
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Judi



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


A Business Thriller


Stéphane Simard


[image: image]




Translated by Angela Fairbank M.A. C.T.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Before you hand me over
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Before you read my sentence

I’d like to say a few words

Here in my own defence

Some people struggle daily

They struggle with their conscience

Till the end

I have no guilt to haunt me

I feel no wrong intent

Lyrics to A Criminal Mind by Lawrence Gowan
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Friday, April 3, 3:40 p.m.
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The words on the sign attached to the top of the building’s grey sheet-metal façade caught my attention about three months ago. At the time, however, I’d really been hoping to find something better. Now, after yet another week of failing to find a job, I can no longer afford to ignore the words ‘RECRUITING’ in large white letters on a black background.

Consequently, I now find myself zigzagging from the sidewalk to the main entrance to avoid stepping in the various potholes filled with brown water that litter the gravel parking lot.

As soon as I pull open the steel door sprayed with graffiti, a strong smell of transmission oil rises to my nostrils, but I hurry inside anyway to stop the shrill ringing I’ve triggered on opening it.

A few seconds are enough to confirm the idea I’d had of Logistique Demers: a warehouse containing rows of metal scaffolding about ten metres high, filled with wooden pallets, and stacked with cardboard boxes packed in transparent cellophane. It’s not terribly exciting, but I don’t have the luxury of choice.

The absence of any human activity makes me wonder about their actual labour-force needs. The only sign of life comes from the sound of boots clattering on the metal staircase to my left. A burly guy, dressed simply in jeans and a blue cotton shirt with his sleeves rolled-up, approaches. He’s tapping on his cell phone screen, and finally meets my gaze once he’s only a few metres away.

“What can I do for you, buddy?”

“I’m here for the job.”

Time seems suspended as the man, who’s in his forties, contemplates my reply and scratches his thinning fair hair.

I hope I don’t look as old as he does when I reach his age.

“Oh! The sign. Sorry. I’d forgotten it was still hanging on the building.”

He chuckles as he looks me up and down, and then invites me to follow him over to the shed-sized construction trailer located in a corner of the warehouse.

“It isn’t always so quiet,” he remarks over his shoulder without stopping his pace. “The guys finish at three o’clock on Fridays.”

We enter what I’m guessing is his office. He removes a box from one of the two worn, black, fabric chairs across from a beige metal desk.

“Sorry about the mess.”

I quickly scan the prefabricated walls, which are almost completely covered with floor plans showing different sections of the building.

“In April, you never know what the weather will be like. You should wear something warm just in case,” he says, noticing my gaze lingering on the photo of a pretty brunette on a calendar. Her large breasts are barely hidden by the overalls she’s wearing.

Then, he adds with a knowing wink, “In May, you can do what you like. Anyway ... I don’t think we introduced ourselves. Eric Demers,” he says, crushing the hand I offer him.

“Julien Dion.”

He walks behind his desk and sits on a grey chair on wheels that groans beneath his weight, then turns to fill his mug at the water cooler, while I take a seat in the chair he prepared for me earlier.

“Can I offer you something to drink?”

“No, I’m fine.”

He takes a sip, lays his I’M THE BOSS mug on the desk, and then holds his other hand out to me.

“So, show me your resume.”

“I don’t have it with me. I saw the sign and took a chance on coming in.”

“It doesn’t matter. Can you drive a forklift?”

I shake my head.

“Can you write and count?”

“Of course! I’m not an idiot!”

That came out a little stronger than I would’ve liked.

“Don’t get upset, kid. I’m serious. One in three people in Quebec have trouble reading and writing. What’s more, they all seem to live in the east of the city. The job here entails counting boxes and pallets.”

Leaning over the desk, I interrupt him.

“I understand. I’m not crazy!”

My reaction makes him flinch somewhat.

Calm down, for Christ’s sake. You’re scaring him.

“Sorry. I tend to overreact sometimes.”

You should’ve taken your medication this morning, Julien.

He nods as though he understands me, but by gazing into his grey eyes, I can see the same look of rejection other employers have been giving me for three months.

“I’m available day or night because I don’t live very far away ... on Hochelaga Street.”

Why did you say that? You can see there’s no chance in hell of him hiring you.

The boss rolls his chair back and gets ready to stand up.

“Give me a chance, man! I haven’t worked for five years. Just because I have a brain disease doesn’t mean I’m not a hard worker.”

I’m now standing with both of my hands resting on his desk.

“Listen, Julien, I don’t have time to play nursemaid,” he says firmly, standing up to be at the same height as me.

“Just ask me to do one task at a time in the quietest place possible and let me take small breaks from time to time.”

“Right ... well ... you seem okay, but I don’t think it’s going to work. You know, my guys operate quite quickly around here, and I’m often running things on my own. I think we should end the interview now.”

Not knowing how to react, I stare at him silently, my fists clenched, and my eyes wet with rage.

He walks around his desk calmly as he heads out, but I get ahead of him and leave the trailer abruptly. I almost run to the steel door, which I open with a bang, and the last words I say to him are drowned out by the same strident ringing that greeted me just a few minutes ago.

“One day, you’ll be the one begging me, asshole!”
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Friday, April 3, 4:25 p.m.
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A walk of less than 30 minutes gives me the time I need to cool down from my interview, but the inside of my shabby studio does nothing to help my depression. To make matters worse, the cashier at the convenience store stared at me with her jaded look of teenage contempt as I searched all my pockets for enough money to pay for a Budweiser six-pack.

“Cheers!” I say, raising my first can as I look around the room that serves as a combined kitchen, dining room, and living room as if it were filled with people.

Five minutes. I think that’s my record for an interview.

A knock at the door pulls me out of my reverie.

“Julien? It’s Audrey!”

The social worker opens the door by herself. It’s never locked.

Who’d want to come here anyway? It’s small and ugly, and it stinks.

“Yikes! You might want to clean this place up a bit, Julien.”

She says that without reproach, a crooked grin on her lips.

I return her smile, but it’s more of a grimace. Three months ago, I’d have felt judged by her remark, but she’s managed to tame me rather quickly, despite my occasional mood swings.

She removes her short, charcoal-coloured, fleece coat and hangs it on the back of an empty chair next to me.

“Is it happy hour already?”

She sits across from me, and I offer her a can.

“No thanks. Are you celebrating some good news?” she asks, staring at me with her dark eyes as she tucks a strand of smooth black hair behind her right ear.

“ ... ”

“How was your week?”

I avoid her gaze and take a long drink.

“Have you had any interviews?”

I squirm in my chair without answering her. She places her hand over mine to calm me down.

“We knew it wouldn’t be easy, Julien. Remember? We’ve talked about it a lot since you got out.”

“Everyone’s been against me for five years. Nobody believes me and nobody wants to give me a chance,” I say with a hoarse voice.

“I understand, but reintegration is a process, not just a result. Look how far you’ve come. You’re now free to go where you like. You have your own apartment. You even have a nicer phone than I do.”

I smile as I look at my state-of-the-art device on the table, and reply, “I don’t have any data though.”

“You have Wi-Fi. You can make and receive calls. Yes, you have limitations. Yes, there are things you can’t do, but that’s true for everyone, not just you. Instead of only seeing obstacles, consider the possibilities that could be available to you. Reintegration depends a lot on attitude, you know.”

This isn’t the first time I’ve heard her say this from the moment she inherited my file when I got out of prison in January, but her words of wisdom, despite the fact that she’s only in her early thirties, still manage to calm me down.

“Okay. So, apart from airing out your apartment, what’s your plan for airing out your mind this weekend?”

Lost in thought, I’m startled by her change of tone.

I’m not used to this voice that can switch suddenly from the dulcet whispers of an angel to the authoritarian command of a military leader.

“I thought I’d watch some porn on my cell phone. Could you give me a hand if the Wi-Fi crashes?” I ask, moving my right hand back and forth quickly.

I smirk at my joke, but she doesn’t blink.

“Don’t even think about it.”

She glances at her watch and adds, “But I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humour.”

She gets up, puts on her coat, and gives me one last piece of advice before leaving.

“Have a good weekend, and don’t do anything too stupid.”

“Not much chance of that. I’m flat broke.”
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Saturday, April 4, 9:05 a.m.
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I take the twenty steps between my little bed and the toilet like a zombie. Sitting on the john with my phone in hand, I browse the web from page to page when a listing catches my eye.
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Earn up to $2,000 quickly by participating in a clinical study
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A few clicks and about fifteen minutes later, my decision has been made. I rapidly pull on my jeans from the day before, a clean grey T-shirt, and my black hoodie with worn cuffs as I stuff some spare clothing into my beige canvas shoulder bag. I pick up the last five-dollar bill from the little plastic box hidden beneath the sink filled with a week of dirty dishes and walk out after putting on my old canvas shoes without even eating.

Fuck the housekeeping!

Outside, the moisture pierces my body. I try to keep myself warm as best I can by covering my head with my hood and clasping my hands in my front pocket as I hurriedly walk to Cadillac Metro Station.

In April, you never know what the weather will be like. You should wear something warm just in case.

I wince, thinking back to my interview the day before.

The journey to Parc station is long, but I appreciate the warmth of the subway car during the forty-five minutes it takes.

Two thousand bucks is a hell of a lot of cash! I don’t think I’d earn that much in a month working full-time.

A five-minute walk down Parc Avenue takes me to the right address. I climb the three floors of the old, red-brick building to the door identified as ‘Labotonus’ without meeting a living soul. Opening the heavy, grey, steel entrance, I’m struck by the neat decoration of the reception area, which contrasts with the obsolescence of the rest of the building: chic, solid, blond-wood furniture, a modern carpet with exploding patterns, large canvases with bright colours hanging on the walls...

I feel my feet sinking into the soft carpet as I head toward a young man with long black hair smoothed backward smiling at me behind the reception counter.

“Are you here for the clinical trial?” he asks, with what I guess is a slight Spanish accent.

“Uh ... yes.”

He hands me a clipboard with a pencil and a long questionnaire to fill out about my state of health.

I settle into one of the yellow leather armchairs that smells new. I respond as best I can and try not to get too distracted by the background music seeming to come from the huge bouquet of artificial flowers sitting on the imposing round coffee table in the middle of the room.

Headache, dizziness, chills, and nausea are some of the side effects that...

“Is everything okay here?”

Absorbed by my task, I’m startled to see a blonde woman in her twenties dressed in a white coat standing right in front of me.

Since I remain frozen, she points to the questionnaire, and adds curtly, “Are you finished?”

It’s then that I realize that the ten or so other people who’d been sitting around me are no longer there.

“Uh ... almost.”

“Follow me then. We’ll fill in the rest together,” she says, picking up the clipboard and pencil.

She precedes me down a corridor that leads to a huge room bathed in bright natural light, thanks to the all-glass exterior wall and high ceilings that have retained their wide, wooden beams that probably date from the industrial origin of the building.

“My name’s Vanessa. I’m a nurse. I’ll be looking after your health throughout the clinical trial,” she adds as I acclimatize myself to this environment, which is very different from what I’d expected: a pool table, a kitchenette with a lunch counter, a lounge with couches and a giant screen, workstations, each with a computer, a reading corner with more couches and a huge antique wood bookshelf.

“Is this your first visit?” she asks, seeing that I’ve slowed down.

“Yes, but I don’t think it’s going to be my last. It’s a lot nicer than my lousy two-and-a-half room shit hole.”

My hostess smiles and we continue walking toward one of the small, secluded offices at the back of the room. She closes the door and invites me to sit on a small bed like those usually found in doctors’ offices for physical examinations.

“Before I tell you the details of the study, I’ll need to check whether your health makes you eligible,” she says, her eyes fixed on my questionnaire.

After placing the sheet next to me, she takes my vital signs, draws four vials of blood, and hands me a small plastic cup with a lid.

“You’ll have to help me fill it if you don’t want me to have tendonitis on my wrist,” I say with a smile, miming masturbating.

“It’s for a urine sample,” she responds without missing a beat, and then turns her attention back to my questionnaire.

“You didn’t answer the question about drugs.”

“ ... ”

“How often do you use the following drugs: cannabis, PCP, ecstasy, LSD, mushrooms or amphetamines?”

“That’s correct. I didn’t answer.”

I sense a hint of irritation in her blue eyes, which she now plunges into mine.

“You’re going to be testing a drug that contains psychotropics, so it’s not an optional question,” she says, sighing in exasperation.

“I’ve been clean for five years.”


She doesn’t believe you.



“I swear, Your Honour!” I say, raising my right hand. “I stopped everything. It screwed with my head too much.”


She doesn’t insist and writes a few notes on the sheet.



“You’ll have plenty of free time this weekend. If you ever come to a point where you don’t know what to do, here’s some literature about the drug you’ll be testing, its function, dosage, potential side effects, the purpose of the study, and other relevant information,” she says, handing me a leaflet.

We leave the office, and she now takes me to another room as large as the first, containing about thirty camp beds, half of which are already occupied by men lying down on them or by their personal belongings.

“You can take any available bed. At the back, on the left, there are showers and toilets. Bring that back to the office as soon as possible,” she adds, pointing to the cup labelled with my name that I’m holding in my left hand. Then she leaves me there.

“Find a place as far away from the toilets as possible.”


I suddenly turn to the voice behind me.



“Is this your first time?”

Without waiting for my answer, a guy with a shaved head and earlobes stretched by large black rings with chains says, “After each dose of medication, you’ll have the shits. You won’t sleep at all at night if your bed’s too close to the toilets.”

“ ... ”

“Dave,” he adds, holding out his hand, three fingers of which are decorated with large gold rings.

Seeing me hesitate, he points to the bed next to his with one of his arms, which is tattooed from his wrist to the sleeve of his fitted white T-shirt.

“You can have this one. It isn’t taken yet.”

I sling my canvas bag over onto the bed he’s offering and ask, “Is there anything to eat here? I’m starving!”

I haven’t consumed anything since last night, and my belly keeps growling.

“Come on. I’ll show you. You should have something now because it may be the only time in the next twenty-four hours you’ll feel like swallowing anything.”

Dave nods or waves at most of the guys we pass on our way to the kitchen in the room I saw on my arrival.

“Most of us are regulars.”

He pulls a submarine sandwich and two bottles of water from the glass refrigerator.

“It’s very important to stay hydrated.”

I copy him, and we sit on stools at the lunch counter facing the room.

“Aren’t there any girls?”


He laughs as he removes the plastic wrap from his sandwich.



“If you came here to meet girls, you’ll be disappointed. It’s a study that only targets men. Watch out because there are a couple of guys who are only here for that, aware that we’d be boys only ... if you see what I mean,” he adds, winking at me complicitly.


I wince before crunching into my Swiss cheese and ham sub.



“I’m more into girls like nurse Vanessa,” I answer with my mouth full.

Dave nods, then changes the subject by pointing at some of the guys scattered around the room and listing their names, while I swallow my sandwich in silence.

“The long-haired blond guy at the pool table is Joey. The player opposite him is Phil. Over there, the one in the leather coat playing Call of Duty is Sam.”
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