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Vibrations from the UV sanitizer ran up my arms and made the fillings in my teeth vibrate. I wasn’t getting the hang of this machine yet. I’d have to ask Jace to show me again. The sanitizer was supposed to be intuitive to operate, and have no negative effects at all on the human body while being very effective at killing 99.2% of germs on the floor. Well, vibrating fillings was a pretty negative effect in my teeth. And I wondered what that remaining 0.8% of germs would be doing all night on the research lab floors, or the hallways in the dorms. Anything that could survive a blast of ultraviolet light must be pretty tough.

I turned the machine off at the elevator, wiped the call button with a microfibre cloth sprayed with sanitizing solution as Jace had shown me, then pressed the button for the elevator. More vibrations down my arm! It wasn’t the UV sanitizer this time, or the elevator. It was the smartwatch that I was supposed to wear all the time at work. There were little haptic vibrators in it – cool!

One floor down, there was Jase, and our conversation started up again as we pushed our carts to the Cumberland dormitory building’s front door. This time we talked about the smartwatch monitors we wore, with cameras and sensors and all.

“Aren’t they just trying to keep track of where we are working?”

“The tracker would be on our carts if that’s what they wanted to know.” Jace tapped under the handle at the back of their cart. “And there ARE trackers on the carts. These smartphones are on US.” We went to turn in our carts, check out, and said bye in a stop-and-go conversation ongoing for all the time I worked in Housekeeping for Facility Management at the university.
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MORNING ASSEMBLY FOR Housekeeping staff saw us gathered before the shift begins. Workers at the first table, buttoning up blue smocks, were chatting in what sounded like Spanish or Portuguese to me. I knew enough not to ask if they were speaking Spanish because a Brazilian friend once gave me a lecture on cultural sensitivity. The far table had three men, two chatting quietly in Cantonese and the third leaning against the wall, silent. Jace sat between their table and another in the middle of the room filled with grandmotherly-looking women. 

“I don’t know where to sit,” I said quietly to Jace, who rolled their eyes in a way that said yeah, don’t I know it. 

The woman across the table from Jace said, “You look like you belong here.” So Jace pulled out a chair for me. “Dobre dan, Kit,” said Jace to me, and to the woman across the table added, “Did I say it right that time?”

“Depends if you are Polish or Ukrainian or Yugoslavian,” she replied.

“I’m trying to find my inner Pole.”

There were smirks or winces around the table.

“Dobor dan,” I said. “Is it different in Serbian from Croatian?”

The woman said firmly, “We all came to Canada years ago. We are Jugoslavian here.” There were nods around the table and buzzes as our smartwatches vibrated, all at the same time. The crewboss and his assistant came from their office to stand near the tables. Nodding to his assistant, the crewboss watched as she addressed us all. 

“Good morning! Look at your monitors for the names of the buildings where each of you will be working today. Jace, you’ll be training our new hire Kim again, but in the Waterloo research labs.”

Soon we all headed out in the directions of the buildings where we were working. Jace and I resumed our conversation, starting with the robot research going on in Waterloo building.

“I remember Rosey the robot housecleaner on The Jetsons cartoon!”

“That’s more of a fantasy than their flying car ever was.” Jace was grumpy today, I guessed.

“Are these robots going to be for commercial or household use?”

“No, for military use. And police safety. They’ll maybe build bomb-sniffing robots, but they’ll never invent a robot housekeeper or robot janitor when it’s so much easier to order women around.” Jace pulled a cuff over their smartwatch. “There’s no thrill in knowing a robot is inside a restroom while leaving a cart outside.”

“There’s not much thrill in knowing someone must be using the bathroom on a break,” I said.

“Keep track of how many times your smartphone’s camera lights up when you’re in the bathroom, and you’ll know someone’s getting their jollies.”

“Ew!” That idea would never occur to me. “That’s not true, is it?” There was no answer.
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LATER THAT DAY, WE saw the silent man from our crew wiping a glass front door before going back into his assigned building without waving or saying hi to us.

“He doesn’t talk much,” I said quietly to Jace.

“He doesn’t talk, ever, at work. I’ve heard him use his phone when walking to a building.”

“...So he can speak English?”

“Pretends he doesn’t. Crewboss always assigns him with someone else, to make sure he DID understand instructions for which building to clean, someone who will do all the women’s restrooms.”

“All?”

“Usually we share a building by each doing one floor at a time, like you and I have been doing during your training. Instead, he’ll run the UV sanitizer over the entire building’s hallway and restroom floors while his co-worker does the restrooms.”

“The restrooms are harder!” That didn’t seem fair at all.

“Yeah,” agreed Jace. “So he usually gets the windows squeegeed as well, and the airfilters vacuumed clean and wipes sanitizer on all the handrails.”

“That’s getting more fair. But he won’t do restrooms?”

“Only if the crewboss is watching. He won’t take orders from a woman. But he’ll work next to me,” said Jace with a wink that showed off their eyeliner. “And he won’t do women’s restrooms or touch their trashcans, ever.”

“Oh!” Suddenly I got it. “He’s from a country with caste, isn’t he? Handling garbage or women’s period products would make him lose caste, right?” No wonder that worker was so ... contained. 

Jace nodded. “His family doesn’t know he works in Housekeeping for Facility Management. They think he manages the facility, as our crewboss.”
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OUR SHIFTS WERE SHORT, usually four hours. That day when I got home, I had a call. “Kim, you weren’t working properly for half your shift,” said the crewboss’s assistant when she called me at home. 

“Yes, I was working,” I said, astonished. “Jace was training me, making sure I got the windows clean and wiped all the rails and door handles right.”

She tsk’d. “No, you weren’t working properly for half your shift. You weren’t wearing your monitor.”

“Yes, I was,” I insisted. “It was right there in the pocket of my smock. Sweat got under the band and gave me a rash on my wrist.”

“Excuses are not allowed,” was her prim reply. “Your pay is docked two hours. I’ll have to tell the crewboss. This is the first fault against you. You don’t want to get three faults and lose your job.”

––––––––
[image: ]


MOST OF THE WORKERS in Housekeeping wore their short-sleeved blue smocks over a
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