Maybe I’m stupid. Maybe I like to live close to the edge. Maybe I am a power-hungry nutjob that likes to wield authority like a stick. Maybe I’m just a control freak – or maybe I am a superhero – I like to see order in the universe, and I like to see the good guys win. Too bad that I lack the innate powers of Superman, or the gadget-laden vehicles of Batman. I used to wear a utilty belt with a leatherman, adjustable crescent wrench, flashlight, and pager/cellphone, but have since changed jobs… besides with all that stuff on the belt, I almost needed to wear suspenders too.

I flagged an issue today at work that has gnawed on me since mid-last week when I realized the potential (read: high-likelihood) for policy violations. Honestly, different aspects of this supplier had made me feel like something wasn’t right for some time – but nothing that was really actionable especially from within my purview. But then I found out last week that the supplier was administering and supporting our system remotely from offshore – and they are not an approved offshore supplier. Many times recently I have seen onsite contractors (technical) be paid for by finance, making the IT guidelines and scrutiny no longer apply. But with offshore work, even saying it was “mostly functional NOT technical, so its Finance not IT” didn’t make the alarm bells shut off. The finance trump card didn’t make it a non-issue, rather a real issue and part of my SOX responsibilities.  How do they connect to our system? There seem to be only 2 possible ways:

· From their own systems, which would mean the app should have reported a trusted 3rd party connection for SOX (which it didn’t) 

· From our systems, which means we would have shipped them laptops in their country, which violates import/export regulations, software licensing agreements and who-knows-what else

The night after I found out, I was sick with a bug. It started out like a cold, but 2 days in it kicks you in the pants like the flu: fever, aches, general malaise and exhaustion. As I tried to sleep – feverish, achy and exhausted – my mind also seemed to be working overtime on this and other issues – just as it felt like my body was working overtime on the infection. Into the next day I wrestled with this issue – how do I report what I know is not right – such that it gets appropriately addressed, and not minimized, ignored or buried? I also did not want to flag it to an overzealous colleague, who would loudly sound the alarm, only to have Finance come back and say they were fine with it and deal … Neither did I want to be that overzealous colleague. While walking to the train station on Friday afternoon, I knew exactly what I needed to do and who I needed to tell.

So I told her today – I watched her eyes get big and her jaw drop, and then she jotted down some notes. She was definitely the right person – both as far as recognizing the reality of the problem, as well as being in the right position to do something about it. Plus she is a good friend, so it validated for me that I wasn’t just being paranoid and stubborn with “rules”. (Funny thing about rules – they are made to avoid or reduce risk. Calling them “rules” doesn’t make “risks” out of the risks you were supposed to avoid)

After telling her, I waited too long to eat – almost until 2 PM so I was a little shaky. I grabbed my wallet, my DVD’s to return to the Library, and my coat. On the way out of the building I walked past the pantry and noticed a salad on the table – where people usually put leftover food for general consumption – so seemed like it was up for grabs (and I was certainly up for eating it). Even better it was gorgonzola and calamari – although I have never heard of that combination, it seemed exotic, yet appetizing, so (trying to contain my glee) I returned to my office, trying to conceal both my smile and the food container in my arms – and then wondered why I had to hide it. I guess I realized it was a single serving salad, while usually leftovers are from bulk orders – maybe it had been accidentally left. The other possibility was that someone had started eating it, then decided they didn’t like it (Gorgonzola and calamari? Who would order that accidentally? Who in the heck would order it on purpose without knowing beforehand if they liked it?)  … I then had second thoughts about keeping it, and said aloud that I should turn around and take it back. Well, it looks like it hasn’t been touched – its okay to eat. But what if someone left it on an accident? I should take it back – OK, I will but just let me grab one calamari.  I eagerly opened it, trying to talk myself out of it, and telling myself to return it to the pantry. I am such a scavenger! I said OK I will, but then greedily ate the whole thing. It was good. It had to have been left there for grabs – no one waits until 2 PM to eat lunch (especially not for gorgonzola and calamari). Then for shame I had to put a few napkins on top of the container in the trash to hide it.

I wondered if I should stay, maybe finish lunch from granola bars in my drawer (as I was fishing napkins out to cover the salad tin). I still needed some carbs to banish the shaking. I decided since I had 2 DVDs for the library, despite the rain, that I would go to McDonald’s and the library in a trip. This time I don’t think I ignored the voice in my head, but maybe #1) I should have skipped the salad gone straight for McD’s, or #2) skipped McD’s after finishing the salad. Either way the timing would have been different …

I hustled to the library because of the rain drizzling down. I noticed as I walked, despite avoiding puddles, that water was starting to seep into my shoes. Time to throw these shoes out too I guess. I have another pair that sort of replaces them (brown, casual leather) but just are not as comfortable on my feet. My feet get tired of wearing the other shoes in 8 hours or so, plus they make me stumble sometimes.

Anyway I dropped the DVD’s with the circulation desk, then exited again and crossed the street to McDonald’s. There were lots of people in the doorway outside, and a few more in the vestibule. If I had looked up the street I would have seen scores of kids, most black or Latino, recently out from school. As I came through the vestibule I smelled and saw cigarette smoke in the air, then determined that at least one of the individuals had a lit cigarette – essentially he was smoking inside McDonald’s. I asked him directly but politely if he could not smoke in the restaurant, then noticed that both men in the vestibule were smoking. I was continuing into the restaurant, but then they wanted to give me some lip –  I think they asked Who said they couldn’t smoke? Who was I to tell them. I think I said the Health Department and the Police said that they couldn’t smoke, then I said I was a breather, so I had a right to clean air, especially indoors. At this point I was not fully inside McD’s, but sort of in and out the door as they kept asking questions. They said that they would not listen to me, only to McD’s employees, the police or the Health department. I propped the door open all the way and said in a loud voice that the whole restaurant could hear (private shame at abandoned salad consumption, public lack of shame driven by correctness of cause, untempered by being outnumbered - were they just 2 or were the 10 behind me with them too? -  being white in a latino / black part of town, or by any other convention of wisdom) “Could a manager please come and tell these guys that they cant smoke in McDonald’s. I even waited at the door until a lady came, and shooed them out onto the sidewalk.

I debated not getting anything – feeling the rush of adrenaline, the eyes of 30 or so customers on me, and the literal loss of appetite for McD’s food in the smoke. I stood there debating while in line, then the manager came out and made a comment in Spanish to one of the workers about calling the police. I said in Spanish you should, do call the police – then also realized that my newfound friends were literally one step outside the door, and thet I had a distinct possibility of getting pummeled as soon as I left the building. “Elvis has left the building, and he’s getting the shite kicked out of him right now …” I noticed the other door, but thought it even worse to exit through the other door and hurry away, only to have them come after me and beat the tar out of me in an alley or around a corner out of public view.

I decided I might was well get a double-cheese and a McChicken – my cheapo $1 favorites, and go sit with so I could see my belligerents. I sat facing the door, with an open view of the whole intersection outside, but I should have put my back to the wall (What good are my books if I don’t apply the lessons I learn in them to real life?!?) Within 4 bites, I had companions in my seating neighborhood. (We’ll call them Smiley and Jersey, one cause he smiled through most of it, and Jersey cause he had on an NBA jersey or something. Both were young black men – I think Smiley had a hat, and Jersey had one of those spandex things on his head) Again they wanted to talk about what my problem was, why I hated smoking, and whether I hated them. I said no I didn’t smoke, no I did not like smoke, but that I had no opinion of them. I said that smoking had taken away my appetite, which they thought very funny that I had TWO burgers and I was making good progress in eating them. Jersey said I can tell you like to eat. Smiley said that I was just a Samaritan, just a bystander, and I was just trying to have authority over them. I said I had a right to not have smoke blown in my face, and that I had politely asked them to step outside to smoke. Smiley said I had no right to ask them to step outside – that it wasn’t my job, so they wouldn’t listen to me, they would only respect the manager, or the police. (It all sounded to me like the argument you might get from an unruly 6 year-old at church or something “You’re not in charge of me”) They said I thought you called the police. Smiley, the guy who was most talkative, said that I had made his day, and laughed. They continued with some other comments and conversation, then they both sat behind my back on the other side of the aisle and made more comments – most of which I ignored. I think they said something about a lizard as I was swallowing, but I ignored them. Then they were talking quieter, and making cell phone calls – it seemed (fortunately) that they were not calling in the reinforcements, but just telling their funny story and doing the business of kids out of school for the afternoon.

I finished my first burger, and wished several times that I had a stack of napkins for the ketchup, and cause I started to sweat from my temples a little. I decided to sit there for a few minutes “digesting” looking to see if any official-looking cars were en route. I tried to breathe slowly, and reasonably look at the options. I could see Smiley and Jersey behind me on the phone, reflected slightly in the Plexiglas. Would the police get there anytime soon? Had the McDonald’s people really called? If I had to leave on my own, would I be followed and harassed? I made eye contact with the manager for reassurance that he had called, but couldn’t be certain. He did not avert my gaze, but gave no nod or acknowledgement that he had taken action. I had seen the phone, but had not seen them actually call and report anything. Did they have weapons? Could I evade them? I heard a lady McD’s worker wonder aloud in Spanish how long it would take the police to get there – that any incident perpetrators would normally have left long ago. I took that as a good indication that McD’s HAD indeed called the authorities – I noted the time – about 2:20, and I started in on my second sandwich. I continued eat slowly, calmly breathe, and look around observing.

I saw a Stamford Police car pull up in front of McD’s on Bedford St without ceremony. I sat quietly and unmoved in my seat, but watched as officers Scruff and Tall made their way in and up to the counter. I could see them assess the occupants of the restaurant, and almost guess who their perps were. I met eyes with one of the officers, Officer Scruff as he came in and tried to flash my eyes back to indicated Smiley and Jersey, but I don’t think I communicated anything. I noticed in the reflection that Smiley and Jersey were not paying any mind to the police – at least they didn’t get up and bolt. The officers approached the counter and asked the manager what the issue was. I was then surprised when the manager referred the officers to me. I began with general inquiry – Can you smoke indoors in Connecticut? Can you smoke in a restaurant? Can you smoke inside the doors? How much room do you have to give? They asked who was smoking, and I indicated Smiley and Jersey behind me. Officer Tall began to question Smiley, meantime Jersey had stood up and was looking like he was getting in-line for food. Officer Scruff asked if more than one person had been smoking, and when I nodded yes he asked who the other was. I indicated Jersey.  They asked Smiley and Jersey their ages, asked if they had been smoking, and asked for identification. Smiley seemed to fess up, and have ID, but Jersey was giving them a hard time – saying he didn’t have ID and he hadn’t been smoking. Officer Scruff said Jersey could make it easy or hard – that they would find out the truth regardless. Then they were then talking about getting Smiley on endangerment of a minor as well because Jersey was only 14. 

I finished my last two bites, then stood near Officer Scruff for a few moments to see if I was still needed. I couldn’t get eye contact with Scruff, and not wanting to hang out at McDonald’s any longer than I had to, I headed out. As I left, I noticed the scores of kids loitering in that block, and realized the distinct possibility that I still might be followed by Smiley’s and Jersey’s friends. Remembering now something I read in a book, I crossed the street, and used it as an opportunity to ensure that I was not being followed. I counted as fortunate the fact that I go to McDonald’s only once in two months or less, and that I was wearing a coat I almost never wear. After walking briskly back to work, checking over my shoulder a few times, I decided that I wasn’t really glad about the outcome for them, and I was a little ashamed with my own behavior – not that what I did was wrong, just that I did not exercise wisdom or think things through before I did them. The first step of asking them to step outside while smoking didn’t bother me – I am glad I said something to claim my own legal right. Rather what troubled me was the subsequent escalation that I pursued recklessly and boisterously, without regard for the potential fallout that might affect me. I decided I was too wound up to call anyone and talk about it just then, but needed to capture and express what I was feeling, so I did here …

I guess in the end Smiley got exactly what he requested: the Police told him not to smoke in a restaurant, although I am not sure if he still thinks I made his day – definitely not in the same way.

