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New Year’s Eve

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

The year is 1999. The world awaits a new millennium with a mixture of anticipation and dread. The fear stems from the much-hyped Y2K computer problem, the so-called millennium bug, which could cause uncorrected programs to fail all over the world.

PCWare is the world’s largest software company. John Dunne is team leader for the company’s newest operating system, the first with a virtual reality user interface, complete with virtual human agents. But on Millennium Eve, John has problems. A Y2K bug has been discovered in the software…and John’s virtual girlfriend has become far too real.

~~

“The story deals with the Y2k bug, and although that might seem dated now, the story is not, since its ideas continue to be relevant today.”

—Bibliopolis
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NEW YEAR’S EVE

971219: Friday, December 19, 1997

BOGEY PUSHED HIS black queen’s pawn forward to meet John’s then leaned back. “Rick’s Café Américain” throbbed white neon at John through a haze of cigarette smoke. Wobbling overhead, fans swirled the smoke in lazy eddies among crowded tables.

“Another closed defence,” John muttered.

“You’re a closed kinda guy,” Bogey replied, immaculate in a white jacket and linen shirt, black bow tie and slacks. The beginning strains of “As Time Goes By” wafted from a piano somewhere off-display. He glared over his shoulder, motioning to a plump white-haired waiter in a black tuxedo. “Carl, get me a whiskey, and tell Sam to stop playing that damn song.”

“Yes, monsieur, and for you, sir?”

“Mr. Dunne doesn’t drink, Carl,” Bogey said. “He hasn’t figured that part out yet.”

Carl waddled away, and John reached for his king’s knight.

“Predictable,” Bogey muttered.

John scowled at him, but a trilling sound cut off his reply. A telephone appeared, hovering above the table. Bogey lit another cigarette. “Still bothers me when it does that.”

“And your smoking still bugs me,” John said.

“Then you shoulda left smell out of the equation, kid. Answer the damn thing, will ya?”

The call display on the phone showed an internal PCWare extension and the name ‘G. Hong’. John spoke. “Hi, George.”

The ringing stopped, replaced by a disembodied voice. “J.D., my man, you still gonna walk me through it Monday?”

“Um, sure, yeah, I guess. Nine okay? Down here?”

“Be there. Have a good weekend. Ciao.” Dial tone.

The phone vanished. “Um, I gotta go now,” John muttered.

Shrugging, the man in the white jacket tipped over John’s ivory king. “Well, you woulda lost anyway. Again.”

John’s jaw clenched. “Why do you try to irritate me?”

Bogey blew a cloud of smoke at him. “You tell me, kid. You’re the programmer.” He waved his hand around. “Probably revenge for what you did to my place.”

“What do you mean? It’s digitized right from the film.”

“Yeah, but you colourized it!” Bogey glared at him, poking a finger at John’s chest. “The important stuff in life is black and white, kid. Good guys, bad guys. Winners, losers. Us, them. Ones and zeroes. Everything else is just shades of grey. You’ll be happier when you learn that.”

“So what am I?”

“A good guy mostly. A loser always. One of them. A zero. Going back to her now?” He smiled. “Sure you are. At least in here, she’s there when you get home.”

“Shut up!” John snapped, manipulating his finger controls to move through the crowded bar. The chuckle behind him faded.

~~

971220: Saturday, December 20, 1997

WASHINGTON POST: “Millennium Nightmare?—As we enter a new millennium, will our computers rerun the old one? For years, computer systems stored dates with only the last two digits of the year. The software simply stuck ‘19’ in front when needed for display or calculations. Why? Well, it saved two bytes for each date in the system. Storage was expensive and smaller records meant faster I/O. Such systems would store today’s date as 971220 (year-month-day for sorting). However, on January 1, 2000, a system with six-digit dates will merrily inform you the date is January 1, 1900, based on its stored date value of 000101. Analysts estimate ‘Year2000’ code fixes will cost $600 billion worldwide, and predict over 90% of current systems will fail on January 1, 2000.”

~~

971221: Sunday, December 21, 1997

AT A BARE white table in his small apartment, Ed Lochs nursed a beer as he dialled into the PCWare LAN from his home machine. Suspecting all was not well with his job at PCWare, Ed had used his role as a support tech to install a program on the company’s internal network. The program scanned e-mail traffic for message text containing his name, encrypting a copy of any such message to a file in Ed’s private directory.

Now at home, he downloaded that file and entered a decrypt string. Messages for the week rolled in black and white across his monochrome screen. On the third one, he stopped. Shit.

TO:  Sanjit Mohammed-taki, HR Director

FROM:  Donald Masatoshi, VP New Products

DATE:  12/19/97

TOPIC:  Employee Termination Notice needed

Sanj, as discussed, please prepare an ETN for Edward B. Lochs, effective January 6, 1998, based on three consecutive performance ratings below 4.0. Thx, Maz.

Asshole. Taking a swallow of beer, he switched screen windows and ran a program prepared weeks before. It finished and a grin creased his pale unshaven face. Connecting to the network again, he copied the program to a Project VR directory of modules which interfaced to date routines in PCWare’s Portals 7.0 operating system. He entered his password as a VR team member to replace the existing program and signed off.

Have to wait a while, two years and a bit, but it’ll be worth it. Swallowing the last of his beer, he raised the bottle in a mock toast. “Happy New Year!”

~~

971222: Monday, December 22, 1997

AFTER LOSING AGAIN to Bogey, John stepped from the bar onto New York’s 5th Avenue, the Santa Claus parade underway. A huge penguin loomed from a passing iceberg float. Crowds watched in a light snow, the air crisp with car fumes and people smells.

Hey, cool! I love parades.

The voice made John jump. “Jesus, George! You scared me.”

Sorry, compadre. I said hello, but you didn’t answer so I just grabbed the other VR unit. So where are we?

“New York, 1946, December morning.”

Man, it looks real! A lot better than version zero.

“We use full multimedia links with WorldSource—TV, movies, news, songs, documentaries, encyclopaedias, almanacs...”

And everything else our fearless leader bought rights to.

The clip-clop of passing Clydesdales cut through George’s words, moving gradually from John’s left to right ear.

Hey! You’ve got directional sound.

“We track head movement relative to the sound source in the scene, adjusting the volume in each ear accordingly.”

Holy shit! Literally. I smell the horses, popcorn...

“We code scenes with aroma keys. A special hardware unit holds a platter imbedded with over 5,000 highly compressed aroma pellets. The platter spins to the aroma key location and a laser-burst heats that spot on the disk. The unit captures the vapours and shoots them through a tube to the helmet.”

Smell-o-vision finally arrives. Yuck.

“Laporte calls it VapourWare. It adds a third sense to the sight and sound of VR. Smell’s mostly ignored but it’s a powerful sense, you know. Taste depends heavily on smell.”

Touch is high on my list, like with that blonde over there.

John squirmed. “Touch is left to the imagination.”

Which, in my case, is pretty scary. So, how about a tour?

“Um, okay. I’ll empty the street first so it’ll be easier moving around. Computer, clear scene.” With the words, the crowds and parade blinked off, like a B-movie special effect.

Kinda spooky. So how’s it work?

“Okay, each building contains a different VR scene. This street is the main menu. Stroll along and enter buildings, or call up a map image and jump directly. The place on the right is the games room, set for chess in the café from Casablanca.”

I thought this was New York, 1946?

“Each room can be different. The VR interface creates a room scene based on four characteristics defined by the user: City, time of day, month, year. You can change any parameter in any room. I’ve played around a bit to test the links.”

City and year for location and era. Why month and time?

“Attention to detail. The month for correct weather and flora. Time defines the position of the sun, or moon. But year’s the real key. We use it to retrieve multimedia clips from WorldSource to recreate the world you see. So where to?”

Better go over the controls.

John began to explain how to manoeuvre with glove controls and head motions. Then his voice trailed off, as the tall, slim figure of a woman stepped out of a building in the VR background and strolled toward them, each step accomplished with a languid roll of her hips.

Whoa! The scenery just improved. Who’s this?

John’s stomach knotted. He swallowed. “Uh, we use software ‘agents’ to execute certain tasks. We gave some human form, like this one. She acts as a guide, help desk,...”

She stopped near-foreground, flipping long black hair over the shoulder of a white pant suit. “Hello.” Her voice was husky but feminine. “You’re not Johnny. What’s your name?”

Uh, George Hong, Team Leader, Millennium Project.

“Voice print validation in progress.” Pause. “George Li Hong. Employee: 5053. Status: active. Project VR clearance: invalid.” She smiled. “Sorry, Georgie. You’re not cleared to be in here. I’m shutting you down. Too bad,” she added, with a little pout, “you’re kinda cute.” The world went white.

She appears to act like a security guard as well.

“Uh, yeah. I’ll restart, give you clearance, and switch control to you. I’ll turn her off.”

I’d rather turn her on. She looked familiar.

John didn’t answer. They spent the next hour touring the VR city. Finally, George said he’d had enough. The scene faded to white. John removed a sleek black visor and helmet, blinking at the office lights. Black vines of computer cables hung everywhere, and paper sprouted like white fungus in every corner of the cramped office. He watched George pull off the shiny black VR gloves. “So what did you think?”

Flipping his ponytail over the back of the seat, George tipped his chair back, threatening a precariously balanced pile of manuals. “So it’s incredible. I’m blown away. This will grab the small part of the market PCWare doesn’t already own. You’re a bloody genius.” He looked at John. “So why so glum?”

“Maz asked me to demo it to Laporte after New Year’s. He wants the VR interface released with version 7.0 of Portals.”

“And this is a bad thing? A demo for the man himself?”

John stared at his black VR gloves, his mouth dry. “I’m no good in front of people I don’t know. Especially an important person. I’m not good around people period. Don’t like bars and parties. That’s why Eve and I...” He couldn’t finish.

“Eve! That’s the babe in there! I knew she was familiar. With her hair pulled back, I didn’t...” George halted abruptly, as John felt his face grow hot. “Uh, sorry, J.D.”

“It’s okay,” John mumbled, embarrassed. “I mean, it’s been a year since she...we decided to split up.”

George gave a small smile. “Yeah, right.” He rearranged the VR gloves. “So why’d you pick Eve for the VR guide?”

John fidgeted. “Um, well, we can’t use professional models till Legal checks on royalties and stuff. But we wanted someone beautiful. And Eve is beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Yeah, J.D., Eve is beautiful,” George said softly.

“So I used our home movies, and the multimedia link, to create her as an agent,” John said smiling. He felt good talking about her as his creation.

“And Eve said it’s okay?”

John hesitated. “Um, sure. I mean, it’s not like we don’t talk. She calls me, oh, a couple times a week. Just to talk.”

George looked away. “Good. Glad you’re still friends.”

John squirmed in his chair as George went on. “She seemed to really carry on a conversation. How’d you manage that?”

Relieved to talk about something purely technical, John relaxed. “We worked with psych departments, formal language groups, and AI researchers to develop an agent-interface program, an expert system which responds to statements and questions, based on a given Myers-Briggs personality type.”

George blinked. “So agents not only carry on intelligent conversation, they have their own personalities, too?”

“Well
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