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CHAPTER ONE

 

IN A VIDEO CLIP from my life just past, gray Friday afternoon, Hollywood District, Portland, Oregon―but weeks after the turn of the century―I hoofed down sidewalks dark from an earlier shower, stepping past St. Albion’s Episcopal Church, the corner of NE 43rd and Broadway, when I glanced up, away from the stubbornly wet reality of concrete.

I had an appointment for five: my psychologist, Helen. She worked late Fridays to accommodate me. And, at times, Helen seemed all keeping me tightly wrapped.

I was even with the gray stone façade of the chapel, of which I can speak knowingly. I’d been married inside.

The front doors were open and music spilled out. Music I’d recognize after three notes. The choir inside was singing Bach’s Jesu dolce amica, the contrapuntal melodies wafting out, far enough, long enough to take me back to when I, too, stood in there and sang and sang enough Bach to be ready to annotate a book of his sacred music.

I lost maybe six steps, pausing, before resuming the rush to my car and the appointment with Helen.

Then I saw a problem. Broadway, choked, absolutely deadlocked with cars. How would I cross the street, slip in my car, and get anywhere? A fire truck, two police cars, roof lights winking away. Traffic was parked and no way would I go anywhere.

I extracted my cell, phoned Helen, leaving a message about the traffic and canceling. With any luck, she wouldn’t bill me. As she once said, “If you don’t call, or if you call too late into the time I’ve set aside for you, I’ll send out a bill. Capiche?”

Before I stepped off the curb to sit in my car, stare at the tangled traffic, and contemplate flashing lights, I did the craziest thing. 

Turned around and went back to St. Albion’s to listen to choir practice.

The chapel was the building nearest the corner, so a few steps through the open wooden doors, painted a bright orange, with brass-plate hardware hinges scrolling to the side, and I was in the house of the Lord.

I took my place in a back pew, trying to appear inconspicuous. Fifty or so rows of empty pews separated me from the choir in the loft above the altar. They’d paused the singing, listening instead to the echoing words of Brother Roscoe, the choirmaster, about how to approach a passage.

But first, one thing. A moment ago, I said I’d been on my way to see my psychologist. Well, so we get off on the right foot, truthwise, I must admit Helen was no psychologist. Not at all. But she was a healer in her own way, a healer of desperate souls like yours truly.

To introduce myself. Todd, Todd Bomly. I sat in that church pew, your typical thirty-seven-year-old American male, who for years had failed to catch any starship to success—who does?—and was getting by, relatively content with life, except for the usual daily irritations, like this matter of missing an appointment with Helen.

What else? Marital status. Divorced, final papers only weeks before. I’d put off marriage until I was mature, responsible, thirty. I thought this nice Russian gal, Katya—that’s short for Ekaterina, something like our Catherine—and I had hit it off in a permanent sort of way. You know, to be honest, her being relatively new to this country, maybe I was deluded enough to think I was doing her the favor, while taking on some serious long-term obligation, by marrying her. Well, soon, we argued all the time. Todd and Katya had to be a real cacophony of words.

We were married long enough, though, to have a kid. Søren. He was going on six, living with his mom. I had him alternate weekends because they were still in town.

To this day, Søren is a great kid and it pained me back then I couldn’t be with him every day like a real father. Let me tell you about Søren. 

The choir again sung Bach. Brother Roscoe evidently sorted out the crescendo. As I was about to say, Søren was this intensely imaginative kid. But he didn’t understand everything, see?

One fall, the first after he learned to walk, we were out, he jabbering away, unstoppably enthused. We were slogging through piles of fall leaves. At some point, he said, “Daddy, the trees. We need to get new trees, Daddy.”

“Why, Søren?” I laughed he would be concerned to say something like that.

“Daddy, the trees are broken. We need new trees with leaves.”

Then I saw how this made sense if this was the first fall he’d really taken in.

“If we get new trees, they’d be small, not big trees like those.” I pointed to the crown of a bare-limbed maple overhead.

“That’s okay.”

“Well, maybe we ought to wait a few months.”

“Okay, not today.”

That’s how Søren has always been. Imaginative. Sees things in wholly original ways. I don’t know where he got that. Not from me, that’s for sure. And Katya, she’s about as practical a Slav as they come, nothing dreamy about her.

Anyway, winter came, went, and spring rolled out with the trees, no surprise, leafing out. I asked Søren if he remembered about getting new trees. He looked up, rolled his eyes, and said, “These are new trees, see new green leaves all over.”

How could I argue that?

I looked away from the choir behind the altar, decided I had enough. At first, the music pulled me in. How it brought back memories of our marriage in that church. The feeling of the day, so ripe with promise, had with several years gone turned to the dust of scattered dreams. Which might be why I stopped going to church. Not that I’d lost faith, but I seemed to lack that momentum of going forward with life in the way it was when Katya and I first got together.

§

I left the chapel, walking the streets to my favorite English-style pub: The Jugged Hare. This place I often had dinner. Bar food with a pint would set me right for the evening. I could go home, drop into bed, wake up the next day, start over. Except, in this case, tomorrow was Saturday. No work.

As ever, I was the designated driver, so a pint would have to do. Not that sometimes, sitting there at the bar, laughter erupting about me because of the baseball game on the television, a winsome lass couldn’t sit down near me, to whom I’d feel ready to provide an endless course of drinks, gratis, my inclinations also being to keep up. Oh, we could then take a taxi home to my place. Not that that fantasy happened often, but it did. I’d been the beneficiary of some long nights spent in the arms of some willing bar-happy ladies I’d brought home.

Like Sally. Yes, take Sally Hsu as one notable example. Five feet three inches of the most fun any man could ever reasonably expect to have in one evening and still be able to drive. Well, but probably not walk. Long black hair. When she brought it around, over her shoulders, her hair reached down to her diminutive breasts. She had very straight bangs cut just above her perfectly arched eyebrows. Her coal black eyes, aslant, asparkle, were separated by a perfect, longish nose which led to well-shaped full lips. She always wore lipstick. I mean, just the sight of this woman’s face would have me jumpy.

Could be I kept coming back to The Jugged Hare on the off-chance I’d see another Sally Hsu. The original got deported and divorced by the guy who brought her out of China, with a kid no less. She blew it when she got convicted of pot possession. This was not something for Immigration to know. They sent her and the kid back to China. I happened on the scene sometime in the middle of her communications with the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Agency. Yes, I could have helped her, at some sacrifice to myself. No, I didn’t want to be the Good Samaritan and have a government agency wondering about me. I let Sally go. Chalked it up to a few nice nights. That was that. Or so I thought.

Yeah, I found myself coming back to that pub, not wholly unaware an Asian woman had walked in the room. And, in any case, Asian women weren’t Russian women like Katya. I was decidedly on the rebound and what I found in Sally, and by extension, other Asian women was that, materialistic though they might be, they were not as obviously so as Katya and her Slavic sisters.

I mean Katya made a big deal about shopping at Portland’s best. Every month, credit card statements proved that. These Russian women lived for so long without anything, standing in line just to buy bread, they came to the good ol’ USA and bought like so many drunken sailors. Katya didn’t get over it. She was still like that after ten years here.

I went up to the bar and ordered. My usual: Bangers and mash, a pint of Full Sail Ale. If Katya saw me then, having that for dinner in a smoky, dark, low-ceilinged, broad dark-beamed public house of olde, American style, she would say I needed to have some salad, some vegetables for the vitamins. What else would someone who works at Oregon Health Sciences University say? Potatoes and greasy sausages, not a balanced meal.

And she’d been right, but as you might guess from those sort of remarks, she didn’t hesitate to argue, and I’d add, about anything. Can’t say I’d forgotten her. She was still arguing, in my mind, with me about what I’d be eating, months and months after we split up. At least I didn’t feel hungry afterwards.

My eyes adjusted to the dim light in there, and perched on my bar stool, waiting for my food, I looked about to see who else might be around. In the corner, a table by the wall, two nurses wearing uniforms—they must be off-duty from Providence—talked away excitedly. The one, whose back was to me, seemed a bit plump, but the other, very nice. Sort of dark-complected, I guessed Philippine, but in any case lovely black hair pulled into a ponytail, and she looked splendid in her baby blue uniform. Her face had the Asian look I liked―nice expressive eyes.

If I had an opening, any flimsy reason, like dropping my wallet next to her, I’d strike up a conversation, eventually ask her out. But she had her companion. That would be intrusive. Still, the possibilities were pleasant to contemplate.

Or were they?

The complexity of the reality behind appearances always lurks. That Philippine, call her Tina for discussion’s sake. Well, Tina didn’t live in some bachelorette studio apartment and wouldn’t entertain me without complications of other family. Of that I was sure.

She probably lived with an aging mom, who also worked long hours, happy just to be in this country. More than likely, an unmarried sister, too, at home, with two small kids, so right there, the complexity of four other people crashing about what Tina called home, if I were to decide to see her home. Did that setup make for romance?

Even if we were in my bachelor pad, guess what? The woman was not an orphan. She’d spend an inordinate amount of time talking about the needs of her mom, her sister, her nephew, her niece. Could I do anything? Not likely. Did I want to get more involved in that? I didn’t think it was the opportunity.

Swiveled around on the bar stool and plunged back into the bangers and mash. Then I paused mid-chew: I’d almost forgotten. Saturday, next day, I had to pick up Søren for the weekend.

§

Katya’s place was opposite where I parked on 15th, a busy crosstown street in Northeast Portland. This was where she moved when we split up―oh, must’ve been a year back. Your typical four-story apartment complex. Opened just before she moved in. That was Katya—could never do without the latest and the best, so she thought. The letters down the corner of the building spelled out, “LLOYD CROSSING,” but what that was for, I had no idea.

The place was big on security. Uniformed guard duty, all-hours, every day. That was important to Katya. That made her decide on the place. But I told her, Look, this busy traffic, this any place to raise an active boy like Søren? She didn’t care, said she could move later.

I got across the street crazy with cars, went into the chrome-and-blonde wood lobby, checked in with the blue-gray uniformed guard, and exited the whoosh-whoosh elevator onto the heavy-carpeted third floor. Katya’s place was just down the hall.

She answered the door, wearing a slinky black pant suit. This at nine-thirty in the morning. Looked stunning and anything but a woman who had a six-year-old boy to chase after.

“Hey, Søren, you in there? Ready to go?” I said, taking notice, through an open doorway, of the tousled red-haired kid bouncing off his bed in the room back of the living room I’d entered, A living room Katya had been quick to furnish with a black leather sofa, matching easy chairs surrounding a marble coffee table. 

“He’s moody this morning. I warn you in advance.” She pushed hair off her forehead with one hand. Her face was plain with exhaustion, as if she really was looking forward to a break of twenty-four plus hours from Søren.

He burst into the living room, his arm describing the perfect air arc of a pitch as he fell forward on the off-white, wall-to-wall, deep pile carpeting.

“Daddy!” A ball came flying and hit me smack on my glasses. Fortunately, nothing broke. I smiled at the red-headed terror. Not that I could do much more. When we were married, I was much quicker to invoke parental discipline—sharp words certainly when Søren went over the line. But I had changed. The conflicts were one-hundred percent between Katya and me. Søren got off scot-free, obviously, because if I were to discipline him, he’d be playing one of us off against the other in a hummingbird heartbeat.

“Looks like you’re putting energy into getting ready, Søren.” I threw out those conciliatory words, fully aware I had more than twenty-four hours to spend with him, and getting off on the wrong foot with anything but pleasantries would keep me from looking as frazzled as Katya did, despite the fact she was dressed as if she was ready to forget Søren with relish.

“You mustn’t do that,” Katya said, furrowing her brow. “I tell you often, don’t throw things in here.” 

I picked up the fuzzy, yellow tennis ball before someone, meaning I, would have the opportunity to step on it and do a banana peel pratfall, no doubt to Søren’s utter delight.

“I’ll take him somewhere he can unleash that energy.” I carefully eyed this hyper kid about to run toward me.

And he did. I kneeled, held out my arms, and he was instantly the young son never at a loss to melt my heart.

Katya walked back to Søren’s room and called out, “This morning, he doesn’t eat breakfast.”

“Yes, I did.” Søren broke loose from our embrace, as if he were ready to march back and tell his mom she had it wrong.

“Søren’s being a guy,” I called out to her, she having disappeared from view to retrieve something, I imagined.

She re-emerged into the living room, holding Søren’s overnight backpack. The backpack had a Blazers patch sewn prominently on it. I didn’t know Søren liked basketball but filed it away for future reference.

“Potato chips and Coke is breakfast?” she asked, giving the kitchen a look of surprise.

“He needed some comfort food because he knew he was spending the day with me.” I didn’t know if my conciliatory words were lost on Søren. Probably he didn’t even notice. If I weren’t arguing with Katya, as we did so often when we were together, then Søren was going about his business, blissfully happy his parents weren’t making a scene. So the truth was, I was also offering these conciliatory words for Katya’s benefit, to make this interaction as painless as possible, which, of course, was something I needed to get practiced at doing. Who knows how this picking-up-Søren episode would go in the future when Katya was living with another guy. I would certainly feel like more of an interloper.

“Well, I don’t know. He needs more discipline than I have time.” She held out the backpack, the two shoulder straps ready for Søren to slip his arms through.

Søren put it on like a horse taking its harness: willingly. He looked a scream, trail-ready for an all-day mountain climb.

And for her part, Katya stood there, looking more desirable than she had a right to, wearing the slinky dress, holding her head up high, the prominent Slavic cheekbones a sure draw for any warm-blooded male. Which raised the question, Who was she seeing once I skedaddled out with Søren?

Once we divorced, I made it a point not to ask after her social life, in the same way I liked to keep mine private and certainly getting in the game of comparing notes as to our social re-entry seemed a silly competition of something along the lines of, See you really are a lot less desirable than I and see this is what you get—a barren social life.

“Don’t worry, we’re gone until four or five tomorrow.”

Katya closed the door behind us as we left down the hall, and I wondered briefly if this would ever get easier.

§

Søren was great. Thing about kids that age is they’re happy just hanging out. None of this, You gotta buy me this, you gotta take me there stuff. Well, he might’ve saved those juvenile demands for Katya because she was the one he lived with most of the time.

I told Søren we’d go up to Mt. Tabor Park. Promised him a picnic. The sun was out and the kid deserved to be somewhere he could run flat-out and get tongue-hanging-out tired. We stopped at an Italian deli and picked up some sandwiches and pop.

We got up there―the lava butte, forested park that arose like Glastonbury amid the flatlands of East Portland. The parking lot was almost full―what you’d expect on a nice spring day. Kids seemed to take the advantage of being in a park as license to run about screaming. I could see Søren eyeing the other kids, getting a bit excited about this release from the four-walled confinement of an inner-city apartment. He quickly grabbed my hand and his feet seemed to move even faster, taking me over to the obligatory stop at the park: the mouth of the Mt. Tabor volcano—the only volcano inside the city limits in North America—something like that.

We read a sign that gave the history of this volcano vent, how it and others in the area last erupted thousands of years ago.

I looked across the street toward the picnic area, ready to lug out the cooler. “There’s a table,” I said to Søren. He was tense, as if ready to dart over there. “Wait, Søren.” I didn’t want him to get in the habit of jumping out in the street, even if no cars were coming.

We got over to the empty picnic table and Søren wanted to eat right away. He greedily unwrapped his sandwich and bit into it with gusto, Smiling, he looked up at me. “Dad, this is one of the best days of my life.”

The sunlight bounced off his face in dapples between the towering conifers we sat among. My heart seemed to catch in my throat. “Good,” I managed to say.

We sat there for a minute or so, chomping through the crusty bread with provolone, salami, mustard, and whatever else made those subs have-to-haves. Nothing else would do.

Søren would tear off a bite, start chewing, look around the park, but in a way he didn’t appear to be taking anything in. I knew when he was thinking of something. 

“Dad, when’s that volcano back there gonna blow up again? You know?” I almost laughed. That question had probably been bugging him since we read the sign together minutes before. Did he really think there was any chance at all we could be blown sky-high in a gusher of red-hot molten lava if we didn’t keep on the move? Maybe he had reason to think that way. Some of these school teachers have been more than eager to charge up young minds like Søren’s with in-school documentaries about Mt. St. Helens erupting, but that was way back in 1980. 

“Probably not in million years. The thing’s dormant.”

“Dormant? Huh?”

I held out what was left of my sandwich, waved it casually, as if volcanoes coming to life ranked right up there with sudden meteorite impacts in the next ten minutes. “The volcano went to sleep. A hundred thousand years, it might wake up and erupt. Maybe.”

“That’s a long time to wait.”

“It’s not the only volcano in the world. Others erupt every year.” I didn’t want to kill Søren’s interest in volcanoes, so offered to direct his attention elsewhere, say to Hawaii, if he wanted to go on a research kick.

“Where’s one erupting now?”

“That’s hard to say. Many places. Indonesia, Alaska, Hawaii. They’re unpredictable, and the vulcanologists don’t always know in advance.”

“What’s a vulcanologist?”

“That’s a person, a man or a woman, who studies volcanoes.”

“Maybe I want to be a vulcanologist.”

When Søren said that I knew if I ever got married again, if I ever met the sort of woman who wanted to have kids, I would never, never allow myself to get into the situation of being a part-time parent, and I was talking about what averaged out to be one day a week, considering it was a weekend, every other week, Søren was away from his mom.

Whatever else, I never had negative feelings toward Søren, from the day he was born. It was always problems with Katya and her expectations for us that was difficult. Søren, unfortunately, was the innocent bystander in the wreckage of our marriage, a union that lasted a mere seven years, I’m sorry to say.

More than likely, if I found another woman to share my life with, she’d probably have a kid or two of her own, and then we’d have the tricky task of bringing Søren into that arrangement, on a part-time basis, and I'd be nowhere as attentive to him for, say, a picnic in the park. But that was a bridge to cross when we got there. And as everyone knows, kids like Søren are eminently adaptable—or maybe that’s the rationale we give ourselves to deal with this adult pain of failing to give them as much out of life as they have a reasonable right to expect—namely two parents at home.

So Søren sat there on the picnic table bench seat, holding his can of pop, chewing the last of his sandwich, and he’d just told me his life’s ambition was to be a vulcanologist. I, in turn, wanted to tell him I was sorry for bringing him through our adult foul-up, but I couldn’t. When we finished the sandwiches, and were about done with our pop, I told him I would teach him to play mumblety-peg. I’d brought along a dull-bladed Boy Scout knife I was going to give him for that purpose. He was all ears, ready to go at it.




CHAPTER TWO

 

WEEKENDS NEVER HAVE ENOUGH HOURS and get away from you like quicksilver running down a rathole to the past. I took Søren back to Katya’s with greatest reluctance for several reasons, not the least of which was the reality of Monday morning waiting in the wings.

Monday meant work, and after a fitful night’s sleep, I was back in my muted gray, synthetic fabric-paneled cubicle at Numerus Foundry. All we did at Numerus was code math subroutines, programming modules destined for use in larger software application packages of all sorts. This software shop was kinda a small operation, twenty of us, programmers like me for the most part, in a small tilt-up industrial park building out by Portland International Airport. The lease on the building had gone begging, and the boss liked the idea of being somewhere with good airport access—to ship out software or to fly out-of-town to call on clients.

Anyway, I sat in my cubicle, listening to everyone else click-clicking away on their keyboards, spinning out the code, but I, for one, wanted to get up and hit the can. I’d been drinking so much coffee that morning and was jittery. Not the best strategy, considering that I had my weekly one-on-one with Jason in about ten minutes. He wanted to review what I’d been doing. Usual agenda.

§

“I tell you last week, Matt over at Fleer Avionics wants to see anything we have for the F-loop you’re working on.” Jason, our lead engineer, would often open our chats like that—no warmups. I felt like a cast-iron skillet had rapped the crown of my head.

“Well, anything, if that’s what he wants, is not going to give him meaningful data. I know that,” I said, sitting up, clasping my hands, pulling my elbows in closer, readying my defenses about how I’d spent the last three months getting to where I could optimize a version one.

Jason drummed his clipboard with a mechanical pencil. He always took notes at these one-on-ones. Always. Wrote them up, I suppose, as fodder for the puff pieces he gave the company investors. Numerus was a closely-held company, and all the owners wanted to see the jackpot if the company could ever be taken public as a credible, profitable enterprise. Problem was, we were not exactly moving product.

“Let me put it this way, you’ve had this assignment for almost two months and we need something out the door. Fleer is really big and they talk with a lot of people. If I say we have an optimized F-loop, something that runs on the Bison chipset, then I’m the peanuthead if we’re talking vaporware, okay?” Jason stared me down. I fidgeted in my chair. “That’s not difficult to understand, is it?”

I felt like not saying a thing. The old story of the programmer being forced to work overtime, to stay in the cubicle until the wee hours of the night, to call out for pizza, drink loads of soda pop, just to keep toiling away on the code. Let me say, coding software is not the easiest thing to do, but it doesn’t take one brilliant insight after another; mostly it’s a lot of donkey work, trial and error, and cleaning up code afterward for some structural flow. “You promised?” I asked Jason, knowing full well this was how he could put pressure on me to work uncompensated for untold hours.

“I knew I could count on you. That’s what I told Matt. One of our best programmers is on it, I said.”

I had been in the same situation before and as I studied Jason’s face, I expected to see he was searching for a sign that, yes, once more, I’d back down, go along with this forced march. Instead, I saw something newly unattractive about Jason. Something I’d missed in the more than a year since he’d come on board at Numerus and became my boss.

His lips had curled in a sneer. I might have been hallucinating—I couldn’t be sure—but his face hinted the positively evil and repulsive.

A smug sneer it was. He was sure I was some random beetle, squirming away, pinned to his corkboard behind his head—who just happened to write code in machine language. He knew about my mortgage payment. He knew about the alimony check every month. He knew because I’d complained about the latter, in particular, over lunch, during the early months I was trying to show my vulnerability, gain his sympathy. Yeah, he knew my soft spots, where I hurt. He must’ve figured I needed this job, with the market for code jockeys being tight in the Portland area, after Cirrus Software shut down late last year.

I relaxed, putting my webbed hands behind my head, leaning back in the desk chair. The chair back squeaked while I bought time to think.

“Let me ask a question.” His sneer had changed to a look of contempt because I was taking too long to acquiesce, I suppose.

“Pretty cut-and-dried to me, but go ahead, shoot.”

“Well, this Fleer F-loop, Fourier analysis, double-precision accuracy is no trivial exercise,” I said, trying to preface what I was about to say. Jason scowered at having to indulge my thinking when all he wanted from me was something like, “Sure,” and a quick retreat to the cubicle.

“I mean,” I said, “I could work on this—given this deadline you’re talking—twenty-four, seven and still not be happy—much less have any reasonable confidence I wouldn’t be giving them more gotcha’s than giv’ems.”

“Don’t underestimate yourself,” Jason said. I wanted to stand up, walk away, anything to get away from that condescension.

“No, don’t underestimate the project,” I said. I was sure he could tell he was getting to me. “Face it, optimizing to any sort of reasonable machine cycle efficiency takes a lot more time than you’re willing to give me.” I stared at him, ready for him to concede the smallest bone of acknowledgement of my looming servitude.

“You’re a professional. You’re paid to find a way.” He drummed his clipboard with his pencil, ready to dispense with this assignment.

“Not enough resources—hours, whatever—to do the job,” I said, realizing we’d reached deadlock.

“This, Todd, is software development. Give me proof-of-concept. Can you do that”

“No,” I said. “This is no generic app, this software module fails or it doesn’t.”

“Todd, Matt will be happy with proof-of-concept, Fleer will buy into it, give us money. Then you can worry about perfecting it.”

“I’m sorry. All the dependencies I have to resolve, proof-of-concept is the working product. That’s it.”

“I don’t see why you can’t give them something to look at.”

“Doesn’t work that way. Go or no-go. All or nothing.

Jason paused for words. I was not going to back down. Maybe I should have gotten up and walked away, been sullen. Instead, I took Jason’s momentary inability to speak as an opportunity. “Can you find someone else better to do this job?”

Jason’s face screwed up like he’d tasted dog shit.

For someone who was proud of his verbal dexterity and his ability to win arguments, he suddenly had no more to say than a stone. I used my temporary advantage to give him a bit more of a jolt, “Because this particular cowboy’s not riding off that cliff—I don’t care what’s at stake.”

Jason gazed at the file folders on his desk return. “Todd, you don’t know what you’re saying.” His words came out quietly. “You don’t know what you’ve said. See,” he said, turning to look me in the eye, his sneer history. He had a look of pure hurt in his eyes now, like he’d discovered his wife with another man, or something equally disillusioning. “You’re the only one that can code that F-loop. I know you don’t like working long hours at a stretch. So if you want comp time later, in exchange for putting in the hours, I’ll try to do something for you.”

“Comp time’s not enough. I have professional pride, I don’t want a reputation for sending out gassy, buggy code, see what I mean?” Jason’s face had gone back to contempt. Or that’s how I read it.

“You know I can’t do this for everybody. I’m offering you a straight swap of hours now, for comp time later. I can only pay you for X hours, so overtime or bonus pay is no option. You’re exempt, anyway.” He again looked away, studying his file folders on the return.

I rested my head on the chair back again. Suddenly, the ceiling looked complex, those acoustic tiles riddled with holes. “You know, Jason, in case my words weren’t direct enough, I could always walk.”

I looked down, and, sure enough, I had Jason giving me a look that made me glad no weapon was lying around. “You can’t quit. Can’t.”

“Well, what sort of employment contract do we have anyway?” I said, knowing full well I’d only signed the standard noncompete when I hired on, which everybody in high-tech seemed to ignore completely.

“You can’t just walk out on Numerus. You’re an employee here. You understand what I’m saying?”

“I’ve an employment contract, sure. Call it a quit contract.” I relished that phrase, letting Jason know he was dealing with someone savvy, someone who could find a handle for employment law. “By default in absence of a written contract, cancellable by either party on a moment’s notice.” I looked at my wristwatch. “Want to make that ten-forty five a.m. today?” I said, giving him the current time.

Jason, desperate, began pleading interminably. Might’ve been only fifteen minutes, but he made sure I felt like I was letting a drowning man go under. He wanted me to wait. He wanted to call a key investor, Axley, on the phone. He wanted me to talk with him, to see if the board could do anything special for me.

Having heard all this business of what I was worth for the first time, I wondered how long it would be remembered, much less acted on, once I gave in, backed down and got used to a life of nothing more than work-and-sleep hours, subsisting on the Coke and pizza I’d be privileged to expense to the company.

It crossed my mind I needed to stand up, to walk slowly back to my desk, to retrieve my planning diary, and to keep walking for the back door and the parking lot and get in my car and drive away. I could always call about seeing that the final check was mailed to my home address.

What I didn’t count on was Jason following me every step of the way, not missing a beat in his argument that I’d taken leave of my senses and was doing something I’d really regret.

What Jason didn’t know in announcing his doubts about my sanity to every upturned programmer’s face in cubicles along our path was I had a loan officer back at my credit union dying for me to wheelbarrow some money out the door, if only I’d take out a home equity loan. Easy as signing the papers on the dotted line. With all the info in their database, there were really no forms to even fill out, other than saying whether you wanted twenty thou, thirty thou, name your amount, available in ten-thousand dollar increments. It was that easy, seriously.

My place on Lair Hill had appreciated so much, I was flush with home equity, to the tune of maybe a quarter million, I kid you not.

But Jason raged on, no idea how little I needed the job.

Standing there in the parking lot, as I was pulling open the driver’s door, Jason was punching the air with fists. “You’re going to come crawling back on bloodied knees to this place, asking for your job back.”

“You know what, Jason? It’s been my pleasure.” That was the craziest thing I could say. “But nothing lasts forever. We all have our limits, and I might just have to say good-bye to microcoding the Bison chipset forever. That’s how it goes.”

When I said microcoding, it was as if I’d given Jason another tidbit to pelt me with.

“Microcoding? You can’t get another job like that in Portland. You have to move to the Bay Area, as a minimum.”

“Good luck finding a replacement. I’d say you’re deep in the bog, Jason. Numerus might want to drop the F-loop for a while.”

Jason looked ready to slash my tires. Then he did an about face, started to walk away, as if that was all. I took the opportunity to slip in the driver’s seat and close the door. Suddenly, Jason turned around, came back toward the car. “Don’t you ever come back on this private property. Never,” he screamed.

I turned on the engine and was ready to back out and resisted the temptation to lower the window and say anything. It was plain Jason was in exquisite misery and I couldn’t bring myself to spoil it.

§

I drove away, merged on Columbia Boulevard, and headed home, knowing with one fail swoop, my daily load of worries was over. Approaching the MLK intersection, I was already letting go of the daily hassle of commuting. I could relax. All with one change: I gave up sharecropping machine code. 

Worse things happened. Like divorce and not being able to see your son every day. Walking out on a two-bit programmer job, even one paying bills, was not life-threatening.

Of course, if I were still married, if I saw Søren every day, he being one reason to show up for work Monday through Friday, I might not have quit so spontaneously. Probably I’d stewed and stayed with the job months or years.

But without a family under the roof, I had this flexibility. I admit though, cruising along, knowing I’d pulled off the fantasy I had for months, I was in a bit of a shock. One fact alone, however, kept me centered, kept my wide-open eyes negotiating the lane changes with confidence.

The credit union was my friend and there was no time to dawdle about going there.

The car clock said it wasn’t even eleven-thirty. Most workdays, I’d be vaguely thinking lunch. I had the rest of the day to fill, plenty of time for everything. I decided once back at the place, I’d get some numbers together about how much to ask for. That request, of course, could wait until tomorrow. The afternoon was to enjoy.

§

I slept in late Tuesday morning, something I only allowed myself on weekends. I didn’t know what came over me, but when I awoke before six, I said to myself, I don’t have to go to work. I promptly fell back into a deep slumber.

Sleeping in late and the other temptations of overwhelming laziness had to be kept at bay. Jobless or not, I still had to get out and moving to reclaim my intention of surviving in a dog-eat-dog world. I needed to make plans for my post-Numerus career. I didn’t know what I would do. After eight, I was out the front door, walking down the sidewalk, headed downhill to Macadam, ready to step inside Bad Brew for a latte and sit and watch the world slip by without having anywhere in particular to be.

I was sitting there, a table for two, but by myself, when who walks in the front door but my brother-in-law, of all people.

Make that my ex-brother-in-law, Pyotr, and definitely not a bother-in-law, to boot.

He struts in, arm around what I’d bet was his girlfriend of the month. Five years younger than Katya, Pyotr was twenty-eight, going on eighteen. Worked out on weights regularly, so his upper body fit his brown leather jacket like some steroid-enhanced barrel-chested weightlifter and the rest of him, those pipe-stem legs in Levi’s, completed the hyper-macho effect. He spun around town in a lowered Civic with ground-effect skirts, coffee-can sized exhaust pipe, and a NYPD cap facing out the rear window, on the shelf above the back seat, just so everyone would know he was pro-American.

But not to write-off where he came from, he wore a T-shirt under his leather jacket, red with big white letters, CCCP. Overall, I liked Pyotr, his gung-ho adaptation of the American lifestyle, in a cliched sort of way. I liked to think of him as my brother-in-law, even after the divorce.

I caught his eye. Raised my right hand in greeting. “How goes it?”

He took his arm off the girl’s shoulder. She looked dressy in a skirt and blouse, unlike Pyotr, who always looked like he was ready for a dive bar. She was like most of Pyotr’s girlfriends, a bit heavy on the makeup, tight clothes, and a bit dazed looking at what she was doing, other than hanging on the arm of a would-be Sylvester Stallone. “Great, man. Todd, you meet my friend, Mary?”

I nodded. “Pleased to meet you. So you two here for some coffee?”

Pyotr and Mary glanced at each other, smiling. “Yeah, we take away. Mary has to be at work soon.”

“Well, I have the day off,” I said with mock pride.

He studied me, as if wondering what else might be going on. “So job is good to you, no?” All Pyotr knew was I worked with computers. He wouldn’t know software code from spam e-mail. He just knew my work at Numerus paid well and helped his sister a lot with those alimony checks.

“Well, tell you the truth, I no longer work at Numerus.” I hesitated, unsure how much I wanted to tell him, other than the essential fact of my new life: I was jobless.

“Really? Such a good job. What happened?”

Mary shifted her weight from one foot to the other, looking a bit anxious about whether they’d get out in time for her to get to work.

“I’ll spare you the messy details. I basically walked out yesterday because I knew I could do better elsewhere.”

“Whoa, that takes balls.” He shot a sideways glance at Mary, who tittered. “You,” he said, giving me a searching look, “gonna be okay?”

“Not to worry. I saved up lots of money—my rainy day fund—to give me time to find another job.” Of course, this was total bull. I had fifteen hundred in my checking and when that was gone, I had to be ready with the home equity money.

“Sounds pretty good. You tell Katya, right?” He gave me a small look of concern or fear, I wasn’t sure.

“Not yet, but I’ll call her soon anyway, tell her what happened.”

“Okay,” he said, “I’ll keep quiet, let you explain.”

That’s one reason I like Pyotr. Despite the gruff, street thug appearance, he did have a sensitive side, a side that can be discreet.

“Hey, good seeing you two. Pleased to meet you, Mary. I’ll let you guys get going.”

That was how the first encounter of my new jobless status went. It had to happen. Someone you know sees you on a work day and you’re, well, not at work, but instead just dawdling over a latte like every other slacker around you.

But there was so much potential in the moment, I felt I had to nurse it for a while. Figure out what my best possible move might be at that point. Where I could go from there and keep my dignity intact, a dignity which was suffering woefully under Jason’s inept task mastership. I didn’t walk on a whim. It had been building probably from the second day he started work at Numerus. Oh, well, history, as they say.

I took another sip of my latte, waved good-bye to Pyotr and Mary, who were going out the door. I really had a weird problem, looking for a job. My domain experience, this microcoding business, which I was damn good at, wasn’t applicable to any other software shop in the Portland area. A place or two in the Seattle area, maybe, got into that sort of code tweaking at the machine-cycle level, so I’d have to go out there and start talking about coding something related, like drivers—though I was going to have to get smart about that in a hurry—if any interviewer were to take me seriously.
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