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   Um, hello.
 
   To say I was hesitant about giving this acceptance speech is like saying Napoleon was a little miffed when he conquered all Europe only to be repelled by the Russians.
 
   When they offered me the award, I wondered if it was a trick. Because what I’m going to tell you could very well ruin my life. My wife is sitting in the audience, and I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t divorce me before I’m done. A restraining order might also be in the cards.
 
   Hi, Lisa.
 
   Now, ladies and gentlemen, pay attention.
 
   Pay attention, because I’m only going to say this once.
 
   I work for a company that manufactures plush toys.
 
   Wait. That’s much too pleasant a picture of my employment.
 
   Every day I sit in an assembly line, fastening the eyes onto toy dolls. People always assume that defects in stuffed animals are unintentional. Enthusiasts pay more for defective toys. They think some machine made a mistake.
 
   Sometimes I’ll give a plush toy three eyes. Sometimes I sire a Cyclops. Sometimes a plush toy will be born genetically blind, all because it passed through my clever hands.
 
   No one says anything. No one cares. My supervisor passes over my work with neither praise nor censure.
 
   Friends, the people making your stuffed animals are slack and indifferent. They produce freakish abominations. Your child receives a frightening excuse for a bear, or a giraffe, and no one bats an eyelash.
 
   Anyway. I guess I have a lot of time to think, working on an assembly line. I guess I think plenty of antisocial things while spawning hundreds of tiny plush travesties an hour. But I never meant to write any of it down.
 
   I see the police have just entered, at the back of the room. Good evening, officers. I ask only that you let me finish. After that, I’ll go wherever you need me to, peaceably.
 
   I came home from work that day like any other day.
 
   I hugged my wife. Greeted our kids. Went downstairs to the den and spent a good ten minutes breathing heavily, and trembling, and trying hard not to break something.
 
   I came upstairs again. “What will we have for supper?” I said.
 
   The phone rang. I paused. Who calls an assembly line worker during supper hour when his wife and kids are home? Nobody, that’s who. Telemarketers.
 
   I entered the living room and picked up the phone; delivered a casual “Hey.” Like I do it all the time.
 
   “Good evening,” said a feminine voice. “Is this Mr. Anthony Jones?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Mr. Jones, I’m with the CAA.”
 
   “The what? The CIA?”
 
   She laughed. “No, Mr. Jones, the CAA. The Canadian Authors Association.”
 
   I relaxed. “Oh. You guys have an association, now?” 
 
   “Since 1921.”
 
   I grunted.
 
   “Mr. Jones, I’m calling to congratulate you.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes. You. You’re one of this year’s winners in our Bursary for Fledgling Writers. You took first place in the category for novel-length manuscripts.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re—”
 
   “What makes you think I’d write a book?”
 
   She hesitated. “Well, there’s one right here with your name on it, Mr. Jones. And we thoroughly enjoyed it. It’s a little dark—”
 
   “I think you have the wrong Anthony Jones.”
 
   “It has your telephone number on it.”
 
   “How much is first place?”
 
   “Ten thousand dollars.”
 
   Breathe, I told myself. Just breathe.
 
   “Mr. Jones? Are you still there?”
 
   I hung up.
 
   My wife walked in. “Who was that?”
 
   “Nobody.” I left through the front door.
 
   As if I don’t put up with enough bullshit at work.
 
   Every night my neighbor, Mitchell, and I stand on his front porch and shoot the proverbial excrement. That night, our session would have to occur a little earlier than usual.
 
   Every night he offers me a cigarette, and every night I say, “Mitchell, you know you’re holding a gun to my head every time you offer me one of those cancer sticks.”
 
   But that night? I took the cigarette and smoked it to the filter.
 
   Mitchell did a double take. His big, white eyes stared at me from deep within their sockets.
 
   I ignored him.
 
   That night I checked my email, and there was one from the CAA. I deleted it. I assigned the CAA to my junk mail list.
 
   I was shaking again. I was shaking. Where was my Valium?
 
   There was my Valium.
 
   I stopped shaking. I got a coffee.
 
   We are all cogs in this gigantic capitalist machine. We drag ourselves to our mindless jobs, we drag ourselves to our TV-side armchairs, and we drag ourselves to big-box chain stores. For the most part, we’re complacent cogs. We submit to being trained. We submit to renting ourselves out for eight hours a day.
 
   We submit to our bosses treading on our dreams.
 
   The next morning, someone showed up at my door. He was holding something.
 
   “What’s that you’re holding?” I asked him.
 
   “This is your manuscript, Mr. Jones. It has your address on the front. Entrants were required to submit two copies, and this is one of yours.”
 
   My hand twitched. I wanted to slam the door in his skinny writer face.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with being a closet writer, Mr. Jones. And there’s especially nothing wrong with being a good one.”
 
   I took the manuscript. Flipped through it. On the front was my name, my number, my address, and the title, Portrait of a Plush Toy Maker. Hilarious.
 
   “What’s your name?” I said.
 
   “Sean.”
 
   “Sean, you need to understand something. You need to understand that I had no part in writing this.”
 
   Sean smiled. “If you didn’t write it, then who—”
 
   “I don’t know, Sean. I don’t know who fucking wrote it. Perhaps some sick asshole wrote it and submitted it in my name. Perhaps this is a trick, to make me out to be some kind of novel-writing freak. But Sean, I did not write that book. And I want you off my property.”
 
   I closed the door.
 
   I was still holding the manuscript. It was double-spaced, printed on both sides of eight-and-a-half by eleven computer paper. Neatly bound. I opened it.
 
   On the first page, the narrator shops for a handgun.
 
   I closed the manuscript.
 
   There’s nothing wrong with being a closet writer.
 
   I walked into my den and fired up the woodstove. The plastic cover reeked as the manuscript burned.
 
   That night, on the porch with Mitch, I told him about the phone call, the email, and the manuscript. I was smoking another cigarette to the filter.
 
   “Listen, Anthony,” he said. “If these people are so determined to give you ten grand, take the damn money. Who cares if you wrote it? This is a blessing. You’d be a fool not to jump on it.”
 
   Mitchell is a devout Christian. He says everything happens for a reason. He says God works in mysterious ways.
 
   And I started to think—maybe he was right. Maybe this was recompense for my misery.
 
   So I made a phone call. 
 
   “Hi, this is Anthony Jones. We spoke a couple days ago?”
 
   I was speaking with the same lady. She was glad to hear from me, but she seemed confused about my behavior. She told me there was a banquet for the Bursary winners the following week. I would need to prepare a speech. I wondered what I would say.
 
   The next day my wife called me at work, crying. She stays at home during the day, and she told me I had to leave work and go to Alfred’s school right away. Something terrible had happened.
 
   Alfred is my nine-year-old son. I don’t know why we named him Alfred. I guess we have a sadistic streak.
 
   Thirty minutes, and we were sitting in the principal’s office with Alfred. The principal’s name is Mr. Johnson. He’s balding, and always looks like he hasn’t slept in a month. On his desk sat a very large kitchen knife.
 
   A police officer was also present. He glared at us in much the same way you’d glare at a murderer, or a sex offender. He spoke.
 
   “Do you recognize this knife, Mr. Jones?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s from our kitchen.”
 
   “Do you know why your son brought it to school today?”
 
   My wife and I shared a look. I think we both knew what was happening the moment we saw the knife, but we didn’t want to believe.
 
   I said, “Alfred, why did you bring a knife to school?”
 
   Alfred was unnaturally pale. He stared at the floor.
 
   “Why did you do that?” I said.
 
   “He took it out during class,” Mr. Johnson said in a flat tone. He seemed almost disinterested.
 
   “Is anyone hurt?” my wife whispered.
 
   “Luckily, no.”
 
   Alfred is a good student. He’s a good son. He doesn’t take kitchen knives to school.
 
   My wife started to cry.
 
   “Alfred,” I said, “why did you take a knife to class?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Answer me,” I yelled. “Answer your father!” I was trembling. I was seeing double.
 
   “I read it in a book, Dad.”
 
   I froze. He read it in a book? 
 
   I suddenly had an inexplicable desire to be anywhere but Mr. Johnson’s office.
 
   The police officer cleared his throat. “What book did you read it in, son?”
 
   Alfred didn’t answer.
 
   During the drive home, Alfred was silent. I have never needed my pills so badly. Halfway there, I pulled over and let Lisa drive.
 
   I called my boss and told him I’d be gone for the day. After that, my wife and I shouted at each other until lunch. Alfred was suspended from school until further notice. We discussed juvenile detention centers over Kraft Dinner.
 
   After lunch, I took Alfred to his room and asked him which book he had been talking about. His room is full of them. What kind of book makes a kid decide to carry a knife? 
 
   Alfred burst into tears, and buried his face in my stomach.
 
   “Why wouldn’t you tell the police officer what book you read, Alfie?”
 
   He stared up at me with streaming eyes. At length, he whispered: “Because it’s your book, Daddy.”
 
   I became very cold. My heart tried to escape through my mouth.
 
   “What do you mean, my book?”
 
   Alfred reached under his bed and took out a heavy, black binder.
 
   “I found it hidden downstairs,” he said through guilty sobs.
 
   I took it, and placed it on his bed. I opened it.
 
   It was written in pen. On the first page, the narrator shops for a handgun.
 
   It was my handwriting.
 
   My first panicked reaction was to cover it up. I ordered Alfred to tell no one. I snuck past the kitchen where my wife was drinking coffee, and I started a fire in my woodstove. I ripped the pages from the black binder in clumps. They made a merry blaze.
 
   My hysteria somewhat reduced, I realized I hadn’t destroyed the book. The CAA had a copy, and God knows who else. It could still turn up anywhere.
 
   Strangely, I thought of the kids who ended up with the plush deformities I made at work. I wondered what it did to them. They would be the children of low-income parents, probably, like Alfred is. Bills stacked on bills. House mortgaged to the hilt—if they had a house.
 
   What if everyone is like me? What if everyone who hates what they do takes it out on their work?
 
   That would explain a lot.
 
   I turned on my computer. After clicking through layers and layers of folders, I found a file named “Portrait—Second Draft”. I opened it, and searched the document for the word “handgun”.
 
   There were 37 hits. And at the end of the seventh chapter, the narrator removes the false bottom from his desk, takes out the handgun nestled there, and drives with it to his supervisor’s house.
 
   My desk has a false bottom. But I haven’t looked there for years.
 
   Or have I?
 
   I tore myself away from the desk and ran out of the room. I nailed a couple boards over the door. Lisa begged me to know what was going on, crying, but I couldn’t tell her. Because I didn’t know either.
 
   I haven’t let myself sleep. I’ve only focused on writing this speech. And tonight, before coming here, I tore down the boards and emailed that second draft to the police department, along with a description of what’s happened so far.
 
   I don’t know why you people gave me this award. I don’t know what parts of your souls responded to my book. I barely know what was written in my book.
 
   The first draft led my son to bring a weapon to school, but what does the final draft contain? Is there a scene in which the narrator delivers an acceptance speech?
 
   I’m a normal guy, really. I put the eyes on toy dolls.
 
   And I’m starting to feel better, now. Sometimes, I think, we just need to let this stuff out.
 
   And I pray that—Lisa? Lisa, don’t get up.
 
   I didn’t mean to write that book, honey.
 
   Stay here, Lisa. Stay in this room.
 
   Get back here.
 
   I have a gun, Lisa. Look. I brought a gun to the banquet.
 
   Now. Please don’t leave. You stay right here, sweetheart.
 
   What are you—stop it! Take these off me, you filthy pig.
 
   This isn’t how it ends.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   If you like my writing, I encourage you to check out my mailing list, which I use to give readers a heads-up about new releases and big sales. If you sign up, you’ll get the first chapter of my award-winning novel Taking Stock.
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading this story. Please consider leaving it an honest review on Amazon so that others can discover it.
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