the way, it was the first time in my life that I noticed how all the local businesses worked to secure their premises. I saw door contacts fixed to the lintel, infrared motion detectors in corners just below the ceiling, window sensors to detect impacts against the pane; some shops had retractable screens they drew along the inside of their front windows at closing time; others had permanent iron bars.

				After lunch, Simon started phoning in at regular intervals. I’m not sure what he wanted, but it had nothing to do with feeding Geoff new client information. They were weird conversations. Simon would say something, then Geoff would say: “No. No. No word yet. Let you know as soon as I hear something.” He’d hang up and tell me it was Simon but offer nothing more.

				At four o’clock, the bells on the door clanged upstairs and a pair of heavy feet plodded overhead to the rear of the shop and down the stairs. Geoff introduced me to Nod, the dyslexic. His real name was Don, but Geoff called him Nod and Nod didn’t seem to mind. Nod stood about ten feet seven inches tall and hung back by the doorway, head bowed so he wouldn’t scrape it on the ceiling tiles. There was a goofy grin stuck to his face. He wore army fatigues, probably because the army surplus store was the only place where he could find clothes big enough. He clomped around in weathered Kodiak Grebs and wore a leather kit bag over his shoulder so that his tools would be with him wherever he went. There was a toque over Nod’s cowlick, but it was too small so it didn’t have much more coverage than a kepah, and it accentuated his ears so he looked like a giraffe that had been cross-bred with an elephant. For the longest time, Geoff ignored the grinning goofy giant, pretending he had important things to tell me. But he couldn’t keep this up indefinitely. Nod the dyslexic asked if there was any news yet. Geoff said he’d heard butkus.

				At four-thirty, Simon did his light two-step across the floor upstairs and joined us in the office. Today he wore a pink silk shirt and yellow tie which, when taken with his bling, made him look like a worn out pimp. He kept looking at his Rolex knock-off and asking if we’d heard anything.

				“Nada, nil, nyet, zip, zero, nullius, diddly squat.”

				I looked around the room, shifting my gaze from face to face to face. “What’s everybody waiting to hear about?”

				Geoff affected a casual nonchalance: “Danny’s having some surgery done.”

				“Serious?”

				Simon coughed.

				Geoff muttered something, then repeated himself a little louder: “Heart transplant.”

				“Shit, I guess it is serious.”

				Simon put on his gravest of grave expressions and looked directly into my eyes. “To be honest with you, Alan, we don’t know if he’s gonna make it. And even if he does make it, the doctor says it’s fifty-fifty whether he makes it to next week.”

				“Does he have family?”

				Simon continued to stare at me and his expression remained unchanged, as if my question was somehow irrelevant. “There’s his wife. Whatsername. Julie? Jennie? Christ. I dunno what her name is.”

				“How ‘bout kids? He got any kids?”

				They looked at each other. Nod the dyslexic had heard something about kids. Maybe a daughter. Yeah, a daughter. Geoff thought it was a son. Yeah, a son. Simon thought maybe it was both. Yeah, a daughter and a son. That’s it. He had one of each. Maybe. I guess. It was entirely within the realm of the possible. No one had ever said otherwise.

				Geoff lit a cigarette. Simon lit a cigarette. Nod the dyslexic lit a cigarette. Then Slick Rick arrived with cans of Guinness and plastic cups, and after he had set his armload on my desk, he lit a cigarette too. Slick Rick was the sales staff, though he worked straight commission in a special arrangement with Danny. While Slick Rick was wandering around upstairs looking for a bottle of Irish whiskey he’d stowed underneath one of the display cases, Geoff fitzed open a can of Guinness and explained that because Danny thought Slick Rick was some kind of marketing genius he gave him special treatment. Nobody knew what was so special about Danny’s special treatment, especially since Danny never paid him more than a hundred dollars in any given week. But Slick Rick seemed to be doing well: fancy clothes, lots of bling, nice car, a place of his own, a different girl every weekend. Everybody called him Slick Rick because he had a black pouf of hair that he slicked back like Desi Arnaz. Also, it was reasonably descriptive of his personal style. He was the kind of man you’d trust with your insurance contract, but not with your daughter. He was the sort of person who would look you straight in the eye, disarm you with a smile, shake your hand, pat you on the back, offer you a smoke, tell you a funny story to get you laughing, but when he was through with you, left you with the impression you had been talking to a piece of paper. Like a gust of wind, your memory would crumple him up and toss him into a corner. 

				Slick Rick poured out five shots of whiskey in plastic cups and we toasted Danny, and even though we had no reason to believe Danny was dead yet, nevertheless our basement party assumed the tone of a wake. Slick Rick said Danny had been like a father to him, more than his own father – son of a bitch - who had skipped out on his mom when he was only five. Danny had shown him the ropes, taught him the trade, taken him under his wing. Before Slick Rick got too misty-eyed, he tossed back his shot and shouted “Yes!” Nod the dyslexic said Danny had hired him straight from community college after he’d gotten his electronics engineering certificate and had told him he was fine just the way he was, even though he had trouble reading and couldn’t follow a map worth a damn. “Here’s to you, Danny!” And he downed the last of his whiskey. Simon took a turn while Slick Rick refilled his cup. Simon was a Christian, and even though Danny liked to colour his language with words like “fuck” and “shit” a little more than was healthy for his spirit, even so, there was a warmth to him and a breadth of character that spoke to Simon of Christ’s loving embrace. He just knew that underneath that rough exterior was a good Christian soul longing to break out. So from one Christian to another … and down went the whiskey. Geoff took a turn, saying that Danny was the biggest bragging, lying, bullshitting, storyteller he’d ever met – and also the greatest salesman he’d ever met, a consummate artist, a man with a rare gift. “From one Irish asshole to another!”

				That’s when they all turned to me as I stood there, leaning on the side of the cabinet full of blank invoices, Danny’s folly, with an empty cup in my hand and a head swimming because I’d been drinking with no food in my stomach. I stared back at all my new friends, and even though I didn’t know what to say, the Irish in the Irish whiskey had loosened my tongue. I held out my cup for Slick Rick to pour and he poured generously. “Danny,” I said. “I may not know you, and – who knows? – maybe I never will. Even so, I know you’re a fine man because your friends speak so well of you. But more than that, I know you’re a fine man because you’re the only employer I’ve ever had who gives his employees liquor at the end of their first day on the job. Cheers!”

				When I got home for supper, Mom asked how my first day had gone. I told her it had gone fine – the usual boring office stuff: invoices, order picking, payroll, bookkeeping – but I left out the bits about heart transplants and shots of Irish whiskey at the end of the day.

				The next morning I arrived a little later than I had arrived the day before – three minutes to nine – only this time no one was in the shop and the front door was bolted shut. Geoff had given me my own key for just such an occasion. I turned the key, opened the door, and when I stepped inside and the bell on the inside knob had stopped clanging, I heard a distinct beeping I had never heard before. It never occurred to me that an alarm company would wire its own premises and arm the system when everyone went home at the end of the day. I tried looking for a keypad, but it wouldn’t have made any difference because Geoff had forgotten to tell me the code I was supposed to enter. I stood at the centre of the shop, in the middle of the “U”, with glass cases all around me, and waited helpless for the inevitable to happen: sirens started to screech, a red light went round and round like the cherry on a police car, and a stern paternal voice advised me that security personnel had been dispatched to the premises.

				Despite the din, I heard the phone ring so I went downstairs to the office and answered it. The caller said she was a woman from Triple-A Monitoring Service who had received a notice that our system was compromised. Did I know the secret password?

				“For Christ’s sake,” I said.

				“That’s not it.”

				When she determined that I didn’t know the PIN or the secret password or whatever the hell I was supposed to know, the woman told me the security officers would have no choice but to come to the premises and interrogate me to ensure that I was authorized to be there. By then, my heart was pounding. I felt like a criminal. I was like one of those suspicious characters from the movies who never does anything wrong but is sufficiently shady that we distrust them all the same. I thanked the woman and as soon as I hung up, the phone rang again.

				It was Simon: “What the fuck is going on there? I just got a page from Triple-A.”

				“You’re gonna hafta yell a bit louder because I can’t hear you over the siren.”

				Simon screamed his question at me, then I explained that while Geoff had given me the key to open up the shop, he forgot to mention the part about disarming the alarm system.

				“Well, Jesus,” he said. “Guess I’ll come over and sort things out, but if I lose this sale I’m gonna be fucking pissed.”

				Nod the dyslexic arrived at ten past nine to check the schedule for his next job and to grab the box of materials I’d picked yesterday. He showed me where the keypad was and how to turn off the siren. Triple-A’s phone number was on a sticker beside the keypad, so Nod phoned them with the code word and they promised to tell their security officers to withdraw. Nod told the woman he thought that was funny; it sounded like sex. I think everything sounded like sex to him. When he found out about his first installation of the day, he waved the pink slip with the address under my nose and told me he was off to see the golden girl.

				“Good for you, Nod.”

				“Seriously, I’m seeing the golden girl.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“I dunno. I guess she’s blond. Maybe she’ll do me.”

				I ignored Nod. The light on the answering machine was blinking. It was one of those machines that records messages on a cassette tape so that if a person felt like it, he could call the number and leave a message that was forty-five minutes long. I pushed the play button and the message started – a man’s voice, hoarse as if his throat was dry, and groggy-sounding, as if he was on drugs:

				“Hi all you … all you … you people at uhhhh … just making sure you’re all working your little asses off … Ah, Jesus, Mary and Joseph … what now? … fucking tube … eyes are kind of blurry still … or maybe it’s the world … fuck … sheet’s all twisted around my balls … shhhh… hear that … thud thud … thud thud … new heart … shit, you wouldn’t believe … but I’m alive … Christ, it’s unfuckingbelievable … giving you fair warning … did you hear, though? … told me, uh, when? Before I went under? No. After I came out. Fuck me, I dunno … the whaddyacallit, the one who dies … gets smushed up in some fucking accident … donor – that’s the word. The donor. You hear? Some fucking black girl. Christ, an Irishman with a black girl’s heart … ha ha ack ack ack … fuck I could use a cigarette, that and a cup of coffee … fuck me but I’m tired … they put all kinds of shit in these tubes … when I get back, I’m gonna dance like you’ve never seen me dance … it’s in my fucking blood now.”

				The machine beeped and the tape stopped.

				“So that’s Danny,” I said to no one in particular.

				Upstairs, the bells on the door jangled and a brisk pair of feet crossed the wooden floor in a precise rhythm, the kind of rhythm you’d expect from a white man dancing with a broomstick up his ass. Simon traipsed down the stairs, silk shirt and zoot suit, gold tie clip and poof flouncing from his breast pocket. Even before he had entered the office: “Did you get everything sorted out? Geoff is such a prick. He did it on purpose you know.” Simon was out of breath from his dash across the city. The bags under his eyes were drooping so far down his face, I could have stored fruit in them. Between pants, he explained that Geoff had quit. He saw that the office was in good hands, so he decided to make a break for it. Forgetting to tell me about the PIN for the alarm system was just his way of saying good-bye.

				Simon set an arm on my shoulder and said he hoped all of this – he swept his arm in a vague arc that was supposed capture the heart transplant, the alarm going off, Geoff’s sudden disappearance – he hoped it didn’t overwhelm me. He’d understand - he’d absolutely understand - if I chose to turn around and walk out the door. I was a smart guy and I could find another job just like that. He snapped his fingers. (He paused; it was a dramatic pause, an actor’s pause, and it held me rapt.) Then again, a smart guy was just what they needed. It was almost like – like fate had dropped me at their doorstep. Everything was coming together. Security Forces Inc. was on the cusp of something big. With that news, Simon stepped to my desk and laid out the paperwork for three fresh jobs.

				“But Danny. What if he – ”

				“Uh, uh, uh,” and Simon held a finger to my lips. “We don’t talk that way. Today is Tuesday. It’s Tuesday.” Simon held his hands cupped in front of him and he stared wide-eyed into them as if Tuesday was sitting on his palms shining out at us. They had just called him from the hospital. Danny was up and walking circuits around the cardiac ward. Yesterday, the man was prone on an operating table with his chest wide open and nothing in it – as close to the throne of judgment as a man can get without being cold in the ground- yet here he was today, on his feet and telling dirty jokes. They say that’s the protocol nowadays: get the patient moving around as soon as possible. The sooner he’s out of his bed, the better his chances. If you don’t keep moving, you’re dead. When Danny went under the knife, they were doing three heart transplants in a row. When the anaesthetic wore off for the first recipient, the man had moaned and refused to sit up; he was dead an hour later. When the anaesthetic wore off for the second recipient – this one, a woman – she sat up in her bed but cried and said she was too depressed and refused to get out of bed; she was still in ICU and doctor’s figured she’d be lucky if she lasted the week. But when the anaesthetic wore off for Danny, he looked up at the nurse and told her she was the most beautiful sight his Irish eyes had ever beheld and could he maybe, just maybe, touch her boobs. She said yes as long as it was in the lounge on the far side of the ward, and as long as he made it there within the next ten minutes. Before she’d even finished spelling out her offer, Danny had swung around so his legs were hanging over the side of the bed and he was yelling at the orderly to move his IV to one of those poles with wheels because he had some walking to do. And the nurse? She made good on her promise.

				Simon says: “This story could be complete bullshit. But that’s Danny for you. And the part about the walking is true.”

				Simon thought it was a sign that business was ready to take off – just like my appearance at the interview on Friday was a sign. It’s not every day that a law school dropout walks through your door and offers his services.

				“But it won’t happen if we all stand around like this. Danny sure isn’t standing around.” Simon glared at Nod the dyslexic. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

				Nod the dyslexic grinned and waved the pink slip with the address of his next job on it and told Simon he was off to see the golden girl.

				“You stupid fuck!” and Simon whacked Nod the dyslexic on the back of the head. “That’s a restaurant. It’s the Golden Grill. I got that job last week. And you better not fuck it up because they’ve got three other locations we could be doing.”

				When Nod the dyslexic and Simon, Vice President of Sales, had left the store, I gathered up the three deposit cheques for the new jobs and filled in a deposit slip. Security Forces Inc. used a bank at the corner of Eglinton and Bathurst. I could walk there and back in under half an hour with enough time to grab myself a coffee along the way. I needed the coffee because I was still feeling groggy from the whiskey the night before, and the adrenaline jolt from the false alarm had worn off. When I ran upstairs to the shop, Slick Rick was hunched over one of the counters with his face pressed close to the glass. As soon as he heard me, he shot up straight and held his back rigid.

				“Fuck, man, you scared the shit outta me.”

				Something fell from between his fingers and piddled off the top of his shoe. I couldn’t be certain, but it looked to me like a rolled-up twenty dollar bill. There was white powder on his upper lip, like he’d just been eating a donut but had forgotten to wipe his face with a serviette. He wondered what I was doing, and when I told him, he offered to give me a ride. He was headed in that direction, plus he had a really nice set of wheels and figured I’d want to ride in it sooner or later anyways. It was Danny’s car. Smooth ride. A beauty. It was really, really, really. He coughed and he snorted. “It’s a great day today,” he said. “Every day’s a great day only this day is more greater than usual.”

				I didn’t want to accept Slick Rick’s offer, but I didn’t want to come off as rude either, especially since it was only my second day on the job and I wanted to do my best to fit in. Even so, there was something off about Slick Rick. He seemed a little too much of everything: a little too much energy and alertness, a little too much gel in the hair, a little too much random chatter about how wonderful everything is, a little too much Tony Robbins optimism to be real.

				The car was an enormous white Lincoln Continental with a roof that went up and down at the push of a button (as Slick Rick demonstrated five times in the first block), and it had a built-in phone. “Kennedy was killed in a car like this, you know.” With one hand on the steering wheel, veering between cars, he used his other hand to dial the phone, then again, and again, and again. There was a frenetic rhythm in the way he punched the numbers. At the same time, he explained that sales was an art, and he was an artist, it was a lifestyle, all-consuming, waking and breathing and sleeping, and a salesman was only as good as his next phone call. That’s why he had to make so many phone calls, even when he was driving and talking. Always, there had to be the next phone call. “Always keep moving,” he said, “or you’re dead.”

				Riding with Slick Rick, I was afraid the opposite might be true.

				I survived the first week without making any serious mistakes. Most of the time I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t know a damn thing about bookkeeping, so I phoned a friend who had gone to business school before he went to law school and he explained to me the difference between a debit and a credit. I was surprised to learn that it wasn’t the same as the debit and credit columns on a bank deposit slip, so I had to correct all the entries I had made earlier in the week. I never bothered to ask the reason why things are done that way; I accepted it on faith. I already knew I wasn’t going to stick around long enough to care.

				Later in the week, I met some of the freelance installers. It turns out they weren’t Russians; they were Serbs and more motivated than Nod the dyslexic. I decided to give the Serbs the tough jobs, the ones that involved drilling holes through walls and removing molding and valances, because they were less likely to fuck up. That decision came after I received a call from the golden girl, a raging Asian who said if he ever saw Nod the dysrexic again in his rife, he’d cut of his barrs and serve them up as a kebab on a skewer with mushlooms. Nod the dysrexic had drilled a hole through the casement of a window for the phone cable, but when he tried to caulk the hole, he squirted silicon all over the window. He tried to wipe the caulking from the glass, but only made things worse, getting silicon fingerprints on everything he touched. When he leaned back to think about what to do next, he sat on the caulking gun and got a great wad of silicon stuck to his ass. Later, thinking he was done, he leaned over to gather up his tools and pressed his ass against another window and turned a clear window into one of those opaque windows you find in washrooms. Afterwards, when Simon described the mess, he said the only way Nod the dysrexic could have covered the whole window in silicon was if he had pretended he was giving it a lap dance. In his words, Nod was “unfuckingbelievable.”

				I used the weekend to recover from work. Mom fed me a good meal on Friday night. She thought it was wonderful I had steady work. Even if I didn’t think it was going to turn into a career, it was important to have a routine in my life. If I wasn’t waking up early every morning to take the world by storm, at least I was waking up. On Saturday, Monica and I went to the movies, one of those action thrillers where the people were trying to pull off a bank heist by disabling alarms and fooling the experts. On Sunday I slept late and read all afternoon while Monica studied.

				On Monday morning, I arrived at 8:59 a.m. The front door was already unlocked, the overhead lights were blazing, and the door to the back room was wide open. One of the voices belonged to Simon, but the other I didn’t recognize – a broguish voice – not native, but belonging to someone who had lived here long enough that his accent had been blunted. As I approached, I caught my first sight of Danny O’Toole, proprietor of Security Forces Inc. He was younger-looking than I had expected, with a shock of dark hair and a goatee that reminded me of devil caricatures. There was a lot of droopy, flabby skin, especially around his jowls and upper arms, the kind of skin you see on people who used to be morbidly obese, have lost a hundred and fifty pounds in a month, but haven’t done any exercise to give form to their empty bags of skin. He wore a Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned to the waist, and when he turned to me, I could see the slice down his chest with the skin straining to come apart beneath the staples. A cloud of cigarette smoke floated around his head and an extra large coffee cup sat on the floor between his feet.

				He smiled and, “You must be Alan. Ordinarily I’d stand, but I’ve had a spot of surgery.”

				I shook his hand, then leaned against the doorway while he and Simon talked about the business. Geoff was a prick. Nod the dyslexic was a bonehead. Slick Rick was a thief. “Did you know,” and he looked at me as he spoke, “I’m under the knife and that bastard steals my car keys? Yeah. Tootles around town big as life. Leaves spent condoms on the floor. Yeah. There’s still the smell of skank in the upholstery. Now I ask you: how in the name of God’s brass balls am I supposed to get the smell of skank out of my upholstery?”

				His complaint wasn’t really about skanks in the back seat, of course. It was about being mortally ill and discovering that most of the things he thought he could rely on weren’t so reliable after all. A few good employees. A little loyalty. That’s all he ever wanted. But there he was with his chest cut open, yet his employees thought it was okay to walk out on him or dick around like fools or rob him blind.

				Simon pointed at me. “Now here’s a young man you can rely on. He joins us when we’re in the middle of a crisis and he holds it all together. The bills get paid. The books get balanced. Thanks to him, you come home to a floating ship.”

				I didn’t know whether Simon’s description should make me feel proud or make me feel like running to the shower to scrub away the oily film of salesman shtick. I smiled as bland a smile as I could find, resisted the urge to puke at the runny stuff that was dribbling down Danny’s incision, and excused myself so I could do some real work instead of standing around talking in a cloud of smoke.

				Downstairs, the light on the answering machine was blinking. It was Geoff. He was feeling guilty about leaving me to mop up the mess. Obviously not that guilty, he said, or he would have stayed. He wanted to come in for his final paycheque but he wanted to be sure that the asshole wasn’t in when he dropped by. I didn’t know who he meant by asshole, but because he had seemed to get along with Simon, I assumed he was talking about Danny. When I phoned to tell him there was a cheque waiting for him, he said he was worried that I’d be angry at him because he had dumped a mess onto my lap. I tried my best to set his mind at ease. I didn’t see things the way he saw things. Although the workplace was chaotic, I didn’t feel the least bit stressed by it. I’m not sure why I felt so complacent about everything. Maybe, it was because I had no stake in the business; the whole enterprise could come tumbling down like the walls of Jericho and I would just move on to someplace else, or retreat to my room and whack off whenever I got bored.

				Geoff dropped by after lunch. Danny had said he was as fit as any one of us now that he had a young black heart in his chest, but by eleven o’clock he was looking tired so Simon told him to go home or else Simon wouldn’t bring in any new contracts. The threat worked: Danny went home and Simon went back on the road to sniff out new leads. Alone in the shop, Geoff and I went downstairs to the basement office and had a friendly chat. Geoff went on about how he had been deceived by forgiving eyes. At times, he explained, we all have forgiving eyes. We hear that a man is ill, that he needs a new heart, and we are moved by pity for him. We look at him with forgiving eyes.

				“Did he tell you about how he’s got a black woman’s heart? How he feels like dancing now?”

				I nodded. 

				“And didn’t he have a glint in his eye when he said that?”

				I nodded.

				“You see? You’re like me. You have forgiving eyes. You say to yourself: ‘It’s not really racism; he’s just a character; there’s no real harm in it.’ You make excuses for him. I know I did. The guy’s full of big stories. Big plans. And you want to believe him. You really do. He smiles. He flashes you that winning smile of his and you don’t even notice it happening. You just find yourself waking up one morning saying, ‘Wow, I’d really like things to work out for Danny.’ But it’s all bullshit. You do like me - you go away for a week - and then when you come back, you’re not looking through forgiving eyes anymore. I mean, look at this shit hole. Just look at it.”

				We stared together at the yellowed ceiling tiles and the Rorschach water stains from a leak upstairs. We scuffed our feet across the carpet, stirring up months of accumulated dirt and grime. We listened to the rasping in and out as our lungs recycled smoky musty gritty dirty air. I’d noticed that on the last couple evenings, when I went home, I horked up big brown loogies that tasted like mashed potatoes rolled in ashes. I knew that if I worked too long in this place, I’d need a heart transplant too.

				“Has he told you about Bob?”

				I looked at Geoff and shook my head.

				“Some day, ask him about Bob. Ask him about the war. He says he was in the war. I don’t know what war. Maybe a made-up war. Maybe a war inside his own head. But ask him about Bob. Then you’ll figure out that he had a brain transplant a long time before he ever had a heart transplant. They took out his brain and replaced it with a bucketful of shit.”

				I followed Geoff’s advice – if advice is what you call it – and asked about Bob. It was on the Friday afternoon, the end of my second week at Security Forces Inc. Each day, Danny came in and stayed a little longer than the day before, drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes, abusing Nod the dyslexic to his face, telling Slick Rick he was the son of a whore and the bastard of a thief, and dreaming aloud about the empire he was building. He told me that the security industry was an ocean of opportunity and SFI was one of the sharks in that ocean. One day, the government would to try to corral all but the biggest sharks into a little pool and then drop a sluice gate so that the sharks couldn’t feed on the fish anymore. Which reminded him … had he ever told me the story of Bob? That’s when I asked him to tell me the story of Bob, not that he needed encouragement.

				Danny had served in the marines, although he was vague on where and when and why and for whom. I guess it was a secret mission. They were on the Indian Ocean (or maybe it was the South Pacific) cruising along in a cruiser (or maybe a destroyer) doing thirty-five knots in fair weather. There was nothing on the horizon, no indication of what was to come, just a gentle breeze from the southwest and a salt spray in the beard. Then bang! A shudder through the whole ship that sent them all reeling. They never knew what hit them, what breached the hull, because the ship sank fast, but afterwards, when they were floating in the water, there was lots of time to speculate. Word went around that it was the Russians – a torpedo from a nuclear submarine – or maybe the Chinks – a sneaky bunch of communists all the way around. The ship went down in the blink of an eye, so there was no time to put out any lifeboats. All he or any of his mates could do was snatch up a life preserver and shove it over his head, then jump over the side and get as far as he could from the ship before it went under. Some died in their bunks, it went down that fast. Some escaped but drowned because they were sucked down in the wake of the sinking ship. With a crew of three hundred and fifty, nearly two hundred and fifty got off the ship. Of those, fifty were badly injured. Things had toppled over on them, or they’d fallen down stairs or tripped through hatches or they’d been trampled in the confusion. There they were, two hundred and fifty men floating on the open seas. No food. No fresh water. And they already knew that at least fifty of them weren’t going to make it.

				The ship went down at five in the afternoon, in time for nightfall. To survive, they formed a perimeter of men who clung to one another in a circle, while the men inside the perimeter rested without fear of drifting away, although nobody really got any rest, and nobody was really without fear. Partway through the night, they switched and those who had formed the perimeter took a turn trying to rest. When the sun came up on the next day, every time the men hit the crest of a swell, they could look out at the sea around them, and off in the distance, in amongst the waves, they could see a dorsal fin, first here and here, then again behind. All day they watched the dorsal fins circling the group, getting closer hour by hour. They made a decision. All the injured men would go on the outside. They were done for anyways, so what did it matter? A couple were dead already. Of the fifty, there were two or three still conscious enough to object, but their cries drew the sharks even closer, so the men had no choice but to bludgeon them. They all became like savages.

				When night fell, the feast began. It wasn’t a feeding frenzy. It unfolded with the measured precision of a ticking clock. The sharks wheeled around the men and at regular intervals one would break from the circle and move in, looking to pick off the weakest. By first light, all the injured men were gone and the water around them was crimson. The surviving two hundred drew together in a tight circle with instructions to fight off attacking sharks. They should punch and kick, especially in the snout. Some of the men had knives. Those with knives should try to slash the sharks across the snout. Sometimes it worked and the sharks retreated to their circle; sometimes it didn’t and there would be a struggle followed by a choked cry. By evening their numbers had been cut in half.

				Danny was struggling to stay awake. Even though they’d gone down in the Indian Ocean (or maybe the South Pacific) and it was warm water, it was warm only in comparison to the North Atlantic; it was still cold enough that if you floated in it for any length of time, it sucked all the life out of you. As Danny’s eyes were closing, he felt a nudge from behind. He turned around and there was a mate of his bumping against him, head drooping, floating high in the water. Danny gave him a shove to wake him up. He called his name but the mate didn’t answer. He gave another shove, but harder this time. The mate toppled over. He had no legs.

				That was Bob. That wasn’t his real name, of course, but that’s what everybody called him as he floated around in the ocean. Bob.

				Danny leaned in to me with a fatherly look and said: “When you’ve lived a bit, like I have, you get so you appreciate the life you have and you want to make something of it.”

				Simon saved me with the phone, calling in a batch of new orders for the day. Danny watched as I opened new accounts for each client and entered all the information in the computer and posted notices on the whiteboard for the installers.

				“You’re not a faggot, are you?”

				I shook my head.

				“Good. Because I’d hate to tell you a story about tits and find that I’d been wasting my breath.”

				“Tits are good.”

				“I’m glad to hear it.” Danny paused to light another cigarette. “You heard how they got me out of bed, didn’t you?”

				“After the operation?”

				“Yeah.”

				“When the nurse promised you her - ?”

				“Exactly.”

				“Yeah, Simon told me about it.”

				“Well it reminds me of another time, back when I was stationed in Egypt.”

				By then, Danny had been recruited to Special Ops. I had no idea what “Special Ops” means or what it does, and Danny probably had no idea either, but I wasn’t about to ask my boss embarrassing questions. Military Command (assuming there is such a thing) had decided that if a man is tough enough to survive two days floating in shark infested waters, then he’s tough enough to carry out secret missions in the desert. There had been a bunch of them on a weekend furlough in Cairo. They had been staying at a hotel in the middle of the city – a whorehouse, but they called it a hotel because taxpayers don’t want to know that their government is treating its boys to R & R at a whorehouse. The stairs were on the outside of the building, with a gangway running along the front of all the rooms. They looked out across the city, the minarets, the Nile, it was a beautiful location. Danny had been doing whatever it is men do when they’re on R & R at a whorehouse when he heard a scream outside at the other end of the gangway. He opened the door and watched as a naked woman ran past, screaming, clutching at her left tit and spewing blood from it like lava from a volcano. A couple seconds later, a naked man ran past, pursued by two MP’s who were taking swipes with their truncheons at the man’s head. The man turned and stared at Danny, and as he ran past, he went “Ptoo” and spat something out at him. Whatever the man had spat out landed on the floor beside Danny, so he set a foot on top of it to keep it hidden from the MP’s. When the MP’s had disappeared, Danny leaned over to pick up the object. It was the woman’s nipple. The man had bitten it off and spat it at Danny to get rid of the evidence.

				Danny looked at me, then reached into his shirt and took hold of something on the end of a string that was wrapped around his neck. He drew it over his head and handed it to me. “Go on,” he said. “Have a look.”

				I took it by the string and held it at arm’s length. It was a wizened brown nubbin that looked like the top of an acorn, only smaller. There was a hole through the middle of it so Danny could string it around his neck. When I squeezed it between two fingers, I discovered that it was hard. I had expected something flaccid, but this was tough and leathery.

				After the commotion on the gangway, Danny had wrapped the fresh and bloodied nipple in a cloth and stuffed it in a pocket. He got dressed and paid his woman and told her to fuck off. He went down into the market and found a man he’d dealt with for a variety of services, the kind of man who knew better than to ask questions, the kind of man who could connect Danny to someone who had specialized tanning and preserving skills.

				“This, my friend, is a genuine Egyptian nipple. I want you to have it.”

				I stared at Danny. I scrutinized his face for a sign that he was joking, but his expression was solemn. He was handing over to me something more than a mere token. This nipple was a symbol of something. He expected me to carry on his dream of a home security empire. Maybe this nipple symbolized his dream.

				“I can’t,” I said. “It seems – It’s too much.”

				“No, I insist. You have to take it. I just know. I have a feeling about this.”

				So that Friday night I took home Danny’s specially preserved Egyptian nipple and I strung it over my bedpost.

				I didn’t sleep well on the weekend. It had something to do with the fact that I wasn’t able to spend much time with Monica. She was studying for final exams, so even when we did spend time together, it was me staring out the window or making us a lunch or pouring her another cup of coffee and she buried in her casebooks. When I went to bed, I dreamt of Monica. She stood before me naked. I leaned in towards her and kissed her left breast. As I drew her nipple into my mouth, I sank my teeth into the soft flesh and tasted the blood that flowed between my lips. She screamed and I woke up. Each night of the weekend, my dreams were some variation of this. Standing or kneeling. Left breast or right. Tender seduction or rough play. But always, it ended with my teeth sinking into the flesh around the nipple and copious blood pouring down my chin.

				On Monday morning, I arrived at 9:01 a.m. and found a woman sitting in my chair. She was older, maybe fifty-five or sixty. I said hello. She smiled at me and returned the hello. Danny stumbled down the stairs behind me and introduced me to the new office help, Lorraine McGonegal.

				“But I don’t need office help.”

				“Ah, but you will.”

				“How are we supposed to pay her?”

				“With all the money Simon’s going to bring in.”

				“Last week I had to sell ten monitoring contracts to pay Simon’s commission. That’s capital up in smoke.”

				“We’ll buy them back.”

				“How?”

				“With all the money Simon’s going to bring in.”

				Lorraine stood over the computer with its monitor stacked on top, wrapping her arms around the monitor like she was giving it a hug. “How do you turn this thing on?” She spoke with a low gravelly voice that you can get only by smoking three packs of cigarettes a day. In some respects, she looked like Danny’s twin with her pear-shaped body and flaccid arms, but when she settled back in her chair and swiveled around to face me, I saw that she had enormous boobs, and she wore big hair, dyed but grey at the roots, in the kind of broad loops that women get when they spend the night in curlers. When she glared at me over her reading glasses, I could tell that she was the sort who knew the difference between a debit and a credit.

				“Are you the boy who started here a couple weeks ago?”

				I extended my hand but she didn’t seem interested.

				“I’m Lorraine, the bookkeeper, and I’m here to whip this place into shape.”

				I couldn’t think of anything to say.

				“Now if you could show me how to turn this thing on.”

				I spent the week introducing Lorraine McGonegal to the office routines at Security Forces Inc. Simon was the most charming man she’d ever met. She saw nothing the least bit funny in calling our in-house installer “Nod, the dyslexic”, and after I had told her the story of the golden girl, she stared at me with stone cold eyes. She didn’t grasp the practical need for keeping the subcontractors out of the stockroom and she refused to believe that a fine-looking young man like Rick could be a coke-snorting thief. When I opened the big cabinet filled with blank invoices and explained to her Danny’s folly, she said I was wrong; Danny was a visionary. Each day, I tried to explain the difference between a door contact and a motion sensor, and the next day she would ask me to explain it again. By Wednesday, I gave up trying to explain things. On Friday morning, when it came time to do payroll, I showed Lorraine the bank balance and the amount that had to be paid, and asked her to calculate the shortfall. I phoned a broker and sold ten more monitoring contracts and went to the bank to transfer funds from the credit card merchant account to SFI’s general account to cover the payroll. When I returned, I explained to her that we were gradually selling off all of SFI’s capital; soon there would be nothing left.

				“But it’s only paper,” she said.

				On Friday afternoon, Danny came downstairs with a coffee in hand and a cigarette between his lips. That’s when I told him I was quitting. Danny said he was sorry. I was a smart lad and he thought I really had what it took. But it was my choice and he wasn’t about to get in my way. I was free to fart around as I pleased with that stupid fuck named Geoff. He turned and went upstairs to finish his cigarette in the back room.

				When Danny was gone, Lorraine lit a fresh cigarette from the embers of the one she had been smoking, then turned to face me with her reading glasses and her giant boobs. I could feel smoke-encrusted mucous separating from the skin at the back of my throat. The thought of swallowing it disgusted me, so I stepped into the stockroom and horked it into a box of window contacts. When I came back, Lorraine pointed a finger at me and called me an irresponsible young man.

				“Danny is such a lovely gentleman and he’s suffered so much.”

				“Danny is a bullshitting windbag.”

				“You know what’s wrong with you? You have no compassion. Worse than that, you have no sense of commitment. Flit from one thing to another. No loyalty. No concern for the man behind the business. You’re like so many other young people. It’s all about you.”

				All sorts of self-justifying responses passed through my head, but I saw no point in voicing any of them. If Danny’s folly was an example of vision, then my talk of abandoning a sinking ship would be an example of callous disregard. Nevertheless, I was right and she was wrong and that was the end of it.

				After I walked out that Friday afternoon, I never heard from any of those people again – except Geoff. Later that summer I drove through the intersection of Eglinton and Avenue Road and noticed a new sign on the building, something about lingerie, so I phoned Geoff to see if he knew anything. He’d heard only rumours – a few comments from Simon, who was now a sales executive for Great White Security, and some dribbles of information from a friend of a friend of a friend. It turns out that Danny and Slick Rick were closer than anyone had suspected. They had an arrangement. Slick Rick would break into local homes, never taking much, just messing things up enough to give the homeowners that dark and knotted feeling in the chest: the feeling that all the old touchstones had been smashed and there was nothing left that one could rely on. The panicked homeowners would see the sign on the shop or one of the ads Rick stapled to telephone poles, and they would call for an estimate. Danny and Rick said it was creative marketing. However, as Rick trudged deeper and deeper into the snow, Danny began to worry that the boy might get sloppy, so he cut him adrift. Danny began to worry that the boy might get vindictive, so he sold the business and moved north of the city. Since then, Geoff hadn’t heard so much as a squeak. For all he knew, Danny had died, which was a likely outcome given that he’d been having problems with the anti-rejection medications and refused to stop smoking and drinking coffee.

				Geoff hadn’t heard anything about Nod the dyslexic either. I don’t suppose much changed for him. His was that innocuous brand of incompetence that floats unharmed through life.

				And me? That September I went back to law school.
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