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Freighters with Chinese lettering and English sub-titles still swing on their gigantic anchors in English Bay as they’ve done for as long as I can remember, nudged into alignment at the whim of wind and waves. I’m watching them while killing time, early for a lunch date with Linda, a friend whose children have grown up and left home while her husband is preoccupied with running Miller & Co., so I find a bench and turn my back on the new high-rises and the derricks that hover over them like protective parents. I love Vancouver but today I need the sea. Unlike the frenetic city it keeps up a pretence of stability.
I glance at my watch. I suggested meeting Linda here because she is always late and I need the time away from my work to think about my present relationship. This morning when I left he looked anxious; he suspects. I wanted terribly to put my arms around the dear man and reassure him, but of course I didn’t. I hadn’t expected it to be so hard. Lovers that are also friends are like families; they may not be useful but they satisfy a need.
I lean back and begin to doze. I’m startled awake by a noisy, high-pitched conversation in a foreign language. Two seamen in drab blue uniforms, heading up the cement path from the beach towards me, shouting and gesturing towards the skyline. I suppose they are glad to be allowed ashore, to have a city to explore after the monotonous days at sea between here and China. Do they still pass the time listening for the siren call of mermaids? Fearing the thrashing sea dragons who await the unguarded moment? I doubt it. Time and technology have nudged our imaginations into alignment as well; nowadays they are likely bent over their laptops watching the Stanley Cup playoffs or the World Series, feeling the swelling tide of excitement as the announcer shouts “He shoots! He scores!” even though the language in which it is shouted may be incomprehensible.
I lean back on my bench again and let the sun stroke my face. I don’t worry about lines; let them come. I have a couple of new ones that I saw this morning in the light reflected from the sea. They don’t bother me and they don’t appear to bother my current lover and friend, but at the thought of him I feel anxiety welling up and erasing my contentment.
I have a decision to make and as I say, that’s why I’ve come early, to give my subconscious (Freudian) or the collective unconscious (Jungian) time to wade in and tell me what to do. My lover – I’m not naming him even to myself, names have a habit of underlining the permanence of the named - not until I’ve decided. He is a musician like my father; plays the cello and sometimes, on warm summer evenings, we sit on my patio and he serenades the sea and the mountains and the glowing sunset with the luscious plump and golden notes of the Brandenburg Concerto, so that the beauty around us seems to bend and vibrate in sync with the swelling harmonic overtones. For fun, I made my computer brains responsive to the sound. To my surprise they became sluggish and one of them even, unbidden, composed a small tune. But this dip into the seductive waters of creativity seemed to addle its brains: it no longer wanted to solve algorithms and when I tried to force it, the whole thing crashed. I had to go back and increase the logic function slightly.
It’s a breakthrough and a good one, but nevertheless my conscious mind says my human is going to have to go. Even though, or maybe because, I do like him immensely. But I have to face up to it: I don’t have time for him. I’m spending too many of my precious morning hours doing things like cooking eggs – two, sunny side up – and using up a lot of my energy in bed, when, according to Freud, I should be stockpiling my libido for creative purposes. I’ve given up too much for too many years to blow it now. If I hope to succeed in my lifetime I know I have to restrict my passion to the humanoid brains I’m trying to replicate. Brains that won’t age, skin that will stay steely and smooth.
But although what I have to do is obvious I’ve learned that when I feel this much disquiet it’s because my subconscious wants to have a go at it. I’ve also learned that I ignore it at my peril.
Lately friends of mine have been trying to build virtual brains but I’m not going that route. I couldn’t; my friends have banks of very pricey computers linked in a grid and racks of servers and fans to cool them. They occasionally let me rent them but mostly I just work with my own two powerful computers. I’m not bothering with making them behave like robots. I want more from my creations, I want them to be able to love and hate and rise up against me when I threaten to pull the plug. Like Hal in 2001: A Space Odyssey.
Okay, perhaps that’s a bit far-fetched. What I want to do is give them emotions, the good ones, kindness, empathy, and – yes, love. But how to separate the good from their opposites – aye, there’s the rub. What is kindness when that is the only thing you are able to have? Empathy, when you can’t relate to the kind of bad behaviour that calls for sympathy and understanding? And romantic love, that beautiful beast cloaked in seductive pleasure, can it exist without jealousy? I’m not talking motherhood and love of that ilk; I’m talking about the kind of overwrought love that can make a murderer of the most ethical of humans. I’m an expert, I know whereof I speak. Will I have to build in a Shadow so that the bad things will have a place to live? And if I do, will my computers insist on some form of mobility and then go around pulling the plugs of their rivals? I can’t rule it out – after all I’m merely their God, making them in my own image.
Once, many years ago when I worked on the twenty-fifth floor of Miller & Co. someone let himself in with a key, climbed the spiral staircase and, using a baseball bat, smashed all the powerful computers on the twenty-sixth. By the time I got there Linda, Mr. Miller's secretary, was standing among the shards of broken monitors and dismantled C.P.U.'s. Daughter boards torn from mother boards. Integrated circuits whose thin wires dangled from them like insect legs, their tiny, powerful chips ripped from their moorings.
Linda was exclaiming over and over, "My dream! I dreamed this!"
Mr. Miller asked everyone to come into his office and talk to the police. It came as a shock to realize that those of us with keys were under suspicion, not so much of collusion but of carelessness, and I remember foraging in my purse for mine and intercepting a look between Mr. Miller and the police constable of the "Oh my God, women's purses!" variety. I honestly believe Miller thought to his dying day that I was careless, in spite of the fact that the police caught the culprit.
He turned out to be a meek, quiet technician with the unlikely name of Thurlow LeClerc, who every year tried and failed to pass the exams that would send him from the training grounds of the twenty-fifth floor to the exalted world of the twenty-sixth. At the trial he explained that the computers themselves were refusing his programs out of malicious intent. He said they were shutting off the power in his head and messing up his integrated circuits. He said it was time they were put in their places.
He himself was put in an institution and given electroconvulsive therapy. He wrote to us a long time later complaining that power surges were destroying his RAM (random access memory), and some time after that we heard he'd committed suicide.
Elm was before that.
When I started at Miller & Co. thirty years ago my eyes passed over Elm as though he were part of the furniture. Naturally I'd been looking around to see who I'd be working with - in my field I usually worked with men but I was no different from other women in the essential respects.
My first glance was reconnaissance. Seven males - Elm, whom I thought singularly uninteresting, three computer kids of perhaps nineteen, two rather pleasant-looking men of about thirty-five and weirdo Thurlow LeClerc. I was then twenty-four and had already learned that presentable males of thirty-five are invariably solidly married or married and having an affair, or else they're gay. Or they might be separated and babysitting the kids two days a week and helping to pay the mortgage on the family home while they camp elsewhere. The latter are usually looking for a sympathetic shoulder to cry on but not to cherish for the rest of their days.
Elm didn't fit any of these categories. Remember the late ‘70s? Long hair curling around the collar, along with sideburns and flared pants? Everyone else sported all of these, but not Elm. He wasn't in a three-piece suit and wearing horn-rims; he was wearing a grey sweater over a sports shirt. No glasses. And he wasn't the least bit good looking: an angular face, a pointed nose, green eyes, and springy black hair that was the opposite to blowdried.
He was sitting in a cloud of smoke which shocked me. I couldn't understand why nobody was stopping him.
We got off to a sticky start. Mr. Miller herded me towards him and Elm put out his cigarette as we approached. Mr. Miller apparently accepted this as sufficient indication that Elm was obeying orders.
"Miss Varley," Mr. Miller said.
"Ah, missed Varley," Elm said. Mr. Miller didn't hear it but I did. I made up my mind to hate him but I soon discovered that Elm is impossible to hate.
Mr. Miller then left me in his hands. "Hear that, missed Varley? You have been left in my hands," and Elm laughed a fake villain laugh.
"Now, missed Varley, do you have some other name? Mine, by the way and I hasten to add that my mother has lousy taste is Elmer, but I'll thank you to call me Elm. In fact, should you fail to do so I will break your arm."
"Mine is Genevieve, and I'll thank you to call me Gen."
"Okay, Genny."
"Gen."
"Genny-Penny."
"Okay Elmer."
"Okay Gen."
Elm soon filled me in on my fellow workers on the twenty-fifth. Jamie Wong, one of the bright nineteen-year-olds (actually, he was seventeen) who was a computer whiz but was having trouble coming to terms with his sexuality. (That was in the days before gays were proud to be out.) How on earth would Elm know that? I wondered. But Elm knew everything.
Watch the Turd, he said. The Turd? "He's not a child, it's the curly hair that makes him look so young. That one there. George What's-His-Face."
"How old is he?"
"A little older than you, missed Varley. But don't get ideas."
"He's having trouble with his sexuality too?"
"Nah, he hasn't got any."
"Then why the charming sobriquet?"
"Come again?" Elm liked to pretend to a degree of simplicity since he himself didn’t have the imposing list of degrees that are common among computer types.
"Why Turd?"
"Because he's always just behind you," and Elm snorted, then added, "With a knife."
"Oh." I made up my mind not to be judgmental or to stoop to using ‘Turd,’ but in time I came to see that Elm was right.
"How about the other women? Mr. Miller did mention that I wouldn’t be the only one, that there are two more on the twenty-sixth."
" Miss MacDonald, sixties, sherry and Shakespeare. She's into the sauce fairly often but when she's sober she can knock the spots off the rest of us. - She's got something on Killer Miller in my opinion or he wouldn't keep her on."
"Killer Miller?"
"You'll find out."
"And the secretary?"
"The lovely Linda?" Elm paused, lit another cigarette, wiggled his eyebrows and drooled fakely. "You'll find that out too," he said. "Now let's get to work."
On the morning after Thurlow LeClerc's rampage it was Linda who called down to us to come up and I remember the shock I felt, the outrage, the revulsion, as though the tiny scattered brains were extensions of my own. And Linda, standing as I was among the debris, exclaiming, "My dream! I dreamed this!", and surprise displacing my sense of violation. She was not the sort of person I expected to claim prescience nor to act as though she believed some sort of rationale was operating in our randomly destructive universe.
Up until then I had avoided Linda, pretending to myself that brains trump beauty. I suppose for those who sport the splendour of perfect skin, thick blonde wavy hair and Barbie-doll measurements, the assumption from the rest of us of empty-headedness must be a hazard. As though God had to make up for over-endowment on the outside and chose to do so inside the cranium.
In my mind's eye I can still see exactly what Linda was wearing that morning. A short, high-necked straight dress - made of some silky material, pale green or pale mauve or even red, I don't know for sure - that emphasized her slimness and merely hinted at her perky breasts and stopped just above perfect knees. Later I would learn that the atmosphere in the big, fluorescent-lit room always felt warmer, like sun slipping out from behind a cloud, when she came in. When you walk into the Vancouver Art Gallery as I sometimes still do you see the mottled blue and pink parasols of French impressionists, sunlit, serene, soothing; and when you escaped the twitchy doors into Miller & Co. you saw Linda, a small oasis in the fluorescent wilderness. For me the two experiences were parallel.
Even with the men it wasn't a sex thing, entirely, although it did have a sensual element. Linda was neither formidably beautiful nor formidably chic: what she was was comfortably both. She had a way of smiling that gave our average portly middle-aged client the illusion that he was still as sexy as he once believed he was. She also exuded a zany sort of vagueness that fostered a warm sense of superiority even in the manifestly inferior. (Most people.)
With Linda in place there was a kind of unquestioning assumption that the world was under control and behaving itself, that cool, smiling Linda wouldn’t let the nasty things come up from below, that good cheer, wacky conversation, colour coordination, and proper makeup have a place in gracious office living.
My early impressions had been that she was a mix of space cadet, flirt, escapee from an "I Love Lucy" rerun, and witty, laidback cynic, none of which I either aspired to nor could claim and which furthered my lack of interest.
So when she exclaimed about her dream of the smashed computers I was, to put it mildly, intrigued. Dreams have played a significant part in my life beginning with a childhood in which I was given to ‘night terrors,’ a form of somnambulism that occurs in the very young. My mother loved to recount the story of the time the doorbell rang and they opened it to find a policeman holding my hand, me in my pyjamas, still hugging my teddy bear. "I had to guide you back into bed carefully so as not to wake you, it's important not to wake them when they have the night terrors," Mother would explain. She didn't say how the policeman knew where I lived.
Later in that week of the Thurlow LeClerc incident I had to go up to the twenty-sixth floor to deliver a program I had finished checking – I had, with some temerity, made a couple of small suggestions of my own. I paused by Linda’s desk and suggested coffee at nearby Benny’s and she accepted with what I thought was a look of relief. Over coffee I asked her about her exclamation, “My dream! I dreamed this!”
“You wouldn’t believe, Gen, how important dreams are. You can see into the future, you can access guidance, you name it.” Her blue eyes sparkled and her face took on a degree of animation that threatened the unlined perfection.
I took a slow sip of coffee. This was interesting in a zany sort of way. “Tell,” I said.
That set her off. She was resolved to let dreams be her guide to living. "Something is wired inside us that knows things we can't access," she explained, trying to use computer language so that it would be easier for me to understand. “If we could just break the code the dream stuff would point us in the direction our lives are meant to take.”
There was a time when I would have thought this was nutty but my thinking has gone through its own weird cycles and it's important to point out that only in modern times would shaping your life by your dreams be considered quixotic. In ancient times a lot of shaman types made very good livings from dream interpretation, and certainly since it lasted a few thousand years they were onto a good thing. But in the end they got lazy and complacent and neglected important things like obtaining the right entrails for examination, and soon their former customers were deserting them for the latest fad, which was science.
Scientists laughed their collective heads off at the idea that dreams, which have no mass or moment of inertia or periodicity, are anything more than visual indigestion snacking before bed, probably until Freud came to the rescue. He got into studying dreams scientifically and in no time a lot of bearded intellectuals with heavy accents were making very good livings from dream interpretation without having the mess and fuss of entrails. (Which may not prove much of anything, except that shamanism as a profession is prone to cyclical swings.)
So Linda was not completely out to lunch even by modern standards. She claimed that there is something inside us that knows what we should do but this something has trouble with communication. It can't explain an idea the way the conscious mind does, with verbal abstracts, so it searches our random access memories and retrieves pictures to illustrate the point. For instance, if you lost your job the dream would not show you laughing as you tripped out of the office, soothing you with some kind of message that, deep down, you really wanted to leave. That kind of thing is what we do consciously, rewrite our putdowns to make them more acceptable but that isn't how dreams work. How dreams work is to take the day's happenings, back up one space, and show the material the way it really is. Or was.
I thought this was interesting enough that I told her about the Dream, as I have always thought about it. It had come to me just after I started at Miller & Co. I dreamt I was living at home, sleeping upstairs in my little room. My parents' house had two bedrooms upstairs and one, my brother's, down. My bedroom was right at the top of the stairs that ran from the entrance hall below. The hall was fairly wide and the stairs were at right angles to the front door.
I heard the doorbell ring. Without getting up I could see outside to the front step the way you can in dreams, and what I saw were three dark and terrifying figures. They wore long black cloaks and big brimmed black Quaker-like hats that obscured their faces so I couldn't tell whether they were male or female. All I knew was that they had come for me.
I crouched at the top of the stairs. The door opened slowly like in a Hitchcock movie and the three floated into the hall (they didn't seem to walk, they seemed to float on a cushion of air, the way Scarlett O'Hara did in Gone With the Wind). Then they turned sharp left toward the stairs and began to ascend. If Alice Cooper, (a popular rock star who performed in those days with a live snake) had been advancing up those stairs I'd have found it a summer idyll compared with the terror I felt before the ascent of these menacing, black-robed creatures.
I screamed and screamed. In my dream Mother ran to me from their bedroom down the hall. Frantically we tried to devise a barrier, a wooden lid like a trapdoor which we tried to fit into the stairwell, but she was as powerless to stop them as I was. Helpless, my heart pounding and my chest tight, I watched their implacable progress up the stairs as they came, blank-faced and horrifying, for me.
I woke up screaming and I didn't stop shaking for hours. For a long time afterwards whenever I thought of it I would have an anxiety attack.
So it wasn't just Linda that got me started with dreams. I figured anything as powerful and frightening as the dream had to mean something. I did some research which, in pre-Internet days, meant the library. The one near me was so old fashioned they still used card indexes but it was well-stocked and cool and quiet, a sanctuary where I felt some peace. I found a mindboggling amount of material on the subject and devoured Sigmund Freud's The Interpretation of Dreams from cover to cover. It didn't help a whole lot, but knowing that others had been similarly afflicted by their dreams did lessen the anxiety.
I waited for Linda’s response. She looked the tiniest bit shocked. It was a moment before she said, “J.C., Gen,” which by then I knew was short for Jesus Christ. Linda did not swear; she thought it presented the wrong image. This was pointed out to me by Elm who, when in deep frustration I had shouted “Shit!“ at my computer, frowned in mock censoriousness and shrugged a shoulder in Jamie Wong’s direction. “Perhaps a little restraint around the young, Gen?”
An illogical thing like using J.C. when you meant Jesus Christ didn’t bother Linda but then she wasn’t a programmer. “That’s a major-type dream,” she said finally. “You can’t analyze those major-type dreams in five minutes. Sounds like something is going to take over your mind in the future. Or try to. – Maybe you’re going to fall in love?”
“Ha! Not bloody likely. Anyway, wouldn’t falling in love be a nice feeling? This was terrifying.”
“Don’t ask me,” Linda said with a shrug. Obviously she didn’t want to discuss the dream and I was sorry I’d told her.
As we tossed coins at a scowling Benny she said, “Milton Grantham is yakking all over the place about how you came up with the greatest suggestion since panty-hose for his program. That’s a breakthrough, Gen. Milton was the one who was always saying how women could never begin to equal men on computers because they didn’t have the logic gene. You’ve struck a blow for our side.” Which left me feeling warm and fuzzy and totally surprised. I’ll never be judgmental again, at least until next time.
“Oh, and by the way,” she said, as we parted company, “watch your back.”
In 1979 personal computers could not be said to be in their infancy exactly, but were at best only in their adolescence. Long before Windows 95 and Windows 98, even before Windows 3.0 or Windows NT. Every year, just before Christmas, the annual exams on the twenty-fifth floor would be scheduled. A top mark, eighty percent or better, could send one or two of us up to the twenty-sixth and the exalted world of dreaming up our own programs instead of merely checking and testing the results of others.
Mr. Miller always held the small Christmas office celebration after the exams but before the results, when we were so exhausted that one drink blasted us - or at any rate, me - out of our skulls.
By drink two of that first year Linda’s and my immediate chemistry was such that I made the all-time most spectacular debut of any newcomer. Together we pulled the portable fire extinguisher off the wall and sprayed Mr. Miller in the area of his private parts. The foam, which splattered his jacket and trousers, seemed to develop a quirky affinity for the zipper where it piled up in a mound that stretched from crotch to belt.
"Yon frothy codpiece doth bespeak a lie, methinks," Miss MacDonald observed.
I'm told there was a deathly silence in the room except for my uncontrolled laughter.
It seemed immeasurably funny at the time and immeasurably awful at the sweaty six a.m. witching hour. My remorse, chagrin, contrition, penitence, you name it, was colossal, a prodigious Slough of Despond compounded by fear for Linda's job. Secretaries, even Linda-type ones, are fairly expendable. Not to mention my own job.
The following Monday I tried to sidle into the office hoping no one would remember, but Elm spotted me. “Duck everyone! The lady fireman is here!” and although the others were decent enough to merely smile (except for George, who looked so disapproving I thought his face would crack along the fault lines), Elm couldn’t contain himself and doubled up with laughter. “Oh Gen, I underestimated you!” he said with undisguised admiration. “But,” he added, trying to look severe, “beware the wrath of the One Above!” and he cast his eyes heavenward.
Fortunately Mr. Miller confined himself to a "talking to", and I was told that no doubt Linda had succumbed to my "bad influence. She is, after all, very young."
That was his excuse for not promoting me that year.
During the entire ten years I worked at Miller & Co. the maximum number of women was three, Mary-Anne MacDonald and Linda on the twenty-sixth floor, me on the twenty-fifth for the first five years before I moved to the twenty-sixth. Miss MacDonald, as she was always called, came with the territory, and I suppose we seldom spoke to one another because she was old. I see now that this is true, that social boundaries in our egalitarian society are structured in age-governed tiers as rigid as the classes of nineteenth century aristocracy. The young are threatened or intimidated or scornful or just plain uninterested in the old, and the old – but I’m not yet there. I suspect they would love to reach across the boundaries but when they try they run into a wall of unconcern.
On the day I moved to the twenty-sixth Miss MacDonald shouted suddenly, "I bid thee welcome!" (A greeting not all that easy to respond to. Thou art too kind?) Of course I wasn't entirely unprepared since I had been five years on the twenty-fifth and Miss MacDonald's eccentricities were well documented below stairs. I made do with a mumbled "Thank you," and a weak smile.
My response must have been adequate because she then invited me to join her in her vision of a fairly unattractive future. "Come, let's away to prison; We two alone will sing like birds in the cage," she called.
I pretended rapt concentration and she lost interest and settled back to her work. Out of the corner of my eye I could see her bending occasionally to open the libation drawer and sneak a surreptitious snort. Bits of verse drifted over to me: "we'll live, and pray, and sing, and tell old tales," and then she lifted her head and shouted in my direction, "and we'll wear out, in a wall'd prison!" A sentiment, which did little, on that day many years ago, to reassure me. Perhaps I should have listened.
But when sober she was always generous with advice and on more than one occasion she saved me from a foul-up. After Linda and I became friends we would ask her along for coffee but she seldom joined us.
On other occasions, the sorrowful days, we've had to come to her rescue. Linda found her in the washroom once, sprawled on the floor after slipping in some spilled water, lying among the shards of a broken whisky bottle. Linda wiped up the blood and covered the cuts with bandaids. Later, a dozen roses appeared on Linda's desk.
Nothing was ever said.
She had her sherry days and sometimes weeks but in between bouts she could still produce software to turn George's slitty eyes green with envy. She made no secret of her contempt for Mr. Miller. Rumour had it that she and Miller were once an item. Other rumour had it that she started the business and Miller finagled it away from her but kept her on in spite of the sherry bottle in the bottom drawer because she had something on him. I inclined to the latter interpretation.
Miller & Co. is a small firm that specializes in custom-made computer programs these days, although at that time in the ‘80s when I worked there we also wrote software for general marketing. Before Microsoft squeezed us out.
The year I turned thirty-four was the last year I ever worked in a regular office among regular people whom I hated and loved and tolerated and despised. For some reason I still think of myself as thirty-four. Does everyone do that, think of themselves as stopping at a certain age? As though they need more time to absorb and come to terms with, to digest that fleeting vitality? As though it takes so long to learn to live as a thirty-four-year-old that the fact of thirty-four has slipped away like stirred jello before ever properly setting?
Now all I have for daily company are my computers. I don't hate or love or despise my programs. I am patient as I try to breathe life into them, or at any rate intelligence, artificial intelligence it's called, as though there are species and sub-species and genuses of intelligence.
I am trying to make my machines think. When I succeed perhaps I will love some and hate the others. I would like that, to be again a part of a world of sentient creatures instead of living with this profound indifference.
Lately I've been analyzing my own thought processes. The everyday part of my brain plods along on its daily round, reminding myself to take a break, choosing between Starbucks and Second Cup, between a latte and a cappuccino, walking through the sun-filled or sodden park. I've been trying to catch these fleeting neuronal trails in the act and I've noticed something quite separate in there, a busy little background buzz that leads its own illogical life, that deals in music and love, in premonition and magic, in dreams and sleepwalking. That trundles along with no regard for time or space, seemingly oblivious to or perhaps just disdainful of the logical workhorse of the reasoning world. Grabbing its share of consciousness whenever it can.
Two streams of intelligence that run parallel to one another and never truly intersect. Although I'm convinced there is leakage between them. I believe that minuscule flashes of lightning sometimes arc and touch the other stream, especially when the voltage builds up and can no longer be contained.
That's given me the direction I'm working on. Integrated circuits that parallel one another and whisper occasionally across the void.
In the first year at Miller & Co. I found Saturdays unbearably gloomy. I was twenty-four and since high school I had been in Montreal at McGill University, acquiring enough degrees that Mr. Miller should have introduced me as Doctor Varley instead of Miss Varley, although that was never likely to happen. In fact I think the only one who ever called me Doctor was Miss MacDonald, I suspect because she liked to rub Miller’s face in the fact that only she and I had doctorates. By the time I left Montreal and its Siberian winters and returned to Vancouver my old friends were either scattered or were in ‘relationships’, married or otherwise. So I began to go back to the office on Saturdays where I could distract myself with work. The drones on the twenty-fifth were paid much less than those on the twenty-sixth so Mr. Miller didn't mind, in fact he actively encouraged overtime, probably because he didn't have to pay time and a half, relying on the definition of 'apprentice' to exempt him. In fact often he would manufacture one of his frequent crises and haul us all back to work on Saturdays and as often as not on Sundays when he could get away with it.
Elm would have to bring the kids with him because Saturday was the day he and his wife had agreed she should have to herself. He'd sit little Janice, then about three, on a chair in front of a computer, and with a great flourish get out an early version of those programs where you can select a paintbrush or pencil and draw or paint. It had been developed by Miss MacDonald although Macintosh beat her to the market with MacPaint. Then he'd set Alan up with PacMan which was big with eight-year-olds before Nintendo.
I don't think Elm ever got much done on these Saturdays but the kids thought it was great. At first I fumed about the interruptions but I came to love having the children there. I would find myself pondering the way in which adult human beings will put their own lives on hold in order to teach a child, as though the time they were using up was peanuts compared to the value of what they were passing on. I marveled, too, at the dedication of good teachers who get their jollies from imparting knowledge, probably because I get mine from mucking about with my programs. But I learned from Elm and his children that there is something terribly fundamental, perhaps a dedicated gene, that softens our insides and erases our preoccupation with habits and structure where little ones are concerned.
After the children got restless Elm would say to Janice, "See the mousefairy sitting over there?" (pointing at me). "You ask her nicely if she'll break down and buy us coffee"
"I want pop."
And so Janice would come over and lisp, "My daddy wants you to buy him some coffee," and we'd all head out to Botulism Benny's, as Elm called it. Benny usually hates kids and loves nickels and dimes, but because they were Elm's children he once went so far as to give them a popsicle. Over coffee Elm would entertain the kids with unlikely tales of my exploits interwoven with unlikely tales of his own.
Eventually I was asked back to Elm's for dinner. Elm's wife's name was Cornelia - Corny for short, or as Elm would say, "Corny by name and corny by nature." After which she'd give him a little push on the shoulder and they'd indulge in a bit of horseplay. This was after I got to know them very well.
Cornelia was a brunette with silver streaks in her hair. Still worn over her shoulders, as it was when she was High School Prom Queen. The picture was framed and hung on the wall of their living room between a mountainscape of pale lavender peaks with pink snow and a seascape of breaking mint-green waves. Certainly Corny had been very pretty, and still was, although she had become overly curvaceous (read plump.)
She and Elm met in high school. I presume they'd 'had to get married', still not uncommon in the early ‘70s, because when Cornelia would haul out the embossed white and gold wedding album to show me the pictures, she in a strapless white gown and Elm in an ill-fitting white tux, he would say, "We had a white wedding. My father-in-law painted the shotgun himself."
At first I thought Corny a very simple woman by which I mean uncomplicated. She loved to bake. Like my mother. When Elm was at Technical school studying computers she worked in a bakery. Elm she regarded as a true intellectual and she was obviously in awe of me. "Imagine you understanding computers!" she'd say, her green, black-penciled eyes round with genuine admiration, and before I could demur Elm would say, "Aw, she's not so smart. She gets lost on her way to the bathroom." (I have a terrible sense of direction.)
Saturday dinners became more common. "Honest it's no trouble, Gen," Corny would say. "I just love having company and I don't feel as if I have to put on the dog for you." I'd bring the kids small presents and I even made up a little computer game myself when Janice tired of Miss MacDonald's. I began to feel like one of the family and we took it for granted that I'd be included for birthday and anniversary celebrations.
I saw their marriage from inside. By and large I liked what I saw. I saw that Elm was the mainstay of the little family since Corny was given to flights of unrealistic fancies. Once he came home to find the entire house refurnished in imitation Ikea: tubular chairs, spartan slab and foam beds, white tables that would stack and grow and as the kids soon established break. Corny had been assured that they wouldn't have to pay even one nickel for ninety days and then merely a modest deduction every month "for the rest of our lives, and a mortgage on the body when it goes in the coffin," as Elm explained. Another time she bought an expensive new stereo with speakers that could be cranked up to mask the sound of a landing Concorde back in the days when the Concorde still flew. "I just love the old songs from school," Corny would shout above the sound of Elvis, and they were the first on the block with a V.C.R. A Beta, of course.
Elm's financial life was in constant crisis as a result and so a promotion to the twenty-sixth would have been a tremendous boon. I helped him as much as I could and Mr. Miller would have promoted him in a flash if he had even scraped through. But he didn’t and for the first few years Miller claimed that I didn’t either. I know he was lying.
Poor Elm! He was still on the twenty-fifth floor when I had been on the twenty-sixth for five years. I was the first woman Miller ever hired to work on actual programs. Miss MacDonald wasn't hired, she came with the territory and I was hired not just because I overwhelmed them with qualifications but because that was when, in the '80s, there was a lot of flack about equal opportunities and not much was being heard from Real Women. So I was hired and then left to rot long after those who had been taken on at the same time had moved up.
Finding excuses not to send me up must have been a trial to Miller. With me software program ideas spew up to the surface of my brain like Old Faithful, and I suspect I'd scored at the top of the class year after year on the internal exams before Miller was finally forced to keep up appearances and okay my promotion.
Elm didn't make it. This was too bad as Miller had taken a great liking to Elm and would have made him a protégé, although Elm wasn't a natural at protégé behaviour the way George was. Unfortunately Elm wasn't good at generating program ideas either. He was great at what we did on the twenty-fifth floor, test the ideas that came down from the twenty-sixth floor and work the bugs out of them, and occasionally write custom shells for standard programs but he simply wasn't an originator. (I did pass a couple of good ideas on to him but they didn't work out, and besides there were the formal tests.)
I came to Miller & Co. from university after I finished my postgrad research. George moved up to the twenty-sixth before I did even though he hadn't a fraction of the formal education I have and Linda leaked to me that he barely squeaked through the Miller & Co. testing procedure. Old Miller - this too was leaked to me by Linda - excused himself on the basis that women are a disruptive influence (as programmers, not as secretaries). There is something vaguely flattering about being considered a disruptive influence but I suspect it devolved less from my distracting sexiness than from rumours about me that had been leaked to Miller. (I suspect George.)
Just as my parents did, back then. On Sunday evenings when I started at Miller & Co. I would have dinner in the modest family home a pleasant two storey frame house on a street lined with flowering plums that in the spring formed an arbour of pink blossoms, situated on the edge of the suddenly upscale district of Kerrisdale. It was a source of amazement to me that while the computer world changed with the speed of light (figuratively and almost literally), the fence, the moss-eaten lawn, the rose bushes, the white lace curtains, and the bedroom upstairs hadn't changed since I deserted it in favour of independence. Still kept in pristine condition for that eventual day when I would have repented and returned to the loving fold.
Mother rushed out of the kitchen, planted her rather solid frame in front of me, scrutinized my face with a practiced eye and said flatly, "You need B."
This verdict might have bewildered the uninitiated but I knew at once that she was about to load me up with a megadose of Vitamin B and I geared myself up for the ritual tussle. Fortunately, however, her hollandaise sauce was threatening to curdle and before we could do battle she had to hurry back to it.
Dad, who had been lingering around in the background waiting for the prelims to settle, took my coat, hung it up, then said rather coyly that he had a surprise for me in the basement. The `surprise' turned out to be a little I.B.M. clone on whose screen flickered The lasy fox dumpd ovr the big drown dog.
"It's neat Dad", I lied, "but what will you use it for?" My Dad was a musician by trade, first violin.
"Oh I don't know, I thought you might give me some tips.”
He hadn't been able to get his printer to print out the fox/dog info so I helped him restart the WordStar program they'd thrown in free with the computer, and he typed The lazy dog jumped ovr the big drown fox this time and I got the printer to cooperate, and just then Mother called us for dinner and he showed it to her.
Mother glanced at it for the briefest of moments. "For two thou we get a message about a drowning fox?" she said, and turning to me - Mother's thought processes would baffle those programmers who think the brain is inherently logical - went on without a pause, “Did you hear that Eddie Faxton is getting married?”
“Who?” Of course I knew perfectly well who Eddie Faxton was. You never forget the one who took – or in Eddie’s case, was persuaded to take – your virginity. We were in Grade Twelve and he was the boy next door who, as a child, I had considered boring. I suppose he felt safe with me because in high school he took to following me around, and since not too many others were following me around I went rather grudgingly to parties and dances with him.
Mother was delighted. She and Mrs. Faxton drank enough coffee to start a Starbucks as they discussed the implications, falling silent if I walked into the room. I know that Mother thought my silly idea of studying math at university was a “phase.”
She always maintained that computer programming - the phrase 'software engineering' never crossed her lips - was no life for a "girl", and if I'd only been a nurse like she wanted none of this would be happening. "Nurses are in great demand you could work your own hours," is what she used to say. When I pointed out that I had my sights set on computer engineering and wouldn’t be available for nursing she sighed quite audibly, which meant youknowwhat, I'd failed her by not finding Mr. Right.
Not that I haven't had my share of Mr. Almost-Rights, or as Mother called them, Mr. Wrongs. There was the obligatory Campus Hero and the flattery of being Chosen and basking in the reflected glory and becoming a Victim. (He dropped me after he failed maths. I was his tutor.) Grandma hoped I hadn't become a `fallen woman' Mother learned a lot from Grandma and Mother said if only I'd become a nurse I would have met a nice doctor, who ever heard of anyone marrying a computer programmer?
But back to Eddie Faxton. “He’s in insurance now you know, doing well enough to get married.” Then, after a pause, “His wife is a nurse.”
I tried not to laugh and mentally I wished the new wife luck. No doubt his technique has improved by now, but that night back in Grade Twelve when we were sitting around in his folks’ rumpus room and he was hugging me whenever the Boston Bruins and the Toronto Maple Leafs paused in the action I said, trying to get his attention, “Don’t you think it’s time we took this romance to the next level?”
Bobby Orr didn’t stand a chance. Eddie turned fairly crimson and his voice got all husky and incomprehensible as he whispered, “You mean?”
“Let’s fuck.” This was not a word that was bandied about in the ‘60s unless you were a flower child, and he leaped back for a split second and then reversed direction and leaped forward, grabbed me by the breasts, and pushed me over. Then he backed off again, turned a deeper shade of crimson (Eddie has strawberry blonde hair and I was momentarily distracted by the clashing colour schemes) and said, almost inaudibly, “I’m afraid I don’t have -”
“A condom? Don’t worry, I’m on the pill.” The pill was fairly new at that time, and I didn’t bother to tell him that I’d researched it and got a prescription from a doctor in downtown Vancouver where Mother would never access the information. It wasn’t easy. I had to lie about my age (fifteen) but the woman doctor was fighting for just those freedoms and didn’t hesitate.
This time I literally had to push him off. “Hang on!” I said. “Let’s go at this a bit slower.”
He turned back, stung perhaps, and I had time to wriggle out of my jeans while Bobby Orr was skating down the ice with the puck before he turned his attention back to me and the task at hand. It hurt but I had been reading up on it and expected that. I learned that the hymen is a sometimes fairly solid membrane, and that it may or may not hurt when it is ruptured and may or may not bleed. So it did hurt, but what it didn’t do was fill me with any sort of ecstasy, or maybe there just wasn’t time. I swear that when we finished Bobby Orr had just scored the goal.
But we worked at it (if that is a fair description) and got pretty good before the year had finished. I guess Eddie took it more seriously than I did because he assumed I would give up my university plans and marry him, but that thought never even slid across my mind. You see, I knew something was missing, and I presumed it must be the vaunted business of falling in love.
Everything has changed since those days. Before 9/11 and the bumbling, frustrating, deadly Iraqi war, and the hellhole of Afghanistan – were they simpler times? Or is it memory that totes up the dangerous and unreliable present and compares it to what now seems to be a reliable past?
From where I’m sitting I can see the old Burrard St. Bridge with its guardian lions and orderly traffic and hustling pedestrians and daring cyclists. Back then I lived on the other side of the bridge in Kitsilano and I used to get up early enough to walk over it on the way to work, disliking the waste of time away from my keyboard but knowing this was the only exercise I would get all day. The traffic wasn’t as heavy then; there was still the possibility that the damp air might not be made heavier with lethal carbon monoxide and diesel fumes and all the other hydrocarbons that coat our lungs. In those days I thought the air might even succor me. I paid no attention to the water and the sailboats anchored in the marina.
I shut my eyes and my memories serve up the dampness of a misty Vancouver morning – the day I nearly pulled my own plug by accident.
I even remember what I was thinking about. It was early in the game at Miller &Co. and I’d been mulling over a program that had come down for testing from Mr. Miller himself. I couldn’t believe that he’d made a fundamental error – he’d divided by zero. A big and basic no-no. The problem was how to point it out without making him seem like an idiot (although I couldn’t help but think he was) and I’d settled on a modification I could suggest, an entirely new algorithm, that would eliminate the necessity of pointing out his faulty logic. But I was still new at Miller & Co. and I was afraid my suggestions might not be welcome, and then it occurred to me that Elm could do it for me, Mr. Miller liked Elm and this would back up his belief in Elm’s potential.
In my concentration I didn’t notice that I had come to the end of the bridge where there is a short crosswalk marked by white stripes on the pavement. The crosswalk is over one lane of traffic, those who are going to make a right turn up Pacific Ave. You walk across it and onto a small island where the lights guide you across Pacific.
The traffic across the bridge is fast, the locals seeming to believe that the fifty km. an hour speed limit doesn’t apply when above water. I step out onto the crosswalk. There is a mighty screeching and then a fairly hard nudge that knocks me off my feet. A tiny space of suspension, as though Time is taking a short holiday, and then a woman screams a small scream and all hell breaks loose. A dark-skinned man dressed in a yellow and black flannel shirt is shouting in fractured English, waving his hands and appealing to the gathering crowd. “She not look! She step right out in front! How I stop?” and his passengers in the yellow taxi whose bumper hovers over my field of view scramble out and agreed that the driver is faultless, that he slammed to a halt just in the nick of time. I struggle to my feet and, other than a scrape on my leg and a mighty hole in my pantyhose in which there is a little pool of congealing blood I seem to be okay. I reassure the distraught driver and one of the passengers gathers up the ridiculous contents of my spilled purse, which seems to consist mainly of balled-up kleenex, and the woman who screamed takes my arm and helps me across the street.
I thank her and say I am okay to finish my journey, and although I am wobbly I detour through the West End past a vacant lot where kids are playing ball. I sit on a bench and watch them for a minute until my brain stops yelling at me to be more careful, haven’t I got any sense? I dab at the blood and take off my pantyhose and stuff it into my purse and find a garbage tin for the bloody kleenex and hobble to the office and turn on my computer.
Nobody notices, and Elm ambles in a bit later, with that rolling walk of his acquired during a youth spent on tug boats, stubbing out the current cigarette as he does so.
“Couldn’t sleep, missed Varley?” he says with a fakely sanctimonious air. “A person with a clear conscience never suffers from insomnia,” and he wheels back his chair, which in the days before cubicles is a few feet from mine. I don’t mention my near-death experience.
“You look wasted, missed Varley. Should you wish to unburden yourself think of me as your father confessor. I am the soul of discretion.”
This releases my tension suddenly and I hoot. “What you are the soul of is freedom of speech. Loose-lipped speech, not to put too fine a point on it.”
“I resemble that remark. And now if you’ll just quit distracting me I have work to do,” with which he fumbles around for another cigarette.
“Elm,” I say, “can’t you wait until coffee time?”
“What for?” and he grins a simulated villainous grin.
“Ruining your lungs with those coffin nails.”
“Now there’s a dated expression, Gen. You’re going to have to be more careful, men do not go for older women.”
“Which men would that be?” I glance around a room where Jamie Wong is already shut up in a mental cage of his own and the others are drinking coffee and staring blankly at their computer screens.
“There you have a point or three. If only you’d met me eight, nine years ago I could have eased your torment, helped you sleep.” He sighs elaborately. “But it’s too late for you Gen, so will you please stop yakking and let me get to work?”
If it hadn’t been for Linda’s dream analysis I wouldn’t have known when the time had come for me to leave Miller & Co. Even after all these years I still remember that definitive dream. I was standing on the street corner of the little town on the prairies where I lived as a young child, except that the real town has trees and houses and noise. “This one,” I told Linda, “looks like Main Street in High Noon, weathered beige store fronts and streets stretching off into the distance like a perspective lesson.
"I’m waiting for a bus, although they didn't have buses when I lived there. Suddenly in the far distance I see it coming, only it isn't a bus. It's a giant ocean liner advancing slowly down the street. Big. So big, especially without the hull in the water, that it fills the entire roadway, both lanes, and I have to edge back on the sidewalk to give it room. From that height the captain, or anyone else for that matter, can't possibly see down to the street corner where I am waiting. I jump up and down, waving and trying to attract someone's attention but the liner just sails right on past, figuratively speaking, and I am left standing there."
"You missed the boat!" Linda said, clapping her hands.
"And the bus," I said. Dreams are so damn unsubtle.
"It's obvious. You have to quit your job."
"I what? Why on earth would I do that?"
Linda shrugged. "How would I know?"
“I love my job.”
“Dreams don’t have to explain themselves,” she said complacently, glancing at her watch. “Maybe we should get back, Mr. Miller is very impressed with punctuality. Not so much for me but for you Gen.”
At that time I had been at Miller& Co. for ten years, and the truth is that I had been feeling less than sanguine about my job due to the ugly snake of office politics. Remember George the Turd? About whom Elm had warned me long ago, ten years before, when I first began work?
By then I knew Elm's assessment had been right, everyone knew it. When I first started and Milton Grantham was lauding my bright suggestions George suddenly took an interest in delivering my work for me. “I’m just on my way upstairs, can I take anything for you Gen?” and when I would hand over the work I’d just completed along with the usual suggestions it wasn’t long before Milton was complimenting George on his wonderful ideas. From then on I watched my back pretty carefully, especially after I finally made it to the twenty-sixth floor.
That was in 1984, a year whose awfulness George Orwell had predicted although for very different reasons. The first version of Windows didn't even appear until a year later and a mouse was not a thing to be cherished. George had preceded me to the twenty-sixth by a year and office gossip had it that he was not producing and as a result was feeling more than somewhat desperate.
Theoretically we were to work communally on the twenty-sixth floor, get a working model going then send it down to the twenty-fifth for testing after which we showed it to Mr. Miller for his take on its marketing. We were supposed to access the mainframe as we went along, back up on it, and not keep secrets from one another.
Of course it didn't happen that way. Who in their right mind would risk taking a pet project almost to completion and then have someone else access it and declare himself (or herself) the winner? Not me I can tell you, and not Miss MacDonald. Not George either, although I doubt that he ever had enough on tap to worry about. We ignored the main frame and backed up our work on the old 51/2” floppies that were in use then. The only other of the old timers now on the twenty-sixth was Jamie Wong, but Jamie lived in a world where people were mere background objects in the true reality buried in the depths of silicon chips. His ideas were so esoteric that most software engineers couldn't follow his thinking long enough to hijack his work.
Besides Milton Grantham there were three others whose names I have forgotten, all still idealistic. They hadn't yet grasped that what Miller & Co. wanted was not to dazzle the world with programs that would extend the boundaries of differential calculus. What Miller & Co. wanted was to make money. Simple bottom line. These innocents were still accessing the mainframe.
When I have a program idea it is as I imagine conception to be. At first I'm not sure if I'm pregnant, and then, if the idea is viable, it grows and grows in me until I forget to go home or to perform the necessary functions of eating and sleeping. In the early stages Linda would take over, would drag me out to eat, would insist on my leaving the office at five on Friday and as often as not would take me to some party where I invariably drank too much so that on Saturday I couldn't go in to the office. Or she would force me to shop with her under some pretext of needing something to extend her already astonishing wardrobe and having no one to tell her what looked nice. (Everything.)
By the time my idea was ready for testing I would be a wreck. My labour over, I would surface to a real world that I found exciting and vibrant, and by the time my baby was truly launched I would be exhausting Linda with my sudden passion for living.
So when the dream came along that told me to quit my job it was not an opportune time. I was well into the pregnancy of an idea that was working out wonderfully well, so far along in fact that I let my guard down.
"How's it going, Gen?" Milton Grantham asked one day, and I couldn't resist bragging. Especially since Mary-Anne was near and sober that day and I admired her work so much I wanted to impress her.
"Great!" I said. "I should be sending it down in about a month."
"Remind me, I've forgotten."
"The depreciation thing. Where you can write off each item separately, remember? Instead of depreciating the whole class?"
It was then that I noticed George - maybe he did slither as Linda maintained. It's true that he could appear suddenly without seeming to move as though he glided on wheels like those women in the movie Showboat, crossing the stage without appearing to indulge in the usual form of locomotion. Or maybe he just wore soft-soled shoes. At any rate there he was standing not two feet behind me when I turned around.
At the time I didn't think too much of it. It was only later, when Linda told me, that I felt uneasy. She said she heard George pitching an idea to Mr. Miller that sounded like the depreciation thing I was working on.
I shrugged. What the hell, I said, no use pushing up your blood pressure. George is a creep, we all know that, and he is the one who has to live with himself. Anyway, even if he stole my idea he doesn't have a clue how to do it so he'll get his comeuppance.
That's what I said to Linda because I never dreamed that Mr. Miller would do what he did.
When Linda told George that Mr. Miller wanted to see him, George nearly fell over his executive moccasins obeying the summons. Half an hour later he and Miller came beaming out, practically holding hands, and we were treated to some minor harrumphing and the formal introduction of George the Turd as Software Project Manager.
Which would have gone as planned, the carefully orchestrated corporate putdown with accompanying ego glow, had it not been for Miss MacDonald. (George called her "Old MacDonald". Behind her back.) She had a way of moving a situation ever so slightly, a fraction of a millimetre, and sending it from serious to silly. The solid outline of a box in one of those illusions at the Science Centre, step back an inch and the box vanishes - Miss MacDonald could do the verbal equivalent with a well-chosen word, or more likely a quotation, and in the twinkling of one of her blue eyes she could change self-importance into farce.
She did it now. She swiveled around in her chair. Something like a shade crossed Miller's face. She heaved herself up to her full five foot eight, turned towards the wilting twosome, and with a Shakespearian sweep of her arm in George's direction declaimed in her deep English accent, "Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world like a Colossus!"
Her white hair flew around her head like the halo of a demented angel. She swept low in a grand bow before George. "But man, proud man," she said, "Drest in a little brief authority/ Most ignorant of what he's most assured,/ His glassy essence, like an angry ape,/ Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven/ As make the angels weep."
Straightening, she leered in George's face, turned sharply like a drill sergeant who has just taken the salute, lurched slightly, caught herself on the edge of her desk and sat down with a thump that sent her chair reeling back, its wheels squealing under her bulk. She manoeuvred herself forward by a series of tiny footsteps that propelled her to the desk, gazed at her computer monitor and began to enter commands as though she'd never stopped.
Needless to say this took some of the glitter from the occasion.
After the deflated twosome had slunk back into Miller's office I had to hide my hands in the pockets of my skirt to conceal the trembling. A molten stream of quicksilver in my head seemed to be severing my senses, separating the words that had come out of Mr. Miller's mouth from any possibility of meaning. Initial disbelief was followed swiftly by outrage, by a choking dizzying sensation as my heart bumped and palpitated against my ribs. Software Project Manager was to be my job. I had every right to expect it. I knew from experience that Miller was a misogynist but my record for the five years since I'd been on the twenty-sixth floor had outstripped everyone else's, and when our previous Software Project Manager left for the shiny fields of Silicon Valley I knew it was just a matter of time.
I wanted to tear into Miller's office so badly I could hardly control myself. I tried desperately to stem the now-flooding deluge in my brain. Was the dream prescient, I wondered? Was Linda's interpretation right? I thought of Joseph in the Bible who dreamed about the seven good years and squirreled away the grain for the seven lean years and so avoided a famine. I felt sick at the thought of deserting my program, handing my brainchild over to George who wasn't going to treat it well, who might abuse it or even abandon it. I began to have mild waves of nausea which I attempted to ignore as being obviously psychosomatic.
I'd been so busy putting a good face on it when Linda alerted me to the danger, all that claptrap about the program thief will not benefit by doing evil, that justice will be done so for now I won't rock the boat (there's another), that I'd been ignoring what I knew, deep down. I knew it with a conviction that had nothing to do with dreams. I knew my career opportunities at that company were finished, kaput, and I'd better face up to it.
I got up and marched into Mr. Miller's office. When he tried to talk me out of it - and I was quite sure he would - I was ready with what I had to say.
Although I have to admit that as the anger began to drain away I cherished a tiny sliver of hope that Miller would succeed in talking me out of it.
At the close of the twentieth century self-esteem became practically a buzz word. Girls with low self-esteem failed math, boys were beaten up. Both might be suicidal. Girls took to the streets, boys to the guns. Bad parenting, as always, took the brunt of the blame, especially mothers who worked outside the home. But race, genes, role models, weight, gender, drugs, oxygen deprivation at birth - all came in for their day in the sun.
I've thought a lot on the subject. Self-esteem rises and falls with the reflections we see in the eyes of others, we know that. There are those born so perfect that they have never been exposed to the shading of doubt on the face of a blind date. (Linda). There are those so talented they blank out everything but their own internal conversation. (Jamie Wong.) And there are scorned artists who carry on in the face of ridicule, (Van Gogh) and there are dictators, whose megalomania stems from their unalterable conviction of rightness no matter what others think (the late Sadam Hussein, Ayatollah Khomeini, Idi Amin, Hitler, take your pick.)
And what of those sufferers who, no matter how beautiful and talented, live each dreary day dogged by shame? Shame for acts over which they had no control - child abuse, for one. Caught as they are on the tail of the bell curve the eyes of the beholder can signal until the light fails and they won't believe it.
I have the common or garden fluctuating type of self-esteem. Society-induced. High enough to fire up the bubbling anger that propelled me into Mr. Miller's office, low enough for grave doubts to creep in while he kept me standing, staring out the window of his mahogany-trimmed office at the inner harbour with its frantic commerce of tugs and freighters, commuter planes and helicopters, its piles of sulphur and coal, the lovely lift of the Lions Gate Bridge, and beyond that the sweep of the snow-tipped North Shore mountains.
So that when he looked up, rather impatiently, and said, "Yes, Jennifer?" - a mistake he always makes. Deliberate perhaps? - "what can I do for you? I'm rather busy at the moment so I'd appreciate it if you'd be brief," my courage nose-dived.
He knew perfectly well that I would be upset over George's promotion.
I blurted it out. Not smoothly. I was giving a month's notice, I said. I was making it that long in order to finish the program I was working on.
No shade passed across his face. No hint of sorrow or disappointment, or even glee. He didn't even blink. All he said was, "Oh I hardly think a month will be necessary, but we would appreciate a couple of weeks for tidying up. I'm sure George or one of the others can pick up your program where you left off." He looked down at his files. Dismissively.
Naturally in the face of such a putdown I should at least have protested that George or one of the others might not be able to pick up where I left off without quite a lot of briefing, but before I could get my voice working he glanced up and said casually, "Getting married, are you?"
Does this sound a tiny bit dated? I mean, it was the end of the ‘80s, 1989 to be exact, well after the feminist revolution had worked mightily to erase such assumptions. Near the end of the most remarkable century, technologically, in history. When Miller was born people had yet to come to terms with the Model T Ford. Jets and helicopters and television and faxes, microwaves, automatic washers, and computers, especially computers, were undreamed of. Unmarried women were still old maids (and in his mind, still were.) In the '80s other businesses might have had women in their boardrooms and as partners in their law firms, as tenured professors of universities and even airline pilots, but Miller hadn't made it past the ‘60s.
To be fair it wasn't just Miller. It has to do with the computer business itself. Men fall in love with computers at first sight, while they're in kindergarten I'm told, while women still fall in love with men. Teenage girls don't hang around video parlours to play computer games, they hang around to play with boys. When personal computers first went on sale back in the ‘70s it was almost impossible to walk into a store that sold them, the floor space was so cluttered with young males talking important DOS and Basic and Apple and CPU talk. Incompatibility was a word that described the relationship between IBM and Macintosh, not between a young man and his reasonably significant other. Photos of Bill Gates don't show him in front of a roomful of women pouring over their computers. What I'm trying to say is that the working world of women might have changed in all other spheres, but in computerland it had remained stuck in a time warp.
My denial of marriage was rewarded by the kind of expression that means "no damn wonder", unless I'm paranoid. (As Elm always said, "Just because I'm paranoid doesn't mean no one's following me").
The thought sauntered across Miller's integrated circuitry - I could almost see the vapour trail - that if not married then I must be pregnant as his perception of women never made it past those two fundamentals. He let it be known that he'd opposed my revolutionary hiring in the first place, "just too much stress for a woman", and now they'd gone and invested all that money in my training . (Bullshit). His voice trailed off and he managed to get to his feet before my own circuitry had digested the shock.
He stood up. I stood up. I smiled weakly and waited for him to shake my hand and wish me luck. He didn't. He turned back to his desk, buzzed for Linda, sat down and pulled out a file and started to read, paused, looked up, and then said, coldly, "You realize, of course, that any and all unfinished work belongs to us."
"The only unfinished work I have is the one I'm working on."
"Oh yes. Something to do with depreciation I think. Probably not too useful in any case since it sounds a great deal like the one Mr. Steeves is working on. Well, he might find something in yours that will be useful to him."
Linda came in. Miller looked up and said, "Oh there you are Linda. Would you alert personnel to Jennifer's departure?"
By ten o'clock the next morning, a Saturday, the dogs of darkness began nipping at my heels. For some reason I started worrying about my childhood bouts of somnambulism, the condition under which people walk, apparently unconscious of external impressions, return to bed, and when they awake have no recollection of any of these occurrences.
I hadn't thought about my dangerous predilection for some time, since the climactic period before I moved to the twenty-sixth, and I was confident that I'd outgrown or overcome it, but now anxiety flooded my brain. In the past it had happened when I was stressed out. A telltale symptom would be unusual exhaustion in the mornings. I patted my shoes, unable to decide whether they were damper than they should have been. Finally I worked on some biofeedback techniques (adjusting my brain's DOS system is how I think of it) and I was able, if not to quell, at least to fight the rising anxiety to a draw.
I stared out my third floor window at the chestnut tree and resident squirrel and listened to an Andrew Lloyd Webber retrospective, Superstar to Phantom, and to my other CD, Horowitz playing Rachmaninoff (the only disks, besides the Brandenburg Concertos, I had at that time) on my new C.D. player, which I was afraid I might have to return.
I remember turning the volume up and letting myself go with that Rachmaninoff concerto that's supposed to be a person knocking on the inside of the coffin because he isn't really dead and (naturally) wants out. I even gave in to a bit of vengeful thinking and placed him George, the Turd in the coffin, so that instead of cringing with each knock I yelled "Stay there, you creep!" But damned if I didn't end up rescuing him when I stopped concentrating on expressing my anger, which in those days, before road rage, they believed was good for you.
In the midst of which the building manager knocked and we had a bit of an argument about whether the rules apply even when no one is home to hear. Sort of like that question they bore you with in freshman philosophy, about whether there is really a noise when a tree falls in a jungle, but the building manager is not into philosophy and, remembering that I might be throwing myself on his mercy re next month's rent I capitulated, turned the player off, and phoned my mother and accepted her eager invitation.
I didn’t tell them right off. I asked Dad about his computer. “I don’t really have much use for it,” he said. “I suppose I should work at it a little more – something to do now that I'll be loafing around in retirement."
"Oh that's down the road a ways. Isn't it?" I had a feeling suddenly that I hadn't been paying attention.
"End of the month."
"End of the month! But - but that's only two weeks away."
"Time flies when you're having fun." (Family joke.)
I was bowled over. Sure they'd talked about it, but the trouble was they'd been talking about it for so long I guess I just figured it was an event permanently in the future. Having it loom almost immediately made me uneasy and I decided to leave my news for now.
I looked at Dad, really looked for the first time in a long time. It shocked me then that his waving hair was almost completely white. Two new lines I hadn't noticed before ran from the corners of his mouth to his chin and they made him look unsure, as though the prospect of being out of work had taken away something essential from him. I see now that he wanted me around to provide some stimulation and possibly even purpose.
Mother came in to call us to dinner. "And how is sweet Daryl these days?" she asked.
"Sweet Daryl" was the person I was dating, an engineer whose specialty was computers -- that's how I met him -- on whom Mother had set her cap (for me).
"Shooting silicons in Silicon Valley," I said. I felt the familiar irritation scratching at my brain as she began to prod, subtly as she no doubt thought.
"I'm starving," which was a lie, but food was the only thing that would get her off Daryl.
The next day I had to face an office I'd soon be leaving. Dread kept me tossing that night, and when I finally drifted into sleep I had a `listening dream'. A bit of a surprise since I've always thought listening dreams reflect peace of mind and good things to come, neither of which were probable. Music swells in the background, or better still I'm sitting at the piano myself and sounding like Horowitz. (In real life I barely mastered Minuet in G before even Mother gave up.)
I do love music. These days when I'm listening to my lover playing the Brandenburg Concertos I picture the little dancing notes as numbers, each with its own sweet sound, bouncing back and forth in a harmonious sequence that is wired into the brain's Centre for Delight. Music and mathematics are said to be complementary, like computer programs laid in parallel, and I sometimes think these parallel programs have evolved a language beyond the simple "stop" and "go" of the present computer generation. A dancing repartee that flashes back and forth in ethereal conversation. An ancient language we once knew and now only half remember.
As the final notes died away in my dream a man I once loved came and gathered me in his arms, and if Mother hadn't come along at the crucial moment I might even have enjoyed a few moments of illicit ecstasy with him. I should mention that my mother often appears in my dreams just when I'm getting to the good parts and scares the hell out of me so that the good parts never quite come off. It doesn't take Sigmund Freud to figure that one out.
I woke up mad that Mother always interrupts - Mother Interruptus I suppose you could call it. And then I fell asleep again and this time had a dream that told me what I had to do.
I was back in the office only I was cradling a baby, and when I finished giving my notice old Miller suddenly leaned over and snatched the baby right out of my arms. I can't tell you what that did to me. Anger, pain, fear, outrage. And grief, my God, the grief! The kind that comes when the central core of your existence is ripped away. The kind that comes when you are dumped by someone you truly love, the someone without whom life stretches ahead like the scorching sand in one of those cartoons where a ragged man is clawing his way towards an imaginary oasis. The kind of thirst that cannot be slaked.
I lunged for the baby but Miller stood up, fast, and the baby fell to the floor.
I wheeled around and left. I opened the door and walked out of there just the way I had in real life without even picking up my own child. Miller had stood up, hadn't he? I had no choice. I was crying and sobbing when I woke.
It was obvious. What I had to do. I had to go in there and tell Miller the real truth. I had to at least try to rescue my baby. Why not? What did I have to lose? They couldn't fire me, I'd already quit.
I keep my head down as I hurry past Linda's empty chair and Mr. Miller's closed door. I feel shy, or embarrassed, as though Miller's misogyny on Friday were a shameful experience. As though I am no longer a member of the tribe, as though I have been kicked out for breaking a major taboo, as though I must be shunned from now on.
I go straight to my desk and put my program up on the screen. "Hi!" it flashes. "I'm your user friendly Business Master!" a greeting Miller insists on, and that usually makes me want to apply Thurlow LeClerc's user friendly baseball bat. It's a measure of how low I am that the greeting positively warms me.
I gather that my quitting is no secret. Fellow workers greet me either too effusively or not at all as befits an Untouchable. Once or twice I lift my head and force myself to utter a constricted "Hi!" to anyone who says it first. I just hope no one thinks I've been fired.
Plunging self-esteem scans for and locates an image: a body, skirts ballooning upwards like an unopened parachute, too heavy for such modest buoyancy, hurtling, screaming, from the twenty-sixth floor. I tremble as I always do, curse my erratic wiring, erase it, and try for something, anything, less painful. Thurlow LeClerc. Whether it is almost understandable that frustration such as his (and mine) can spill over into violence, especially if one or two wires are loose. The remembered sense of violation when I stared at the smashed computers; I recoil as though I, too, might be capable of doing something so outrageous.
"Hello Genevieve!," a hearty voice sings out. Startled and grateful I look up. Miss MacDonald is waving, and smiling, in my direction.
I wave back rather tentatively but there seems to be no sign of the sherry bottle, so I follow up the wave with a hearty "Good morning!"
George slithers by. His eyes, nestled as they are under bony brows and dark eyebrows so that they give an impression of being close-set, slide away as though they've been oiled. He mumbles something into the air about being late and breaks into a half-run.
"Hi George," I sing out, having taken courage from Miss MacDonald's acknowledgement. He grunts but doesn't stop in his headlong rush to wherever it is. Hell, I hope.
Linda is always late after a weekend hot-tubbing at Whistler. Mr. Miller goes, "Tut, tut!" but he doesn't really mind; he lives some sort of vicarious existence through Linda and wriggles his eyebrows and smirks as though he too had been reddening his naked butt under the bubbles. In Mr. Miller’s eyes she is the perfect secretary, the one about whom his colleagues nudge one another and accuse Miller of being a “lecherous old dog.” He always grins sheepishly and says, “But she’s very capable you know,” and preens himself when the old boys snicker knowingly.
When she finally arrives Linda settles herself so that the day feels as though it can get underway. She pulls some files and ambles with them towards the file room. She pauses beside my desk, asks for a kleenex, and as I hand it to her I feel the sharp corners of a folded note being pressed into my hand. (Of course we're allowed to talk, but did you ever think how quiet a software R and D research and development environment can be if the printers are in another room? Remember those clunky old printers? You wouldn't believe the static we got when we asked to have them moved, as though it was some big deal to get up and stretch once in awhile to retrieve hard copy. - Miller thinks I'm the firebrand who organized the petition.)
"J.C.," the note begins. "What in H has gotten into you? T", (for Turd), "has been strutting around here like he owns the place. I may have to pretend to tolerate the little P. Meet me Bennys for coffee and expl."
At ten I see Linda put on her jacket and mumble something about doing some shopping. I wait a couple of minutes then get up and saunter out as though I am going (alone) to the staff cafeteria. Nobody leaps up to join me as I suspected they wouldn't. (How fleeting glory!)
Linda and I huddle into a booth in Botulism Benny's, the only coffee shop nearby if you're avoiding the cafeteria. Benny's was built during the Cold War which may account for booths with walls high enough to conceal the C.I.A. We sit in the booth at the very end, brush the crumbs off the table with a paper napkin, wait while Benny, a semi-moronic idiot savant who has trouble with his own name but is capable of calculating bill and tip faster than sixteen bits and a hard disk drive, slops the dregs from a Silex into a couple of cracked cups and slaps the bill down in a small pool of milk.
Linda tells me she already knew about George's thieving ways, she just hadn't understood at the time. She'd been listening at Miller's door which was slightly ajar when George, without actually coming out and perjuring himself, passed off my program as his. What he did was give Miller a rough outline of my program's aims not bothering to mention that I was the one developing it and apparently Miller became so enthusiastic he actually eased himself out of his chair and came around and offered George a cigar (George is afraid to smoke but he risked lung cancer for the occasion), then said he might consider sponsoring him for his club if George was interested. Naturally George drooled and capered like a p.p., which turned out to mean pissing puppy.
"When will this program be ready for testing, George?" Miller asked. We send our programs down to the twenty-fifth for testing.
Ha ha! George didn't know. But Linda says he bluffed with a perfectly straight face, it was "presenting no difficulties and should be off the drawing board" within the month. Which is more or less what I had figured myself. I wonder how the little weasel knew.
I tell Linda she was right about the dream that said I had to quit my job and she looked uneasy. Theory is one thing; practice another. Then I tell Linda about my dream about the baby and my determination to follow through with telling Miller that I am the one who is developing the program.
She shakes her head. "It says something, Gen. That your programs are your babies." Sometimes Linda's responses drive me batty.
"Presumably not the only ones I'll ever have."
"But maybe the only ones you'll ever want."
I never know if Linda says dumb things like that because she isn't thinking or because she is. Of course, or so I thought then, my programs aren't the only babies I'll ever want. I love kids, would like a dozen, or two at least, but before I can protest she looks rather dreamily at the fly specks over the counter and the sign that says "Don't canvass ME for National Sex Week I gave at the Office" and asks, "Is this program really so hot?"
"No, it's relatively modest, but look at it this way. Programs are getting increasingly sophisticated so it's harder and harder to come up with something different."
"And can Turd really complete it? I mean, say, if you backed up a couple of lines, or pages, or whatever?"
That stops me cold. I hadn't thought of the possibility. Temptation stares me in the face. I could so easily, oh so easily, louse up the program and then where would George be?
"But it wouldn't be honest," I say, sounding wimpy. "I developed it on company time, it belongs to the company - in fact that's the first thing Miller reminded me of."
"Oh s.h." Linda says. "After the way he's treated you, you'd let a stupid ethical consideration stand in your way? Killer Miller is never going to believe you developed it unless you have some sort of weapon to hit him with."
"I just couldn't do it," I say weakly. Talk about your Victim mentality!
Linda throws up her hands. (She's given to theatrical gestures.) "Boy, you deserve all the c.r. (crap) you're getting. I find it hard to believe that erasing a line or two would compromise your immortal soul. I mean, you could do the erasing on your own time, come in after work if that would make you feel better."
I grin noncommittally. Linda doesn't back off although she is usually strictly a live and let live person. "Listen," she urges, "I appeal to higher instincts: your friendship and/or loyalty to same, namely me. Miller is threatening to throw me to the wolves, or wolf singular. I may be assigned to T (Turd/George) now that he's been made Manager can you believe it? Already he's ending every sentence with a proposition."
Those were the days before sexual harassment suits had begun to cool office lechery. I can't think of anything to say so Linda gulps some coffee and then fixes me with her large and deceptively innocent eyes and says, "How about some sins of omission? How are you on them?"
"What did you have in mind ?"
"Well, like, is it complete? The program, that is."
I shake my head.
"So, are you so scrupulous you'd feel you had to complete it now, while gearing up for departure?"
Good point. The thing is, there are still a couple of flaws in the program. While it depreciates every nut and bolt separately it still won't keep track of one big essential: when the nut or bolt is completely written off.
"I don't need to know that," Linda says. "In fact, I don't know what the H. you're talking about.”
"Simple. You know what depreciation is if you buy a car, that car isn't just an expense of the year you buy it, it should be an expense over the lifetime of the car. My program will take every single item separately and work it out using averages established by the industry. But I'm having some trouble making it stop when it's finished expensing each purchase price."
Linda covers her ears. "Please," she says. "You know I took this job so I wouldn't be plagued with thinking. Just let Turdie finish the program. Nothing unethical there."
With which I had to agree.
"Oh, and Gen," she says as we get up to leave, "you don't need to confront Miller this very day, after all the dream wasn't specific. It would be interesting to see how things develop over the next two weeks."
The surge of relief tells me how much I'd been dreading it - although I can't quell a sneaky suspicion that Linda is beginning to think she's gone too far in urging dream advice.
Deliberately I call up in memory the day I told Elm. On my way down the spiral staircase I looked across the room to his desk and was able barely to make him out through the cloud of cigarette smoke hovering around him. Since tobacco smoke isn't a lot better for computers than it is for lungs the thin film it deposits can louse up sensitive circuitry – it was against the rule to smoke, but Elm managed to bend the rules and disarm Miller along with everyone else so that I don’t think anyone ever complained.
Elm looked up as I approached. He leaned back from his computer screen, not bothering to save his work.
"Rarebit," he said. "A farewell visit?" (Rarebit, from Rare gem which derived from Gem which tailed after Gen.)
I might have known that Elm had heard the news that I was leaving.
"No, just a visit. I have two weeks." I looked rather anxiously at his computer screen. "Save your work Elm, and come out for lunch."
"Augh, I don't bother with saving. If it wants to leave the best home it's ever had, let it." He did this on purpose since he knew I had a hangup about losing work.
I managed not to react. Elm got up from his chair with that neat, loose-limbed motion of his, reached for his cigarettes and started towards the elevator.
"Come on Rarebit," he said over his shoulder, "before I change my mind about buying."
We settled ourselves in a booth. I admitted that it was Linda and her damn dream theories that had gotten me into this mess. He stared at the grimy ceiling, smoked two cigarettes, and interrupted me once to spar with Benny (Elm is the only person Benny lets on he's seen before, and once Benny even refilled Elm's cup and didn't charge), but when I got to the part about not being particularly nervous about my unemployed state I managed to get his attention.
"Do you have eating dreams? Because that's what you're going to need from now on." Elm began to pocket his cigarettes.
"Wait, Elm. What do you really think?" I glanced at my watch, nervous about being out of the office so long (cringing dies hard), but I didn't want Elm to get away without at least a snippet of advice.
"You dream too much."
"Come on Elm, I need help. Guidance. T.L.C."
That rattled him a bit. "Okay, here's what I think." Maddeningly, he pulled another cigarette from his rumpled pack, offered me one although he knew damn well I hadn't smoked for eight years, searched through all his pockets and found he was out of matches, jumped up and negotiated the purchase of same, ambled back to our table, lit his cigarette, blew the smoke more or less in my direction and then settled back. I looked at my watch.
"Relax Rarebit," he said. "They can't fire you and I don't care if they fire me." Which is a lie: he has a family to support.
"Elm," I said, and he relented.
"Okay, you want to know what I think? I think you should walk into Killer Miller's office and ask if you can take your unfinished program with you when you go."
"What?"
"Why not? Obviously Miller figures what you're working on at the moment is worthless or he wouldn't have let you go without a struggle. He has no idea that Georgie Peorgie," - Elm doesn't approve of Turd as a nickname any more, says it has no class - "isn't the person developing the depreciation thing so he won't be able to resist putting you down by saying go ahead, take it, we have no use for it. You could claim sentimental value."
"Oh come on Elm. Not only does Miller not relate to sentimental, he despises it."
Elm grinned. "Then how about, it's still very experimental, hasn't been developed to the point where it would be of much value."
"He'd assume it was very valuable and I was trying to pull a fast one for sure. Other than that, though, it's an A-one idea. Think, Elm, how am I going to approach him?"
"Ask the lovely Linda."
"To do it?"
"No, no, no, Rarebit. Not to do it. Use that vaunted brain. Get the lovely Linda to tell you how to get Miller to agree to your having your program. The lovely Linda always knows how to get what she wants. Find out how she does it."
"I know how she does it and for that I'd need a facelift."
"For that you'll get a buttkick." Elm didn’t like me to trash myself.
"Sorry Elm. Old habits die hard."
"Don't apologize to me. It's no skin off my nose." But he stopped being so devious. "All I mean is, the lovely Linda doesn't barge in on people and shoot straight from lip and hip like some. She thinks out her tactics so that she's handed what she wants and she leaves the other guy believing it was his idea. For a brainy person you are zilch at political manoeuvering."
"I'm learning," I said.
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