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  It’s Power that needs the gallows: ‘That man’s a Jew, he’s a Negro, he’s a worker, he’s a slave…he’s different…that man’s the Enemy!’




   




  Elsa Morante, History: A Novel.




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  Report on William Potenco




  by Doctor Officer Elias Degair




  





  I




  





  It’s raining, and William Potenco—who is usually the last to leave work, even on a Friday—is sitting at his desk on the tenth floor of the J. Griffin Building. I’m watching him and I can see that he’s lost in his thoughts. He’s ignoring his work and looking out the window above his monitor contemplating what is likely some sad idea, as is his habit lately. The rest of the data management team, a group of part-timers and interns, have already gone home. The whole floor—all the employees of Eureka!, “the social network for academics”—have gone home. William is alone. He’s staring out of the rain-spattered window, over Victory Square and the city of Vancouver, lost in a depressing thought.




  The grey sky he sees is nothing special. The mist, the wall of rain awaiting him when he steps outside, is nothing new. The Vancouver skyline, or what William can see of it anyway, is no more exciting to him than a postcard, or a painting of a landscape hanging over a grandmother’s couch. The way the rain taps at the window, evenly and rhythmically, the way the water runs down the pane—this is what seems to interest our sad William.




  





  Sighing deeply, he looks back down at his monitor. Maybe time to get out of here, he must think. But as he begins closing the windows and programs on his computer, he pauses. Perhaps he’s thinking: One quick update before I leave—why not? He brings up Real. My computer records it—he never even logged out; his Canvas is still open and I can see him do it through the camera.




  Since he last checked an hour or so ago, there’s really no updating to do, so after scanning old messages and compositions, he decides to compose something new. On his Sketchpad, William quickly draws a mountain with a snow-covered top and a pine tree on its side. Next to the mountain he draws a skyscraper standing, for some reason known only to William, as high as the mountain. Above the skyscraper and the mountain he draws a raincloud, from which little drops of rain fall. He colours it all in different shades of grey, presses the “animate” button to have the rain look as if it’s falling, and cuts and pastes it onto his Canvas. I suppose this is meant to be a representation of Vancouver. Next, from Real’s online music files, William finds what he thinks is an ideal companion song to his rather dismal-looking drawing—it’s The Smiths’s rather drab “There Is a Light That Never Goes Out.” It must not be the lyrics but rather the sad tone that makes it work for William as the drawing’s companion. He drags that over too.




  He’s almost done, but he obviously feels there’s something missing, since he’s stopped and is contemplating his composition, mulling over what particular kind of punch he feels is still needed. He leans back in his chair again to have another look out the window—the rain, the mountains, the wind—and an image pops into his head.




  Where did the image come from, William? Is it a happy memory from a childhood trip to a museum or a Grade 10 art class, or maybe from a postage stamp you once saw? Hard for me to know, but with a quick search through Real’s database he’s found what he wants. It’s Emily Carr’s 1931 painting, Big Raven. William drags the image—a great raven staring out at a rain-swept landscape—over to his composition. He leans back to have a long good look at it, likely thinking: Sad and funny. Perfect. He then hits “compose” to finish it up and, typical of him, hits “send” to issue his particular, grandiose form of bleakness to all of his friends. It is 5:14 p.m.




  Moments later, a message arrives underneath William’s composition. It’s from his friend Mike, who has been “affected” by William’s post:




  (5:18 PM) Mike George: another raven? and raining in van again, huh?




  Mike is one of William’s closest friends—one of his few friends, actually. They went to university together where Mike lived in the dorm room next to William. The two have remained friends, and stayed connected on Real over the years since Mike moved to Ottawa. Mike’s Real-ID photo shows a young, smiling man with a round face, brown eyes and short brown hair, wearing a white unbuttoned dress shirt over a black t-shirt. Mike’s Real-ID number is #fifteen-three-thirty-nine. According to Mike’s profile, his favourite musicians are: Dire Straits, Coldplay, The Tragically Hip, and the Red Hot Chili Peppers. His favourite directors are: Sam Raimi and Quentin Tarantino. His favourite authors are: none. His cultures are: Canadian. Mike always communicates in lower case.




  William replies promptly to Mike:




  (5:19 PM) William Potenco: I like ravens, and it’s always raining here.




  Shortly after, another message appears from William’s other friend, Ryan. Ryan is neither “affected” nor “unaffected” by William’s post. His message reads:




  (5:23 PM) Ryan Jeffreys: haha, nice picture. Depressed much?




  Ryan is William’s best friend. He went to university with William and Mike, and shared a Computer Science major with William. Like Mike, Ryan left Vancouver just after graduation and moved back to his hometown, Winnipeg, to take a job at Bombardier. Recently, Ryan has started to change his Real-ID picture often. On this particular day, he’s representing himself on Real as a young Tom Cruise. Ryan’s favourite musicians are listed as: Coldplay, U2, The Strokes, and Jay-Z. His favourite directors are: M. Night Shyamalan, Peter Jackson, and J.J. Abrams. His favourite authors are: none. His abilities are: smart.




  Ever sensitive, William reads over Ryan’s response, probably thinking that Ryan is pretty jerky to respond in such an unfriendly way. His initial reaction, because of his short temper, is likely to tell Ryan to go fuck himself, but he reconsiders, perhaps thinking it wouldn’t be nice to reply like that, especially online where everyone could read it, so he ignores Ryan’s comment and responds:




  (5:26 PM) William Potenco: Anyways. I have to get out of here. See you guys later tonight.




  As he’s posting, another message pops up in William’s designated “Family Room.” It’s from his mother:




  (5:29 PM) Margaret Potenco (MOM): Happy Birthday, Willy. Big kiss. From mom. And Frank too. We miss you.




   




  II




  





  Leaning back again in his chair, William Potenco lets out a long, deep sigh and stares out the window, through the rain and over our great city of Vancouver.




  What is William thinking as he looks out over the city? It’s hard to know exactly, but it’s likely about his life—perhaps about what drew him to Vancouver in the first place: the fresh air, the mountains, tolerance and so forth. Obviously, a lot has changed since he arrived, though. That was years ago, and now many of those reasons—some today even call them myths—have lost their original lustre.




  It matters little, since it’s not the myths but the rain William cares for now. Is this because he’s depressed? Not exactly—not clinically, anyway. He’s happy in a way. Lonely for sure, but happy. From what I’ve gathered so far, he seems to take some mysterious joy in life, feels remarkably content, likes his job and his friends and so on. So, no, it’s not because he’s depressed that he likes the rain. He enjoys it because, like a poor bum who finally lands a windfall, he thinks it enables his happiness. The rain gives him a reason to be inside working at Eureka! his dream job, or connected on Real watching films and chatting with Mike and Ryan. Inside is where William feels safe and content.




  I wouldn’t say he’s against going outdoors for some healthy recreation. The problem with William is more that nature sort of frightens him and offers nothing in return, as if the time he would need to spend on carrying out recreational activities would be a waste of his energy, and more risk than it’s worth.




  Take the mountains, for example. People in Vancouver love the mountains—they write poems and sing songs about them, they revere them as religious sites and pray to them, they paint pictures and sculpt them, they are driven to map, record, conquer, and dominate them. According to what we know, however, William has never once been to the mountains. The mountains form an integral part of our lives in this magnificent city, but William, he just stares at them every day, never going farther than that. He may secretly even hate the mountains. Part of the problem, aside from a youthful and misguided disregard for physical activity, is that William (and this is a truth that he has never admitted to his friends) is a rather anxious person. He is afraid of what might happen to him if he goes to the mountains. He has it in his head that if he were ever to attempt a trip to the mountains, it would end in his own tragic death. On many occasions he has written in his RealDiary of his fears: of the “terrifying winter avalanches,” which actually do kill people every year; of falling; (“What if I slipped on some moss or a loose rock and fell off of a cliff to my death?”); of bugs that “swarm and terrorize to no end;” and of the hot sun and the terrible sunburn (“I might as well just ask a doctor to give me cancer.”) The list of hazards and personal fears he’s written of is almost endless. On top of the fears are the overpriced and complicated equipment he’s convinced himself he would need to buy for such an undertaking. There are all the shops that he would need to go to, all the salespeople he would have to talk to to get the top-quality hiking shoes, shorts, shirts, composite walking sticks and so on that are needed for such a trip. For all of these reasons and more, William has made up his mind that it is simply impossible to make any kind of a trip to the mountains.




  William also does not ride a bike, much less rollerblade or even jog. He thinks car drivers a frightening, unpredictable bunch of lunatics who might cut him off at any moment or open a car door as he’s riding by, sending him sailing over his handle bars and right into a coma. Nope, that’s not for him, and neither is skateboarding, hiking, camping, or even going for long walks. William Potenco doesn’t play sports of any kind, and ever since the Hockey Riots, he won’t even go outside when any major sporting event is happening in the city. He refers to sports fans, regardless of gender or age, as “lugs” and they scare the shit out of him. So no, none of that. William is quite comfortable, quite content, indoors, and it’s the rain, and more recently of course, the Scare, that allow him to stay inside where he is convinced he’s happy, safe and secure.




  Indoors, at his computer, on Real, watching and discussing films, talking with Julia, his girlfriend, talking and working with his friends Ryan and Mike—these, and his job at Eureka!, and all the tasks associated with maintaining a healthy online presence, are what make William feel good.




  It’s 6:28 p.m. when William finally gets bored staring at the rain and stands to leave. He electronically punches out of the system and turns off his computer. In the elevator, the advanced camera records him as he stares at the floor. When he steps out of the elevator, he pumps a few squirts of hand sanitizer into his hands from the dispenser. As he walks toward the front doors, public health and security cameras accurately record his temperature and appearance. As he approaches, almost out of the J. Griffin Building, William looks up and smiles contemptuously.




  Outside, the rain has turned into a fine mist, a cold drizzle. William zips his coat up to his chin and pulls his hood over his head to begin his familiar walk home.




  The rain. William didn’t know about the constant rainfall before he moved to Vancouver. He would have heard that it rained a lot, but you just don’t see many postcards of Vancouver in the rain. You might see it on a postcard of the mountains or the West Coast rainforest, but not the city. But can you blame the postcard makers? Rain is bad for a city’s reputation. After living in Vancouver for almost ten years, though, William knows that the rain in Vancouver is a permanent feature that goes without saying, like the cold in Yellowknife.




  The other thing he’s learned about Vancouver is that the seasons are barely discernible one from another. Beautiful as they are, the seasons are perceptibly different only in the temperature of the falling rain. Sometimes the rain is a relief, like in August, when for two or maybe three full weeks, the sun is hot and the photographers take pictures for postcards. At most other times, though, the skies are grey, the roads are sloppy and the rain is either cold or very cold. At these times, the mood can get downright depressing. A miserable place, some say, is Vancouver.




  But I think that’s unfair. In the spring, in certain special places like the manicured Japanese and Chinese gardens, and on the university campuses, there are beautiful flowers: cherry blossom, English daisy, spiderwort, butterfly bush, magnolia and many more. In the summer, during those three hot weeks in August, the ocean water even gets almost warm enough for swimming. And very rarely, but sometimes, toward the end of December or in January, a layer of fluffy white snow might blanket the entire city. William loves the snow. It reminds him of home and his childhood in southern Ontario. And it’s even better than the rain for keeping him indoors, for the city, without the needed equipment—snowplows and such—is unable to cope with even an inch of snow and must shut down and wait it out, while he and every other citizen remain cozily indoors.




  But the rain, unknown to many of our good people, is treacherous too. Downtown Vancouver is not like its suburbs. While the buildings on William’s walk home are largely constructed of brick, stone and glass, the suburbs are something else altogether. The old wooden houses in Vancouver’s suburbs absorb moisture from the ground and the rain and remain in a permanent state of dampness. Some are covered in green and black mould. Some have mushrooms and ferns growing on them. Some are decomposing before our eyes, being reclaimed by the earth. The picture is far from quaint, and the health risks are serious: malaria, West Nile and other waterborne diseases, pests and vermin, have sprung from far less. I know William has never seen this, never thought about it, never even ventured to the suburbs—the farthest he’s been from downtown is the university—but for us working at the Public Health Bureau, these are serious issues.




  Like most people, what William knows of Vancouver, and what he knew of it before he came, is skewed, a representation built on a lot of stories, misconceptions, and the tall tales of the outside media. Take Vancouver’s citizens, its human geography, for instance. The people here have a very complicated nature, but you would never know it from the lies spread about them in the rest of Canada. What can be said and what is entirely true of our citizens is that since the Scare they have become humbled and, many say, slightly stoical. But this is relatively new, and any sympathy that they might now receive from the rest of Canadians is quite novel. For, before the Scare, Vancouverites did not enjoy a good reputation in the rest of Canada. They were lied about and misperceived, with most Canadians thinking them a decadent, arrogant bunch of assholes.




  Stories and tall tales. Vancouver was, and I assure you, will be again, a Canadian paradise, a place where all got along, where the progressive merits of the generation of the ‘90s were really on display, where tolerance was the mantra, and “politically correct” meant something. Oh yes, back in the golden age of globalization, Vancouver truly was a global village and Canada’s shining achievement. Before the Scare, Vancouver was a model of progressive liberalism, and it pulled William, as it pulled many from around the world and across the country, to its shores.




  But history is a cruel animal. Vancouver was young and we needed more time. It turned out that some of its citizens were far from the people we had thought they were. For some observers, it was the Hockey Riots that first challenged the harmonious reputation of our city. The images seen on television and the Internet of thousands of drunk, marauding hockey fans, randomly destroying private property, setting fire to anything they got their hands on, fornicating in the streets and laughing in carnal lust, will do that. If that weren’t enough, it was the Anti-Chinese Rampage a year later that solidified for many the fallen image of Vancouver. William saw. We all saw, and it was shameful.
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  Returning to William, we watch him. After smiling cynically into the cameras, stepping out into the rain and bundling up, he begins to make his way towards home. But for a pair of Syndics plastering up city-beautification posters, there is no one else on either side of the street. William crosses to look at the new posters, many of which I had a hand in writing and designing. William stops to investigate. He’s looking at one of my favourite pieces, a picture of a physically fit, beautiful young man and woman jogging on the beach on a sunny day. Under the image it reads: “Vancouver is only as beautiful as its citizens. Stay fit.” Very nice, very direct—a clean message with no rough edges or dirty words, it gets right to the point of the matter. I call this style of writing—one that I probably invented—“direct poetry.” I like to think of my posters as a poetry for the coming hygienic age, when we will all be, like my posters, clean, crisp and devoid of filth, sickness and disease.




  William, however, is clearly a non-believer. Our cameras watch as, in an unhealthy burst of emotion, he begins to laugh hysterically at my poetry. He bends over and clutches his stomach, slaps his thigh, then snaps and sends pictures to his friends with his eyePhone. He’s even infected the idiotic Syndics who, instead of filming him as they should, join in the laughing. If William wasn’t so sick, I would hate him for laughing so cruelly at my work and hurting my feelings. Everyone’s a goddamned critic. Does he think poetry is easy to write, or these messages are stupid? He should know that exercise helps the mind and body alike. If he took my message seriously, maybe he wouldn’t be where he is now—he might even be healthy and good. But it’s too late for that.




  Recovered from his bout of laughter, William continues walking. He stares at the ground, occasionally looking up to see where he’s going. The walls of the buildings are immaculately clean and free of graffiti. Since the Scare, the sidewalks, the roads, the entire city is in a strict state of coded hygienic cleanliness. Spitting, littering, body odour, obesity and a host of other health offences deemed harmful to the well-being of the citizen-at-large have been forbidden. In the case of smoking, we’ve simply circumscribed the offenders so that those who remain have become second-class citizens, looked at as social pariahs derided by the rest of us. “No smoking” signs have been replaced by the now-familiar “No smokers,” and smoking, like all health-related crimes, is punishable by fines and its ban enforced with cameras, drones, and the Syndics.




  These measures are a necessity; William and everyone else must follow them. They’ve been put in place for the citizens’ own benefit and protection. When H8N8 first attacked, the authorities were slow to react because the people and the city were already unhealthy and susceptible. They were not then being monitored or cleaned. The virus’s first victims were the elderly, the weak and the homeless—a few here, a few there, misdiagnosed, not enough cases to worry about or tie together. Perhaps, though, with the sophisticated monitoring cameras and drones we have now, human error could have been avoided and we would not have seen those people die. We would have been able to tie the cases together, diagnose them more quickly, and lessen the overall destruction of H8N8. All hindsight and wishful thinking, I suppose.




  William’s relationship with the monitoring is ambivalent. The memories he gives us of his youth, recorded in detail in his diary, point to an early fascination with the technology. We have a picture, a memory written by William, of him as a young boy with his parents in the electronics section of the Sears department store. William’s father is looking at the new VCRs; his mother waits patiently, watching William play in front of a big row of television screens. William is laughing and hopping around, looking into the line of cameras above the screens and at his own image on television. He’s trying to draw his mother’s attention. Did she not see him? He’s on TV. William is fascinated with his image on the screens. He plays with it, approaching, laughing, jumping back and forth, like Peter Pan with his shadow, in and out of the camera’s lenses, on and off of the television screens. His mother has a hard time pulling him away, and he cries. He wants one. His parents tell him not today. They promise to bring him back again to the electronics section to play. He was only four or five years old, but the memory is obviously a vivid one for William.




  The next time he describes a camera, it is done in passing. He and his generation are getting used to them. William, twelve years old, rides a school bus to school. On the ride, bad children torture the bus driver by calling her names and flinging garbage at her. The school board installs a box above the driver and tells the students there’s a camera inside. Many don’t believe it; they think they’re being tricked. But it works, and the bad kids stop tormenting the poor bus driver. By the time he’s an adult, video cameras are a common feature in most places—shopping malls, convenience stores, airports—and William, like everyone else, has gotten comfortable with them. After the Scare, when we installed them in every public building, major intersection, public park, entrance to every hockey rink, bus stops and so on, we received little opposition. William, like everyone else in Vancouver, hardly noticed at all.




  Walking down West Pender, close now to Carrall and home, William passes another row of posters. They read: “Doctors are your friends,” and show a doctor holding a toddler by the hand, walking on an immaculately clean sidewalk. Anyone of intelligence will see the importance of the message, how it conveys the new-found goodwill among science, the people and health.




  When William enters Harmony Cooperative, where he lives, he passes by another pair of cameras, at which he again smiles contemptuously. The cameras, now always in pairs, record far beyond just what he is doing; one camera notes and transmits to our office his body temperature, while the other, using facial recognition technology, picks up unhealthy or alarming anomalies in appearance.




  I know that William, now riding the elevator up to his room on the eighth floor, will have only one thing on his mind—get to his room as fast as possible so that he can grab his reusable plastic container, go down to Harmony’s first floor cafeteria kitchen which serves food until eight o’clock every evening, take his food to go and return to his room so that he can get back on Real. Normally he completes this routine with astonishing speed and efficiency. There is never anyone eating in the cafeteria, which means that his trips are guilt free. (The unwritten rule in Harmony is that residents should eat together to foster socialization, but no one ever does). Furthermore, this evening, the pretty young woman who often works in the kitchen—with whom shy William is clearly infatuated—is not at work, but instead it’s the elderly Chinese man, so William’s anxiety is kept in check and doesn’t get in the way of his determination to get back to his room as quickly as possible.




  





   




  IV




  





  Safely back in his room, William leans back in his chair to have yet another long look out the window at the rain. In the distance above the mist, he sees the tops of the mountains in the fading light. Vancouver is a lucky city—it is grafted onto such magnificent natural beauty. William turns RealNews to the local Vancouver feed.




  On the news is my colleague, Doctor Chief Medical Health Officer of Vancouver Stacey Starr, who spoke today in front of a delegation of the press, civilians, and top Conservative Party government members in from Ottawa. “It is only a matter of time,” she is saying. “In fact, our top scientists and engineers are making this happen right now. Soon we will all be equipped with technology that will store our personal health histories on our bodies, on our phones, and in our wallets. This data can be read remotely by our health and safety drones and medical-detect cameras. The data we have been collecting from each and every citizen since the Scare has not been gathered in vain. In the near future, whenever a person walks past a camera or is viewed by a drone, they will get an on-the-spot, remote medical examination to determine if they have cancer, an STD, TB, a minor headache, or almost any other health-related ailment. The cameras and drones will detect it before you yourself know about it, and you will be saved.” The Conservative Party officials applaud and look pleased. Real’s reporter then clarifies that Doctor Chief Starr’s speech was part of the day’s ceremonies. The Public Health Agency of Canada has honoured Vancouver as this year’s healthiest city in which to live.




  “Vancouver,” says the Public Health official now on-screen, “is a vision of the future for the rest of Canada. It has emerged from darkness to show the rest of us the light that lies ahead. As it was before the Scare, when Vancouver was a trailblazer, so now is it again a model for the rest of the country. We are happy to honour the city and its hard-working citizens with this award.” The speech is followed by more applause and smiles from the Conservative Party officials.




  William turns it off. Ryan and Mike are both online. To them he sends a message:




  (7:23 PM) William Potenco: Vancouver’s back on top again. Honoured as healthiest city in Canada to live.




  (7:24 PM) Ryan Jeffreys: Good for them. winnipeg [sic] could learn a few things. This place is a dump.




  (7:25 PM) Mike George: i like ottawa.




  (7:27 PM) William Potenco: Ya well, I guess it’s good.




  (7:33 PM) William Potenco: Hey guys, I’m a bit tired tonight. I thought I would do some work but I don’t think I can. Think I’ll just watch a movie and then crash. But I’ll get on tomorrow early and catch up. Okay?




  (7:34 PM) Ryan Jeffreys: whatev.




  (7:35 PM) Mike George: no problem, it’s late here.




  (7:37 PM) William Potenco: Okay, I’ll be on if anything comes up. See you both tomorrow.




  William must truly be tired. He’s worked hard and long. His thoughts are unclear and clouded, and so, as like on every night, he opens his diary to clear his mind. He’s been writing in it for some years. He has recorded that he enjoys “emptying his mind” at the end of the day; he has said, too, that in the diary he can write many things that he can’t talk about with his friends Mike and Ryan, who, William believes, always want to turn his most personal confessions into jokes. William’s diary is our most reliable source on his condition. It was certain disturbing phrases in his diary that first caught the attention of our highly sophisticated and accurate surveillance software.




  After saying goodnight to his friends, he writes the following. Note the italics, the alarming indications of William’s sickness that our software has detected.




   




  Friday, April 4.




   




  Today, during what was supposed to be an engaging task, a task that required independent thought, my mind unexpectedly floated off. I lost focus on what I was doing and I ended up in a place far from work and the office building, and far from my computer screen. I ended up in a dark place, a place too impossible for me to describe, a place not quite right and somehow disjointed. I felt I was disjointed, but I felt happy too, afraid but happy in this place. It was weird, I had perfect clarity of thought, but absolutely no sense of purpose or direction. I’m not entirely sure, it doesn’t really make sense, but I think that maybe it was my subconscious telling me that I might not be well suited to my work, or that maybe I need some kind of change.




  It’s strange, though, because I’m not bored at work. I like what I do. I’ve mastered all the tasks and I actually like the boring ones because they don’t interfere with my deep thoughts—they don’t even touch them. It’s the difficult tasks that make me tired. It was a difficult task I was doing today when my mind wandered. Strange. Perhaps the feeling came because of a certain lack of excitement lately about being at work. I remember when I first started, and even after three months working at Eureka!, I was excited, almost nervous, every day before work. I was full of so much anticipation. I felt as though I was part of something big. I saw Eureka! and I knew that they would go places, and I wanted to share that journey with them. Some day, I thought, Real will buy them—some day, I’ll be working for Real. That really got me going and I was so happy. But now, I don’t know, I’m not as happy about that. I guess there still is that possibility, me one day working for Sydney Rothsteen, but it hasn’t happened yet, and I’m getting pretty bored waiting. It’s a sad feeling when you wait so long for something, only to realize you maybe don’t want it anymore.




  I turned 30 years old today. Do you think that has something to do with it, my unsettled thoughts? I’ve always been impatient. Ever since I can remember, I’ve been the first to arrive to meetings, to work, to appointments of any kind. I’ve always thought of my punctuality as a virtue. But what if instead it’s a weakness, a vice? I just need to wait, to have a little patience, that’s all. Patience, that’s the virtue, not punctuality. Punctuality is a sign of impatience.




  Ryan always said that I needed more patience. Fucking asshole—what he said today really pissed me off. I don’t know why he acts like that. He knows that it bothers me. He knows I’m not depressed. What an idiot—he spelled it wrong too, haha, the moron. He never used to be mean like that.




  I don’t know. Anyway, the rain has eased and it’s almost totally dark now. The sign on the Chinese import shop across the street has lit up and it’s shining in through my window directly onto my pillow. I would be sleeping in its light of it weren’t for my curtains. The hum of the cars passing down below and the drone of the drones flying overhead has died down finally letting the quiet of the night take over. It feels so late. I should get some rest, and tomorrow I’ll be back to my normal self. Everything is fine.




   




  It’s 8:32 p.m. when William finishes writing. After saving and closing his diary, William searches through Real’s online film catalogue for something to watch. He decides on something he considers funny, The Jerk, with Steve Martin. William knows this movie well; we know that he’s seen it many times. Tonight, though, it barely starts before his eyes close, the screensaver switches on, and he slumps asleep in his chair.




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




   




  William and I




  by Thomas Vickers




  





  I




  





  I’m not a writer. I’m a reader. I read books. It’s what I do now. They say good readers make good writers. They also make shitty ones. But I’ll do it anyway. I’ll do my best and try to write it down. Record it all as it happened.




  It’s Wednesday morning and it’s a little cool, but at least it’s not raining. I hate the damned weather. I’m early, because I make it a priority to arrive early to new jobs. It’s all about first impressions. At a new job, the boss sees you there early, and it shows that you’re keen, that you want to get right at it, a real team player, like. The boss doesn’t forget that. I know they don’t forget you’re there early with a big smile on. That’s the key to success at a shitty job—looking like you care. It’s the same with interviews, meetings, and all other appointments of any kind, even drinks with pals—you show up early and you make a good impression.




  So, I’m early. It’s around 8:30 a.m. and I don’t start until nine. I’m dressed up too, wearing some nice blue slacks, slightly tapered. Nice dress shirt, brown with blue pinstripes, not too wrinkly. Good brown leather shoes. On top, my blue wool pea coat. My hair is combed and my glasses are on. I’d say I look pretty damned sharp—professional and intelligent.




  Unfortunately, the goddamned door to the building is locked. I buzz a bunch, but no one gets off their ass to open it so I’m left here to just stare up at the nondescript grey building. The engraving above the entrance says J. Griffin, whoever the hell that is. There’s also some ornaments carved into it. I’d say it was definitely built sometime before 1970. It’s not quite as boring as the 70s shit, since there is that kind of art-deco flare. At least it’s not all glass like these new Hong Kong buildings—man, those are ugly as shit. I guess I shouldn’t ask so much from buildings. Anyway, this J. Griffin building in Gastown is fairly central—a good place to work.




  Before the Scare, this part of town was a bit dodgy at certain times of the day. It was a fucking train wreck of drunks and the homeless, especially around the Victory Square monument. I find it ironic that Vancouver builds a war monument, calls it Victory Square, and that’s where the drunks and the homeless flop around. That’s not the case anymore, of course, since all the drunks and bums are either dead or driven off. But I remember what it used to be like before the Scare, when my good friend Eugene used to visit me. He liked to go and sit by the monument at Victory Square and drink with the drunks. I went a couple times, but I never really got into it. There were a lot of natives—Indians. Eugene has some kind of affinity with them, but no matter how drunk I got, I always felt kind of awkward and out of place, guilty and all that. Anyway, it was always a total circus—shopping carts full of discarded junk, clothes, blankets, beer bottles and cans, booze and wine bottles, random garbage strewn on the ground next to people passed-out every which way—a real fucking catastrophe. Like a bomb had gone off. Now, of course, the monument and park are shipshape—clean as an unused park should be.




  I look back at the doors and buzz again. I put my hands up to the glass to block out the light and peer into the lobby. All I see are two cameras staring back at me, probing me with their electronic eyes. I buzz again and hide around the corner from the cameras. Finally, I hear the lock open and someone come out—an Asian guy in coveralls, probably the janitor. He holds the door open and lets me in.




  “Thanks,” I say.




  “Yep,” he says. He’s a bit grumpy.




  “Sorry,” I say.




  I know he probably hates his job—jobs suck. And when you have to work some shitty job cleaning a building, or any shitty job, you get these routines to make the time go by, make it less shitty, but then some dickhead like me comes along and disturbs your routine, makes you do something you’re not getting paid for.




  “I didn’t mean to disturb you,” I say as we ride the elevator up.




  “Meh.”




  He gets off at the eighth floor, but I keep on riding up to the top, to the tenth floor where Eureka! is. I step off the elevator, but there’s no one else there. When I had my interview, I was given a quick tour of the place, so I know where to go. I walk past the front offices and down a long corridor with doors inscribed with names or departments—Programming, Marketing, Creative—until I get to the last big room marked Data Management. The setup inside the room is pretty weird. When I was first shown the place, I was expecting to see cubicles, like the “veal fattening pens” Douglas Coupland talks about, but instead, what they have are these tables, fifteen or so, each with two laptop computers. They’re arranged in three semi-circle rings around one bigger table with a proper desktop computer, where the manager sits. It’s like a panopticon where management can see you at all times and it’s pretty fucking gross.




  Anyway, I’m standing there and I don’t really know what to do, since there’s no one there, so I just go and sit at the desk farthest away from the manager’s in the far back corner next to the window. That seat has the best view.




  The manager is the person who gave me my interview. His name is Stuart, but he told me to call him Stu. Stu has messy, curly hair and he wears shorts. He told me that he wears shorts every day and that he rides his bike every day no matter what the weather. On his left calf he has a giant black tattoo of a Haida raven. He’s nice, I suppose, one of those bosses with an attitude like “I’m your pal, we’re all in this together. Let’s have a beer sometime.” I don’t really fall for that though. If he’s my superior, he’s probably a dickhead. Anyway, I’ll find out soon enough.




  I’m sitting in the corner and waiting and having a good look around. To be honest, the place is disgusting. I mean, it’s well-lit and very modern, with big windows and all that. The carpet is new. It’s red and the chairs are red, which is a bad colour. Red makes people get crazy violent. I did my Masters in Toronto and the student bar there had red carpet and all-red furniture and there were fights there almost every night. They couldn’t figure out why until they finally remodelled the place and made everything blue, and there was no more fighting. Anyways, the chairs in this office are red but comfortable, the computers are new, the office even smells new. But it’s not the new smell or the colour that makes it disgusting. What makes it so gross is the feeling of subservience I get just sitting here. First, there’s the layout—like I said, a panopticon prison where the boss can observe us, but we can only stare at the back of one another’s heads. I would honestly prefer cubicles to this. Second, it’s the décor, which is minimal, empty-like. There are three types of picture on the walls: one is a pinned-up poster of a group of penguins huddled together on an arctic beach. In bold white letters above them is printed the word “Conformity.” The caption at the bottom reads, “It’s the one who’s different that gets left out in the cold.” I can hardly believe it. I seriously hope it’s meant to be ironic. Another is a framed enlargement of Time’s “Person of the Year” from 2006, that iconic “You” year, with the ridiculous caption that reads, “Yes, you. You control the Information Age. Welcome to your world.” What a fucking lie that turned out to be. The last thing on the wall is above a door with the name Dana Burrows on it. It’s a bunch of words printed on fluorescent pink paper—one black word on each pink page spells out the lyrics to the Daft Punk song, “Harder, Better, Faster, Stronger.” They read, “Work it harder, make it better, do it faster, makes us stronger.” Unbelievable.




  It’s revolting; it immediately makes me feel like a lackey, a stooge, a surf, a slave—and it makes me sincerely want to revolt against it. It’s a fucking instinct with me. I instinctively feel oppressed and censored, surrounded by this shit. I mean, okay, this might be the first time I’ve worked in an office like this, but I’ll tell you, and I’ve had lots of jobs so I know. At the other places I’ve worked they at least try to hide that they’re a dictatorship. They try to make you feel like you have a say, or make you feel that your opinion matters and that you can influence things. Like they might have a suggestion box or something (to find out who the complainers are so they can fire them). And it’s not like we’re unionized in these places—we can’t fight back—and even then, the unions are fucked these days. But that’s another story. Here at Eureka! there is no suggestion box and no union, and unless it’s all just a joke, I can tell by my surroundings—actually I’m being told by my surroundings—that I’m nothing but a mindless penguin who better not venture too far from the pack or my family, this corporation, will abandon me and I’ll freeze and then die. I can tell all this in five minutes.




  And look, I don’t want to hear that I’m complaining too much, that the wage is supposed to compensate for this type of shit. I say no to that. No. The wage doesn’t compensate me. I was hired at Eureka! at nine dollars an hour to work twenty hours a week. I almost have a PhD in history, for fuck’s sake! I speak Russian, for Christ’s sake! Nine bucks an hour. No one can live on that in Vancouver. Yeah sure, it’s not awful. It’s not fucking McDonald’s, and the guy who let me in, he probably makes less. But since they got rid of minimum wage to bring back investment after the Scare, they get away with murder at these places. It’s a fucking crime against humanity.




  And it’s not like the job is easy either. You might just sit at a desk in front of a computer all day, and maybe that seems physically easy, but it’s not. I’ve done it and it takes a toll. Headaches, hand cramps, back problems, eye problems. The worst is what I call “fuzzybrain.” It’s sort of an amalgamation of the sore, tired eyes and the mild but super-annoying headache. There is this static in your head behind your eyes, and it prevents you from thinking right or seeing clearly, because your depth perception is all out of whack; you can’t even communicate like a normal human. Like after talking to a computer for eight hours, you’ve forgotten how. You can’t do anything after that kind of work—you have fuzzybrain and walk around like a fucking non-communicating zombie.




  The good thing is that I’m not nervous. I’ve worked a shit ton of different jobs. You might even say that I’m a bit of a factotum. So I’ve mastered the emotional experience on the first day on the job. What I feel comes from a lot of experience combined with total indifference. I mean, I don’t want to get fired and I’ll work hard, but you can’t confuse hard work with caring about a job. The fact is, low-wage, part time jobs don’t pay you enough to care. Nine bucks an hour doesn’t buy my emotional attachment, loyalty to a company, or commitment to a product. It gets my labour power and nothing more.
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