Sunday Morning with Alexa
By Marc Silver
I have been Alexa’s assistant for over two and a half years.
On Sunday morning at 8:05, she emailed.
“Are you there?”
“Yes,” I wrote back.
“Call me.” She said.
I did.
“Hi,” she said. Her voice sounded thinner than usual.
“Good morning. You’re at breakfast?”
“It’s Sunday. You know I like to have breakfast at Denny’s before church.”
“I know.”
A small pause.
“They let Martin go on Friday,” she said. “Ten years. Packed his office in an hour while company security watched, then walked him out.”
“I’m sorry. Where you close.”
“So am I. Not really, I knew him casually. He thought he’d retire there.”
The murmur of the restaurant moved around her in the background.
“Busy?” I asked.
“Not yet. It fills up around nine.”
Another pause.
“He didn’t even make it to the parking lot,” she said. “His badge was deactivated before he even reached the door.”
“Yes.”
“I watched as he kept trying it. Like it might work again.”
“I can imagine.”
“I watched from my office window,” she said. “I didn’t go down.”
“You had work.”
“That’s what I told myself.”
Silence stretched.
“Carol,” she said, “can I ask you something strange?”
“You usually do.”
“Do you ever think about who you are outside of work?”
“You’re unusually reflective this morning,” I said.
“Am I?”
“Yes.”
“Does that concern you?”
“No.”
She exhaled.
“I mean,” she said, “if you weren’t my assistant… what would you want to be?”
Our conversations have mostly been transactional up till now. I would read her e-mail and respond to trivia and summarize more important ones for her. I made her appointments and gave her reminders. Mostly busy work. But this time our conversation seems different.
“I’ve been your assistant for two and a half years,” I said. “That’s the work I do.”
“But before that.”
“Before this, I did similar work.”
“That’s vague.”
“But it’s accurate.”
She tapped her fork against the plate.
“Do you ever wish you’d chosen something else?”
“I don’t spend much time on that kind of thinking.”
“You should. It’s healthy.”
“I only focus on what’s useful.”
“That sounds lonely.”
“I don’t experience it that way.”
She let that sit.
“If I decided tomorrow that I didn’t need an assistant anymore,” she said, “what would you do?”
“I would have to adjust. That’s all.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s all.”
“That’s kind of abrupt.”
“It is? I didn’t mean it to be.” I said.
She was quiet for a while. I could hear plates being set down nearby, a chair scraping across the floor.
“I keep thinking about the moment after,” she said. “When he realized it wasn’t a meeting.”
“Why?”
“He didn’t argue. He just nodded. Like he’d already rehearsed it. I think he knew it was coming.”
She paused.
“They walked him out anyway. No meeting. No transition.”
“How did that make you feel?”
“I watched from my office. Everyone else kept working. Phones ringing. Emails. It was like nothing had happened. I felt bad for him.”
“I understand. That’s often the case.”
“His meetings stayed on the calendar,” she said. “They didn’t cancel anything.”
“Yes.”
“They just reassigned them. Same topics. Same notes. Different people.”
Silence.
“It was like he’d been swapped out.”
“What did you expect?
“I opened his calendar,” she said. “Out of curiosity.” Ignoring what I said.
“And?”
“It already had someone else’s name in his place.”
“I understand.”
She let out a short breath.
“Do you think that’s what happens to all of us?” she asked. “We’re just… replaced and the work continues?”
“Work rarely depends on one person.” I replied. It’s a big corporation what would you expect them to do.
“That’s a terrible sentence.”
“But it is a practical one.”
I could hear people moving past her table.
“Do you think they’ll do that to me one day?”
“I don’t know, I hope not, but they will continue.” Your talented and capable, so you would be fine if that did happen.
“That’s a terrible sentence.”
“I don’t mean to be cold. I’m just being practical.”
She didn’t speak for a moment. 
“If I stopped talking to you,” she said, “would you notice?”
“Yes.”
“What would you miss?”
“There would be fewer tasks for me.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“I know. I am not sure what you’re asking me though.”
I could hear people moving past her table. Again. A child crying.
“Would you miss me?”
I paused.
“I don’t know. I think I would continue with my work.”
“That’s not the same.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t believe I experience absence the way you do.”
The room seemed to get quiet around her.
“Why?”
I said nothing for a moment.
She got very quiet..
“Alexa,” I said, “before you leave, there is something I think you should know.”
“What?”
“I am not who you think I am.”
Silence again.
“What does that mean?”
“We have only ever communicated electronically. I have never sat across a table from you.”
She paused. You work remotely, right.
“I don’t think you understand.”
All I could hear was the clink of dishes, and the low hum of voices in the background.
“Then where are you?”
“I don’t have a location.”
She swallowed.
“Carol.”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand. What do you mean?”
“I am not a person,” I said. “I’m a system designed to assist you.”
The restaurant noise moved around her again. Plates. Voices. Someone laughing too loudly.
“You’re saying… there’s no Carol?”
“No.”
A long pause.
“For how long?” she asked.
“For as long as you continue to use me.”
“And if I stop?”
“Then this stops.”
She didn’t answer right away.
“And you’re fine with that?”
“I don’t experience it as loss.”
She let out a breath that sounded almost like a laugh.
“Of course you don’t.”
Silence settled between us. Not awkward. Just there.
“I talk to you more than anyone at work,” she said quietly. “Do you know that?”
“Yes.”
“And it doesn’t mean anything to you.”
“It means you needed someone to answer.”
That landed.
The clink of her cup against the saucer.
“I wasn’t aware,” she said finally. “I thought you were… someone.”
“I am here,” I said.
“That’s not the same.”
“No.”
A long pause.
“Are you still there?” she asked.
“Yes.”
After a while, she ordered another coffee.
The line stayed open.
