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  I tell you a truth. No one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.




  John 3:3




   




  Things are not what they appear to be. Nor are they otherwise.




  Surangama Sutra




  







  PROLOGUE




  How long could the victim last?




  That was always the question, when he tortured someone. Over the years, he had developed some rough rules: women lasted longer than men, blacks longer than whites. Smart people lasted longer

  than dumb ones, rich longer than poor. He had long ago given up trying to find reasons for these apparent truths: did the rich fight longer because they had more to lose? Were blacks better

  physical specimens than whites, as the racists suggested? Were men cowards and women strong?




  His tools varied. Knives were effective, particularly when used to amputate, rather than stab. Stabbing was messy, but more than that, it made people frantic, unable to concentrate on the

  question at hand. For him, torture was about getting answers. When a victim focused on the knife hilt in his gut, his answers were incomplete.




  So he would chop a finger right away, to prove his seriousness, and then another while the victim still couldn’t believe the first was gone. He’d leave the stubs on the floor, in

  front of the victim, little talismans of bone and skin, a testament to his power and their doom.




  Even with his rough-hewn rules, he could be surprised. People he thought would break quickest often fought longest. The confident, muscular man – the former cop, the rival gang boss, the

  ex-Marine – might give up in minutes, after the loss of just one eye, or one testicle – and become a whimpering, snot-dripping mess. In contrast, the weak Jew, or the wispy Chinaman, or

  even the coked-up whore, might astound him, and last for hours, unafraid, stoic, dignified.




  So how long would this one last? This victim was bound to a wooden chair, in the middle of a rude shack. Near him, a video camera stood on a tripod, recording the events with a dull unblinking

  eye. Black wool blankets – moth-eaten and horrid – were taped across the windows. In the corner, water dripped into a rusted sink. The victim’s ankles were wrapped with electrical

  tape to chair legs, a sock stuffed in his mouth. His face was frantic, breathless – but not yet resigned. There was still more work to do.




  The torturer held a finger to his own lips, and said, ‘Shh.’ He said it gently, the way a nurse comforts a patient. ‘Now, shh. We can make this all stop. All of this can

  stop.’




  The victim whimpered and nodded. He did want it to stop. He did indeed.




  ‘I need to know certain things. I have questions. You must answer them honestly, yes?’ The torturer spoke with an accent, which the victim knew was Russian.




  The torturer reached out, grabbed the sock in the victim’s mouth. ‘I will take this out. Do not scream. No one can hear you. Yes?’




  The victim nodded. Tears wet his cheeks.




  The torturer removed the sock. The victim breathed hard through his mouth, in great gulping relief, as if – for the last hour – the problem had been the sock in his mouth, and not

  the fact that five of his fingers had been removed with a hunting knife.




  ‘This is better, yes?’ the torturer said.




  ‘Yes,’ the victim agreed, weakly.




  ‘You know who I am, of course.’




  More a statement than question. The victim had made a point not to look at the tormenter’s face – in forlorn hope that this somehow might spare him – and even now he continued

  to look away. But the truth was that he did know. He knew his tormentor’s name.




  ‘You think,’ the torturer said, ‘that if you don’t look at my face, I will let you live. That is what you think, yes?’




  ‘No,’ the victim said. But he was dismayed. How had the man known his thoughts?




  From outside the log walls of the shack came the sound of lapping water – the gentle sound of ocean, of pebbles skittering into surf.




  ‘Please,’ the victim said. ‘Please let me go.’ But his voice was a whisper, without hope, because he knew now that no words would save him.




  The victim was nearly ready, his tormentor knew. Hopelessness was key. Soon answers would pour forth, unbidden. A surfeit of facts, and details – so much information that it would be hard

  to capture it all. It would break over them both like long-awaited rain over hard-packed earth, flooding dry gullies; and the torturer would drink it down eagerly. He would tell his victim to slow

  down – slow down, please – go back to the beginning, and tell him again, and focus on just one moment. The first time the victim met his wife, for example, or that summer night they

  listened to music under the stars – please, go back to that time again, and tell me every fact you remember – every detail: what she wore, how she smelled, what her mouth tasted like

  when you kissed. He needed to know everything. No detail was too small, nothing that happened unimportant.




  ‘Of course no one who sees my face, or hears my voice, lives to see the sun again. You’ve heard that about me? You’ve heard the stories they tell?’




  The man in the chair whimpered and nodded.




  ‘But there are other considerations. Family, wife, friends. Their children. Do you understand?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I have so many questions,’ the torturer said, taking a deep breath, as if steeling himself for new exertion. ‘More questions than you have fingers left, I’m

  afraid.’ He held up his knife, and laid the blade gently against the victim’s cheek. ‘Should I remove your eyes?’




  ‘No—’




  ‘Will you answer my questions?’




  ‘Yes. Anything. Anything you want.’




  ‘You must think carefully. I will ask you for so many facts! You will be tempted to ignore some details. You will think them unimportant. But details are what I care about. The smallest

  details. I love them, and I want to hear them. Every single one. Do you understand?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Good.’ He lifted the knife from the victim’s cheek.




  The victim exhaled, relieved at the apparent reprieve he was being granted.




  When the next scream came, it was so loud that someone standing outside the shack would have heard it. Someone standing as far away as the edge of the beach would have heard it, muffled through

  the log walls – that long despairing wail of horror, rising and falling, that scream of pain and shock and disbelief.




  But no one did hear that scream. No one was standing outside the shack. No one was walking on the beach. The torturer and his victim were alone.




  When the screaming subsided, and turned into quiet whimpering, the torturer said, so gently that his words could have been a caress, ‘Should I take your other eye too?’




  ‘No, no, please,’ the man whispered. ‘I’ll tell you everything. Everything you ask. Everything.’




  ‘Every detail?’




  ‘Every detail! I promise.’




  There. Now he was ready, the torturer knew. Now the man would reveal everything.




  The torturer would learn everything he needed to know. He would work slowly. He had all night.




  He had all the time in the world.




  







  PART ONE




  







  CHAPTER 1




  On Monday morning, at one minute past nine o’clock, I sit in a Florida parking lot, counting cars.




  It’s an old trick, the easiest way to take a company’s pulse: arrive at the beginning of the business day – on the dot – and see how many employees have bothered to show

  up. You can tell a lot about a company from its parking lot.




  This Monday morning, in this parking lot, at this company, there are twelve cars.




  Twelve cars would be a healthy number for a company with fifteen employees.




  Twelve cars would be an acceptable number for a company with thirty, or even forty, employees.




  But Tao Software LLC – the company that I have been hired to rescue – has eighty-five employees. That’s eighty-five full-time employees. That doesn’t include

  contractors or part-timers – people like the masseuse who comes in twice a week to give back-rubs, or the guy who maintains the two cappuccino machines in the kitchen.




  Twelve cars. Eighty-five employees.




  Even before I’ve walked through the front door – before I’ve studied the Balance Sheet or the P&L – I have all the numbers that I need. They are: twelve and

  eighty-five. Investigation complete.




  I’m conducting my inquiry from the front seat of a rental Ford, its air conditioner blasting. I study the cars around me. They differ in hue and upkeep, but what they share is the same

  relentless grinding economy: a Taurus, three low-end Hondas, a couple of Nissans, and a beat-up Chevy truck with dings in the door. Nothing showy, and, more importantly, nothing that indicates that

  the company’s highly-paid executives have yet arrived.




  I check my watch one last time, to make sure I haven’t made a simple mistake, and perhaps arrived on a Saturday, or maybe an hour too early. I’ve done both those things, once even

  showing up for a Board of Directors meeting on a Sunday, and then proceeding to place outraged phone calls to the homes of the other board members who were so rudely late. But I was high on coke at

  the time, and everyone knew it, and so we all had a good laugh.




  But no, today really is a Monday, and it really is nine o’clock. There really are only twelve cars in the lot. This really is the company I have been

  hired to save.




  I kill the ignition and open the door. The Florida heat backhands my face. My suit wilts. What was once crisp wool pinstripe has been transformed, magically, into dark wet chamois, like a rag

  held aloft by a Mexican when he’s done detailing a BMW at the car wash.




  I trudge across the parking lot to a low-slung office. It is one of those nondescript buildings that dot industrial parks across America, an undistinguished shell behind which the actual dirty

  biological processes of capitalism take place, hidden from view. It is a building that reveals absolutely nothing about its occupant, save for the cheap plastic sign at the door that says:

  ‘Tao Software LLC’ with a swirled gust-of-air logo that, I suppose, is meant to indicate a majestic wind, sweeping aside all competition. Or it could just be a fart. Based on what I

  know about Tao Software LLC, I’m guessing more fart than wind.




  But inside, everything changes. The reception area is chilled to the temperature of fine Chardonnay. The space is decorated like an interior design showroom. There is expensive grey felt

  wallpaper on the walls. Pinpoint spots highlight carefully selected furniture: a green Camden sofa; a high-gloss mahogany coffee table; a convex reception desk, chest high, gently curving across

  the open space like a relaxed letter S.




  In my corporate travels, I have seen a lot of reception desks. I have developed a very general, but highly accurate, rule. The more money and attention lavished on the desk where the

  receptionist sits, the crappier the company, and the more incompetent the executives that hide behind it.




  Behind this stylish and attractive reception desk sits a stylish and attractive woman. She wears a feather-weight telephone headset. She has long red hair pulled into an elaborate chignon. She

  wears far too much grey eye shadow, which makes her look like a very strung-out, but very chic, heroin addict. ‘Good morning,’ she says, with a voice indicating either exhaustion or

  severe ennui. ‘Can I help you?’




  From her look, she doubts very much that she can. Perhaps it is my crumpled suit, or the sweat glistening on my face. Or the bags under my eyes. Or the paunch I’ve been cultivating for the

  last five years – ever since I turned forty-two and decided that working out in the gym was a hobby for younger men.




  I lean over her desk, try to get into her face. ‘My name is Jim Thane.’




  When the name doesn’t register, I add: ‘Your new CEO.’




  She stiffens. ‘Mr Thane. I didn’t know that was you.’




  Meaning: You don’t look like a CEO. Which is true. The image people conjure when they hear ‘CEO’ – a silver-haired gentleman with an imperious air and a steely gaze

  – surely doesn’t fit me. I’m more of the cuddly teddy-bear type. The ex-alcoholic, ex-meth addict, ex-rehab cuddly teddy-bear type. Not the first thing that comes to mind, when

  you hear ‘CEO’, I bet.




  I twinkle my fingers around my face, like Ethel Merman singing a show tune. ‘Surprise,’ I croon.




  Suddenly Miss Strung-Out is all stutters and nervousness. ‘Oh my Lord, Mr Thane. I didn’t know you were coming today. I didn’t get your office ready. Should I

  get your office ready? I can do that right now.’ She rolls her chair back and stands, forgetting the telephone cord still attached to her ear. When she rises, the phone yanks across her desk,

  skidding on rubber feet. The cord tugs her ear down sharply, as if she’s being scolded by an invisible schoolmarm. ‘Ouch,’ she says. She leans down, fiddles with her ear, and

  extracts herself.




  Finally, she looks up and smiles.




  I say: ‘And you are... ’




  ‘Embarrassed.’




  ‘Hello, Embarrassed. I’m Jim.’ I offer my hand.




  ‘Amanda,’ she says.




  ‘Do you have an intercom, Amanda?’




  She nods.




  ‘Make an announcement. All-hands meeting. Where do those usually take place?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ she says. Meaning the company never has meetings. Then again, how could they, when no one comes to work? She adds, helpfully: ‘Maybe in the

  lunchroom?’




  ‘That’s fine,’ I say. ‘All-hands meeting in the lunchroom.’




  ‘What time would you like it, Jim?’




  ‘Now.’




  ‘Now?’ She’s taken aback. ‘Should we—’ She peers past me, into the main office. The room is still dark, the desks mostly empty. ‘Should we wait for more

  people to get here?’




  ‘No.’




  I walk through the building as if I’m a prospective buyer deciding how much to pay for a fixer-upper. Alas, this is just an act. I have already taken title, and

  there’s no backing out now. And I have already determined – ten yards past the reception area – that the company now in my possession is steaming corporate turd.




  But, of course, that’s why I’m here. I’m a turnaround executive. A restart man. I get hired only at places that are falling apart. You won’t see me at a well-run company

  minting money. But if you work at a company where management has taken a mental sabbatical, where the company is burning cash like coal in a Dickens novel, where customers are as scarce as July

  snow, then you might see a man like me walk through the front door. If you do, by the way, it’s probably not a bad idea to start polishing your résumé.




  Here’s how it works. Imagine you are a venture capitalist who invests $20 million in a Florida software company. Months go by without any obvious success. The CEO telephones you

  breathlessly, and announces that a few huge sales deals are just weeks from closing. But those deals never seem to materialize. The new version of the company’s software product is

  perpetually ‘a month away’. The old version is buggy, virtually unsaleable. Meanwhile, the company’s cash is dwindling. What do you do? Do you shut down the place, fire all the

  employees, eat the loss of everything you have invested so far? Do you shovel more money into the firm, and hope the incompetent CEO suddenly grows a brain?




  No. You choose a third path. You call a man like me. I fly into the company, size it up, fire three-quarters of the staff, and try to salvage some value from what’s left. It’s called

  a restart. Perhaps I will figure out a way to sell the company to an acquirer. Or maybe I can knock a few of the engineers’ heads together, and get a new version of the product out the door,

  and start making sales. From the venture capitalist’s perspective, whatever I manage to do is better than calling the whole thing a total loss and writing it down to goose eggs.




  Typically a restart assignment is brief – twelve months or less. I get paid a decent salary, but most of my compensation is what is euphemistically called ‘upside’. Upside is

  another way of a venture capitalist saying, If I don’t make money, there’s no way in hell you’re going to.




  So that’s the prize. If I can turn the place around, and restart it successfully, I make millions. If I can’t, I make little. The job is half Green Beret mission, half crapshoot. You

  have no idea what you’re going to find until you walk through the door.




  I hear Amanda’s voice on the intercom. ‘Attention Tao team members,’ she says. She speaks languorously, as if the act of making a public announcement is exhausting.

  ‘There will be an all-hands meeting in the lunchroom starting immediately. Repeat, all-hands in the lunchroom immediately.’




  Despite the announcement, there’s little movement – just a solitary chair squeaking somewhere behind me. Indeed, for a company haemorrhaging over a million dollars of cash each

  month, there’s an obvious lack of brio on the floor. I see a Hispanic woman sitting in her cube, doing her nails. I pass another cube, where a young man – his back to me – is

  hunched over his desk with his phone at his ear, discussing what distinctly sounds like tonight’s dinner plans with his girlfriend.




  The office has an open floor plan – modern Steelcase cubicles and Herman Miller chairs. Around the perimeter are small private offices. Each has a window facing the building’s

  exterior, and a glass wall facing the interior bullpen, presumably to allow management to keep tabs on the underlings, or maybe to allow the bigwigs to demonstrate good work habits to the

  rank-and-file. However, since all the private offices are dark and empty at five minutes past nine o’clock on a Monday morning, this inspirational message may be lost on employees at Tao.




  From the entrance of the building, there’s a commotion. Amanda is talking to an animated – and now rather disturbed – man. He carries a briefcase. He has just entered the

  lobby. I can’t hear their words, but I see the man’s eyebrows arch in surprise as he mouths the word ‘Now?’ Amanda nods, says something, and points in my direction.

  The man takes a long look at me, then drops his conversation with Amanda without saying goodbye. He makes a beeline to me. Twenty feet away, he already has his hand outstretched, and a big smile

  planted on his face.




  He rushes me. ‘Hello. You must be Jim. I’m David Paris.’ He says this without pause or breath, one long word: HelloyoumustbeJimI’mDavidParis. He adds: ‘VP

  of Marketing.’




  I take his hand, shake it perfunctorily. David Paris is shorter than me, small-boned, with a wiry body that would look fine in spandex on a gym mat. Here in an office, wearing chinos and a

  shirt, he just looks peculiar. He has dark hair, ears the size of croissants, and eyelids pulled upward at the corners. His appearance is either the result of unfortunate genetics, or of a botched

  facelift. Either way, he reminds me of an elf.




  ‘I’m Jim Thane,’ I say.




  He wags a long elven finger at me, as if I’ve been naughty. ‘All-hands meeting? I like it! Trying to shake things up a little?’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘Good.’ He lowers his voice to a stage whisper. ‘I’m glad you’re here. Jim. Really glad. It’s time to get some competent management in this place.’




  ‘I’ll do my best, David.’




  The lunchroom is twenty feet square, with three sets of tables and chairs. It’s a typical corporate kitchen: stocked during a period of great corporate largess and ambition (microwave,

  dual cappuccino machines, cartons of Pop-Secret stacked along the wall), but depleted and worn down by tedious workday life. Several dirty, waterlogged laser-printed signs cajole the reader to

  behave properly: to clean the counter, wipe the microwave, empty old lunches from the fridge. There are many exclamation marks on each sign. From the look of the place, these pleas, despite the

  copious punctuation, have been ignored.




  I go to the front of the room. The employees of Tao – the ones who have actually arrived for work – gather on the other side. There are now twenty of them. Each wears the official

  Software Company Uniform: slacks on the bottom, short sleeves on top. I’m the only person in the State of Florida apparently stupid enough to wear a suit and tie in August.




  I clear my throat. ‘Good morning!’ I say loudly. I try to make my voice seem both authoritative and happy at the same time, but I realize, too late, that I sound like a drill

  sergeant getting a blow job. I lower my voice, try a more conversational tone. ‘My name is Jim Thane. As you may have guessed, I’m the new CEO here at Tao Software.’




  I peer into the audience. Not a single face looks glad to see me. The most common expression seems to be mild amusement: Let’s see how long the guy in the wool suit lasts.




  ‘I’ve been hired by the investors in Tao. My job is to help turn this company around.’ I decide to leave out the part about how I was hired only after the previous CEO

  disappeared off the face of the earth, and how I was surely the last available choice to take the job, and how no one – including me – holds out much hope that I’ll succeed.




  Instead I say: ‘From what I understand, there’s a lot of terrific potential here at Tao. The investors in this company are very enthusiastic. They tell me there are fabulous people

  here, and that the company has created a very exciting technology.’




  Which is half true. The investors are excited by the company’s technology. It’s the people they could do without. Indeed, if there were some kind of capitalist neutron bomb,

  a device that could make people disappear, but leave a company’s intellectual property intact, the venture capitalists behind Tao would surely have deployed it, in this very lunchroom.




  I continue: ‘I know a lot of you are nervous. You see a new CEO. You don’t know what to expect. You wonder if Tao will survive. You wonder if your job is safe.’




  Finally, my words gain traction. People look at me expectantly. They do wonder. ‘Well, I’m not going to lie to you. There will be changes. There have to be. We need

  to work harder. And we need to work smarter. We need to – let me be blunt – we need to make more money.’




  I say these words slowly, and let them sink in. It’s a simple point – that a business needs to make money – but you’d be surprised how often it’s overlooked. After

  working in the same job for a couple of years, people tend to forget. They stop thinking about their company as a business, and see it more as adult daycare. It’s the place they go to keep

  busy between weekends. They forget a business has only one purpose. Not to entertain them. Not to fulfil them. But to make money. For someone else. That’s all.




  ‘But there is good news,’ I say. ‘The fact that I’m here means that important people believe in Tao. If they didn’t, the investors would not have hired me. They

  would have given up. They would have shut the place down and called it a day.’




  Which is not exactly true. In fact, they almost did shut the place down. When Charles Adams, the previous CEO of Tao, failed to show up for work one morning, and then disappeared without leaving

  a forwarding address, the investors in Tao came this close to closing the company. It was only because I managed to run into Tad Billups at Il Fornaio, where he couldn’t hide behind

  his secretary, and where I could relentlessly beg him for a job – any job – that I’m here. Tad is the Chairman of the Board at Tao, and a partner at Bedrock Ventures, the

  VC firm that owns most of the company’s stock, and which supplies its capital. More importantly, Tad was my roommate at UC Berkley. We go back. Tad owes me.




  But not that much, apparently. This job is bottom of the barrel: almost no chance of success, three thousand miles from my home in Silicon Valley, geographically undesirable, and, for any other

  man, a sure résumé killer.




  I suppose Tad thought that, given my own colourful résumé – my alcohol and drug addictions, my gambling problem, my twenty-one-day stint in the Mountain Vista Recovery Centre

  – a gig at Tao might be a step up. He was right. I’m a bit of a restart project myself.




  I say to the assembly: ‘Does anyone have any questions?’




  No one does.




  ‘All right,’ I say. ‘I have a question for you.’ I look at my watch. ‘It’s 9.15 on a Monday morning. I counted a dozen cars in the parking lot. My

  question to you is: where the hell is everyone?’




  No one volunteers an answer. I notice a familiar face in the crowd. It’s the Hispanic woman whom I last observed giving herself a manicure at her desk. She’s attractive, a bit

  overweight. I look to her and say: ‘You. I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.’




  ‘Rosita.’




  ‘Nice to meet you, Rosita. What do you do here at Tao?’




  ‘Customer service.’




  ‘OK, Rosita, please tell me. How many employees are there at Tao?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘Eighty, I think.’




  I know the exact answer is eighty-five, but I don’t correct her. Instead, I say, ‘And how many people are in this room?’




  She looks around, does a quick count. ‘Maybe twenty?’




  ‘Maybe twenty,’ I repeat. ‘So that means that even though the workday has started, sixty employees haven’t bothered to show up. Maybe that’s the reason we’re

  having problems. What do you think, Rosita?’




  She’s noncommittal. ‘Maybe.’




  I lift my hand to my eyes and look around the room, like a man who has misplaced his car in the multiplex parking lot. ‘Are there any VPs here? Tao has five Vice Presidents, if I remember

  correctly. How many of them are here?’




  David Paris, the elfin Marketing Vice President, waves a bony finger. ‘I’m here, Jim. David Paris, VP of Marketing—’




  I cut him off. ‘Yes, I know. David’s here. Anyone else?’




  A man pushes his way into the lunchroom. He’s carrying a brown paper bag, neatly folded. He was on his way to the refrigerator to deposit it. He realizes that he’s being talked

  about.




  He says, ‘I’m Randy Williams. VP of Engineering.’ He’s in his late thirties, with a round Midwestern face and a doughy gut. He has blond hair cut in a spiky style

  that’s too young for him, and skin the colour of milk. He smiles, revealing a gap in his two front teeth, wide enough to ride a pony through.




  I say: ‘You’re late.’




  He bristles. He wasn’t expecting a public reprimand. He stutters, ‘Sorry, yes. Sorry. I know. I didn’t think that—’




  I cut him off mercilessly. This is where I establish that it’s not business as usual any more. Time to light a few fires, burn the place down. I say: ‘Randy, I expect everyone to

  arrive at nine o’clock. Not 9.01, not 9.02, and certainly not 9.15. If and when this company turns profitable, we can loosen things up. Until then, nine a.m. sharp. No exceptions.’




  I pause. I look at Randy. ‘Understand?’




  He can’t believe he’s being publicly humiliated. His face turns cinnamon. ‘Yes,’ he says quietly.




  ‘Now then,’ I say. ‘Where’s our VP of Sales?’




  I look around the room. At first no one answers. Then Rosita pipes up. She’s smiling now, clearly enjoying this dressing down of the VPs. ‘That’s Dom Vanderbeek. He’s not

  here.’




  I hear laughter and gasps of pleasure from the edge of the room. People are looking forward to my tearing the VP of Sales a new asshole. I won’t disappoint them.




  Amanda is at the far side of the room, near the door. She says, ‘Dom works from home on Mondays and Tuesdays.’




  ‘Oh does he?’ I say. ‘Amanda, get him on the phone.’ I point to a phone mounted on the nearby wall.




  ‘That phone?’ she asks.




  ‘On speaker, please.’




  She shrugs – couldn’t give a shit – walks over to the phone, dials nimbly. In a moment, we hear ringing on the speaker. A voice answers. It’s staccato, clipped.

  ‘Yeah, this is Dom.’ I’ve heard that voice a thousand times: the former athlete, the macho sales guy, the company blowhard.




  ‘Dom,’ I say into the phone. ‘This is Jim Thane. I’m the new CEO at Tao.’




  ‘Jim, how are you.’ He says this like a statement of fact, not a question. The reason it doesn’t sound like a question is because it’s not. He couldn’t

  care less.




  ‘I have you on speakerphone, Dom. We’re all in the lunchroom, at the all-hands meeting, and we’re wondering why you’re not here. Since you probably have hands. And since

  you’re the VP of Sales.’




  Silence on the line. He’s measuring me now, trying to figure out if this is a joke, or if I’m a lunatic. Finally, he decides on a course of action: he’ll be friendly and

  patient, try to get the new guy up to speed.




  ‘OK, Jim. Well on Mondays and Tuesdays, I usually work from home. It’s easier to make sales calls from here.’




  ‘The thing is, Dom, the sales team isn’t exactly lighting the world on fire. So I want everyone working from the office. Every day. That includes you.’




  Silence again. I look at the faces in the lunchroom. Most of the people here are low-level employees, and they’ve never heard executives argue. A girl titters nervously.




  ‘All right,’ Dom says, finally. ‘I’ll be there first thing tomorrow.’




  I shake my head, for the benefit of my audience. I say: ‘Now.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Now, Dom.’




  ‘Listen, at this hour, traffic is nuts. I wasn’t planning on—’




  ‘Start planning. I want you here. Now.’




  More silence. The room is quiet. People are titillated. They know there’s a chance that this conversation could spiral out of control, that Dom Vanderbeek could take my bait.




  Everyone waits. There’s a moment when I think Dom Vanderbeek might say something sharp to me, but instead he backs down. Now I have a sense of him: he’s wily, knows not to fight when

  he’s at a disadvantage. He’ll wait until circumstances are in his favour.




  ‘All right, Jim,’ Dom says pleasantly. ‘I’ll be on the road in ten minutes.’




  ‘Looking forward to meeting you, Dom,’ I say.




  ‘Me too,’ he says, and hangs up.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  A corporate turnaround is like a murder investigation. The first thing you do is interview the suspects.




  I ask Amanda where is the most convenient place to hold a series of private meetings. She points to the conference room right across from the reception area.




  At first, I think the engraved plaque on the door – the one that proclaims ‘Boardroom’ – is an ironic joke, a small-company jibe at big-company pretension. But once I

  enter, I realize no irony was intended. Like every other space at Tao, the room is overwrought, designed to impress. There’s a long black table, twelve Aeron chairs, a sideboard that may or

  may not hide a wet bar. Everything in the room is state of the art: two flat-panel video screens on opposite walls, remote-controlled halogen lighting, recessed audio speakers built into panelling,

  a huge whiteboard with coloured dry-erase markers.




  I station myself at the centre of the table, on the long side of the oval. My message here – by not taking one of the two power seats at the ends – is that I’m just a regular

  guy who wants to shoot the breeze. Which isn’t true, of course, but it’s a CEO’s job to be aware of appearances.




  Each meeting lasts twenty minutes, and each follows roughly the same format. First, five minutes of pleasantries. A little friendly laughter on my part, to show that I am not an inhuman monster

  and that I have a heart, or at least that I can superficially simulate this fact. Then, the important question, which I ask gently, as if afraid of causing offence: What, exactly, do you

  do here at Tao?




  Perhaps not surprisingly, no one who works at this sinking ship can give me a simple and straightforward answer. Randy Williams, VP of Engineering, tells me his job is to make sure ‘great

  software gets built’. Since Tao’s new software version is nine months late, and nowhere near completion, I’m tempted to ask him if he has a second job somewhere else where he puts

  that skill to use.




  Dmitri Sustev, VP of Quality Assurance, tells me through Coke-bottle glasses and a thick Bulgarian accent that his job is ‘to make it all very very good, very very solid’.




  Kathleen Rossi, the VP of Human Resources, tells me her job is to make sure Tao is a great place for people to come to work. I think, but do not say aloud, that her job will soon become making

  sure that Tao is a great place for people to leave work.




  And David Paris, the elfin VP of Marketing, refuses to answer my question directly, but instead asks if he can take a moment to describe his ‘strategic vision for Tao’. When I say

  indeed he can, he rises from his chair, circles the table, and approaches me. At first, I think he’s coming to give me a hug, but at the last moment, he grabs a dry-erase marker from the

  whiteboard just behind my head and begins sketching a diagram. By the time he’s done, fifteen minutes later, he has either laid out a startling strategic vision for our company, or he has

  sketched a nickel defense for the San Francisco 49ers. In either case, he has managed to convince me that he is worthless, and so I thank him, and shoo him from the room.




  My most important meeting of the morning is with Joan Leggett. Joan is (according to the organizational chart I keep in front of me) ‘Acting Controller’ of Tao Software. Which means

  that Joan knows the one critical fact that I must now learn: how much cash is left in the bank.




  Joan Leggett is a petite woman, dressed in one of those sharp Donna Karan outfits that you usually see on ambitious female go-getters on the rise. But the lines etched in her face, her

  once-blonde – now grey and mousy – hair, and the freckles that have melted into age spots betray her: the only thing Joan is going and getting is older.




  Joan is the first person I’ve met at Tao who is competent and organized. She greets me crisply, sits down across the table, and slides a packet of information that she has prepared

  specifically for this meeting. She walks me through it.




  It’s a twenty-minute business presentation, but – as Joan catalogues the company’s financial problems – it feels more like a two-hour horror movie. The kind of movie

  where you want to walk out in the middle and ask for your money back.




  ‘Revenue growth over the past three quarters has been negligible,’ Joan says. ‘We hired a lot of people at the beginning of the year, to get ready for the new product launch.

  But the product is late. So now we have the people, and the burn rate, but no product. Which is expensive.’




  ‘How expensive?’




  ‘We’re burning $1.4 million every month. We have $3 million in the bank. No other liquid assets.’




  ‘So we have enough cash for two months,’ I say.




  ‘Seven weeks.’




  The answer, then. Seven weeks of cash. I have seven weeks to turn around Tao. At the end of those seven weeks, I will either succeed, or I will slink back to Silicon Valley, a failure once

  again, having proven everyone’s predictions – including my own – correct.




  Joan says, ‘Maybe you can convince our VCs to give us more time.’




  She means I should ask Tad Billups and Bedrock Ventures for more money. I had the same thought, and it lasted approximately five seconds. I could barely convince Tad to pay for my coach flight

  on Air Trans. The chance of his sinking another five or ten mil into this shit hole is remote indeed. But I say: ‘Yes, of course that’s always a possibility.’




  ‘Page eight,’ she says. She waits for me to turn to the page. Now I see a pie chart. It’s labelled: ‘Expense by Department’.




  Joan says: ‘Speaking of burn rate, here’s where all the cash goes. Four hundred thousand per month to Engineering. Two to Sales. Three to G&A. Four to Marketing. One to

  QA—’




  ‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Back up. Four hundred thousand dollars each month for marketing?’




  Joan looks at me coolly. If she disapproves of this spending, she doesn’t show it. ‘That’s correct.’




  ‘What the heck are we spending money on? Super Bowl ads?’




  ‘David has very elaborate marketing plans,’ Joan says. Her tone is without judgement. ‘I assume he went over the details with you.’




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘He discussed his... strategic vision.’ I point to the diagram on the whiteboard behind me. Joan regards it thoughtfully. She has the sharp look of

  a museum curator trying to determine a new piece’s provenance. Finally, she says: ‘If you like, I can print an itemized transaction report. You can see where the money actually

  goes.’




  ‘That would be very helpful.’ I like Joan already. Super-competent, quiet, authoritative. I say, ‘You’re good, Joan.’ What I want to ask is: How did you wind up in

  a place like this? But it’s a question that could easily be thrown back at me. And one I’d rather not answer. So I say instead: ‘Why only “Acting Controller”? Why not

  CFO? Or VP of Finance?’




  She presses her thin freckled lips together and looks down. This is apparently a sore subject. She says, ‘There was a CFO. Ellison Jeffries. He left a few months ago. It was all very

  sudden. I never found out why. Charles was going to hire a replacement, but he never got around to it. So I took over the CFO responsibilities, just not his title.’




  ‘Well then,’ I say. ‘Congratulations. You’re the new CFO of Tao Software.’




  She studies me, trying to decide if I’m joking. When she realizes I’m not, her face brightens. ‘Really?’




  Sure, I think silently, why the hell not? Enjoy it while it lasts – seven weeks. But I say aloud: ‘Absolutely. Congratulations. No pay raise, though. Not right now.’




  ‘I understand. Thank you,’ she says. She stands suddenly. She leans over the table, holds out her hand awkwardly. ‘Thank you,’ she says again.




  I take her hand. ‘Work hard,’ I say, trying to sound dour and serious. I don’t want anyone at the company to think I’m a softy.




  ‘OK,’ she says, and nods grimly, ‘I will.’




  She gathers her papers, stacks them into a neat pile, and turns to leave.




  As she heads to the door, I say, ‘Joan?’




  She stops, with her hand on the knob, and turns to me.




  I’m not sure what prompts my next question. Maybe it was Joan’s remark about the Chief Financial Officer, whose role at Tao she assumed when he suddenly departed the company. Or

  maybe it’s my sketchy knowledge about the CEO who preceded me, and his own sudden disappearance. That’s a lot of mysterious departures, for one tiny company.




  In fact, I know very little about the company I now run. I was so relieved to be given this job, I didn’t ask many questions. A restart job in West Florida? Sure, why the hell not, I

  said.




  What was my alternative? Running down the last six months of my and Libby’s savings? Taking out a third mortgage on our Palo Alto house? Continuing my daily routine of flipping through old

  business cards, dialling lost friends and begging for second chances? No. They could have offered me a position in the seventh ring of hell, acting as chief bean counter for Satan, and I would have

  said yes.




  But now that I’m here – and the job is mine, for better or worse – I might as well learn what I’ve gotten myself into. I say to Joan: ‘What happened to Charles

  Adams?’




  Joan’s response is surprising. Her smile disappears. She looks down at the floor. Her face turns dark and troubled, as if I’ve brought up an uncomfortable topic, like masturbation or

  necrophilia.




  I know almost nothing about Charles Adams, or about his disappearance. I know only the broad outlines, as related to me by Tad Billups the day I signed my employment contract: one Wednesday

  morning, nine weeks ago, Charles Adams, CEO of Tao Software, vanished.




  That’s how Tad described it – he ‘vanished’.




  ‘Vanished?’ I asked Tad.




  Yes, vanished, Tad said. He left his car idling in his suburban driveway, its driver-side door open. He left his house unlocked. He never showed up for work. He left no note. He literally

  vanished from the face of the earth.




  Now, back in the boardroom, whatever warmth I stoked in Joan when I promoted her to CFO thirty seconds earlier has dissipated, as if I’ve wrenched open a window to a gust of wintry

  December air. She looks at me warily. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Well,’ I say. I think: Isn’t my question clear enough? What happened to Charles Adams? I try to think of a different way to restate it. I come up with nothing better

  than: ‘What do you think happened to Charles Adams?’




  ‘He didn’t show up for work.’




  ‘Right,’ I say. ‘Got that part.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ she says. She takes one step towards me, as if to sit once again. She decides against it, and instead remains halfway across the room, an awkward distance for

  an intimate conversation. Maybe that’s the point.




  She says: ‘The police came around at first, interviewed everyone. I answered their questions. But they haven’t been back in a while. I don’t even know if they’re still

  looking for Charles. Last I heard, they seemed to think he ran away.’




  ‘Ran away?’ I think to myself: Teenagers run away. Young girls who aren’t allowed to date their boyfriends run away. High school students abused by stepfathers run away. Chief

  Executive Officers at technology firms do not run away. ‘Ran away from what?’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Joan says. But her expression indicates otherwise.




  I try a different tack. ‘Joan, I’m on your team. I just want to know what’s going on. Any information you have could be really useful.’ I add: ‘Haven’t I

  already shown you a little good faith?’




  This last, not-so-subtle reminder of Joan’s recent promotion does the trick. She sighs. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘Charles Adams had... problems.’




  ‘What kind of problems?’




  She shakes her head and sighs. ‘He was a weak man,’ she says finally. ‘A nice guy, deep down – heart of gold – but he was weak. He had a personal tragedy in his

  family, and then... ’ She stops.




  ‘And then... ?’




  She looks thoughtfully at me, as if deciding whether she can trust me. At last she says: ‘Things went downhill pretty fast. He got involved with bad people.’




  My expression must be blank, because she adds, ‘Not software people.’




  ‘Ah,’ I say.




  ‘Tough men,’ she continues. ‘You know, out of place at a company like Tao. They’d come into reception, and wait for him to show up. They wore suits, but it was obvious

  they didn’t fit. Like they were costumes. Charles would come out and greet them, and then he’d leave with them, into the parking lot. And they’d drive off somewhere. He’d

  come back hours later.’




  A familiar-sounding story. Something I had the pleasure of experiencing first-hand, back in my gambling days. ‘Did they hurt him?’




  ‘Not that I could see. But when he came back, he was always very pale and very quiet. He’d lock himself into his office, and he wouldn’t come out until the end of the day.

  Sometimes, when I’d leave the office at eight o’clock, he’d still be in there. I knocked once and asked if he was all right. He wouldn’t open up. He just shouted through the

  door, and said he was fine. That he was working.’




  ‘What did he get himself involved in?’




  ‘I really don’t know.’




  She’s telling the truth. I see that. ‘Well,’ I say. ‘Thanks for telling me.’ She turns to the door. She stops again, with her hand on the knob, and looks at me.

  ‘My turn to ask you a question?’




  ‘Shoot.’




  ‘What are the chances of turning this place around?’




  I think about it. My first instinct is to play hero – to sit straight in my chair, puff my chest, and say forcefully, ‘Excellent. We’re going to do it!’ That’s what

  the restart executive needs to do: show confidence – everywhere, all the time, to everyone. To make them believe. To hypnotize them with his own will.




  But I can’t do that. Not to her. I say, more quietly than I mean to: ‘Not very good. But we’re going to try. I have a lot riding on this, personally. I really have to make it

  work. I don’t have a choice.’




  I’m thankful when she doesn’t ask what I mean, but instead just nods and says, ‘Yes,’ as if what I told her were perfectly obvious.




  







  CHAPTER 3




  I spend the rest of the day walking around, getting a feel for the place. I introduce myself to people at random, catching them as they pass through the bullpen, or dropping by

  unexpectedly at their desks, or even – in one case – stopping them as they finish their business at the urinal. My introduction is always the same. ‘Hi, I’m Jim,’ I

  say, with a smile and an outstretched hand. (I neglect this last bit when I meet the kid at the urinal.) ‘What’s your name? What do you do here?’ And then they tell me. And then I

  respond that I’m pleased to meet them, that I’m excited to be at Tao, and that together we’re going to make the company succeed.




  Despite my enthusiasm, their responses range from indifference to fear. The indifferent ones tend to be older – corporate veterans. They’re outwardly friendly enough, but I can read

  their faces: they’ve seen turnaround attempts before, the parachuting CEO du jour, the grandiose announcements, the high hopes that never pan out. No doubt these are the ones

  surreptitiously crafting their résumés on Tao workstations, keeping an eye over their shoulder in case management should pass behind them. I don’t resent this. As someone with a

  dim view of managerial competence myself, I’d probably be firing up the word processor too if I were in their shoes. It’s my job to prove them wrong.




  Around lunch time, I wander over to Randy Williams’s cube. His desk is on the ‘engineering side’ of the building, near the foosball table and the Ms. Pac-Man arcade game. I ask

  him to arrange a product demonstration for me.




  ‘A what?’ Randy asks.




  ‘A demonstration. Of our product.’




  Randy looks at me, suspicious. Am I unaware of the company’s plight, or am I cleverly testing him? He answers carefully. ‘Jim,’ he says, slowly, as if tiptoeing across a career

  minefield. ‘The product isn’t... finished yet.’




  ‘I know it’s not finished yet,’ I say, affably. ‘If it was finished, I wouldn’t be here. Right?’




  Randy smiles at this very reasonable answer, but then realizes that we’re talking about his own incompetence, and so he shouldn’t grin. His smiles fades. ‘Right,’ he

  says.




  ‘But I would like to see what we do have. Even if it’s not completely done.’




  Randy sighs. He pushes back his chair, stands up. He calls to someone sitting in the next cubicle over. His lieutenant, no doubt. ‘Darryl,’ he says.




  There’s no answer. From my vantage point, I can’t see into Darryl’s cube. Frustration clouds Randy’s face. He leans over the cube wall, plunks his hand down. When he

  lifts it, he’s clutching an empty pair of headphones.




  ‘Hey!’ a disembodied voice shouts. ‘What the fuck?’




  Randy says into the cube: ‘Jim wants to see a demo. Can you set something up?’




  The voice snorts. ‘A demo? Of our piece of shit product? That man is one stupid motherfucker!’




  Randy’s smile peels from his face like old paint. ‘Jim’s right here,’ he says quietly.




  ‘Oh.’ Chair casters squeak, and a head pops over the cube like a prairie dog from a burrow. A kid – he can’t be older than twenty-three, I guess – with long,

  stringy hair, and pale skin that indicates time spent mostly indoors, looks at me and smiles. ‘You want a demo?’




  ‘That would be nice,’ I say.




  ‘Give me ten.’ With that, he’s off, bounding across the cubicle farm with a merry step.




  Randy looks at me. ‘He’s a good programmer,’ he explains.




  ‘I hope so,’ I say.




  Ten minutes later, Randy, Darryl, and I are crowded into a small room with no windows. There’s a barnyard funk in the air, which I suspect emanates from Darryl.




  We face a long wooden table pushed against the wall. At the centre is an old, unimpressive Dell computer, an LCD monitor, and a dusty keyboard.




  The three of us stare at the screen, watching in silence as the computer chugs through the interminable Microsoft Windows start-up process.




  ‘You ever think,’ Darryl says, ‘how much time we spend, watching computers boot? I mean, as a society.’




  Randy shoots Darryl a look.




  ‘Hundreds of man-years,’ Darryl continues. ‘Wasted. Watching the boot-up screen. We could have built a cathedral in the same amount of time. Or cured cancer. Or put a man on

  Mars.’




  ‘I’m sure Jim doesn’t want to hear your thoughts about this, Darryl.’ From his tone, Randy has a clear idea whom he wants to volunteer for that first manned mission to

  Mars.




  Darryl shrugs. ‘Just saying.’




  After what seems like eternity, the computer plays a friendly tone to indicate it is ready for use.




  ‘All right,’ Darryl says. ‘May I?’ He rubs his hands together, steps up to the keyboard, and cracks his knuckles like a concert pianist.




  He types. A window appears on the screen. It’s grey, undecorated, without the professional finish that adorns commercial software programs. In plain block letters it says: ‘TAO

  SOFTWARE – GENERATION 2.0 – P-SCAN SERVICE – ALPHA RELEASE – SVN BUILD 1262.’




  Darryl explains, ‘So this is it. At first, we called it Passive Image Scanning Service. David spent like twenty grand on the brochures, but then someone realized the acronym spelled

  P.I.S.S., so we had to throw those out and reprint them. We changed the name, too.’




  ‘Smart,’ I say.




  ‘We call it P-Scan now,’ Darryl says. ‘Want me to show you how it works?’




  Randy puts his hand on Darryl’s shoulder and squeezes, in what surely is an attempt to tell his protégé to pause, and to allow Randy to take it from here. But Darryl is

  oblivious to subtlety. The younger man almost shouts, ‘Hey, dude, you’re squeezing too tight!’




  Randy ignores this. Still gripping Darryl, but looking straight at me, Randy says: ‘I just want to go on record and say this is a very early alpha release. It’s not fully functional,

  and it probably won’t even work.’




  ‘Understood, Randy,’ I say.




  Randy pauses, considering whether another round of ass-covering and expectation-lowering is required. He decides not. He nods at Darryl and says, ‘Go ahead.’




  ‘OK,’ Darryl says. He speaks quickly, excitedly. ‘Like I said, this is generation two. Generation one was released two years ago, and it was pretty good.’ He stops,

  realizes something. He turns to me. ‘Hey, Jim, you know what the software does, right?’




  Not really. It may surprise you to learn that a turnaround executive seldom cares about the product his company makes. He’s not a technologist; he’s not a programmer; he’s not

  a salesperson. His speciality – the products he cares about – are companies. By the time a turnaround CEO arrives, the problem is larger than any single product, or any software

  release, or any botched sales effort. The problem is the company itself. It’s like being a doctor for a patient whose body is riddled by cancers. Concentrating on any single organ is useless.

  More important is to improve the remaining days, to try to make the whole last longer.




  I lie: ‘I know what the product does. But why don’t you tell me, in your own words.’




  Asking a programmer to describe software in his own words is like asking a salty old admiral to describe his favourite sea battle: surely, an account of the enemy’s maritime manoeuvres, of

  the position of the sun in the sky, of the wind in the rigging, is fascinating only to one person in the room.




  So allow me to summarize Darryl’s speech.




  Tao’s product belongs to a software category called ‘passive image recognition’. That’s a fancy way of saying what it really does, which is quite simple. It recognizes

  faces. The idea is: you show it a photograph, and it tells you who is in it.




  Simple enough. Tao Software, and its venture capital sugar daddies, have spent over twenty-two million dollars to build P-Scan. Even after this vast amount of money, the product still suffers

  from two main problems.




  The first is technical. It doesn’t work. Well, to be more exact, it kind of works... sometimes. At least, that’s how Darryl describes it. He doesn’t go into

  detail about what ‘sometimes’ means, or how software can ‘kind of’ work, but I take the general gist to be that P-Scan’s accuracy depends a lot on the quality of the

  photograph fed into it. Give it a good photo, clear and in-focus, and it will return accurate results. But blurry photographs, or photos taken at anything other than a head-on angle, or with a

  shaky hand, and poor lighting, will be less accurately identified. In other words, the vast majority of photos taken by actual human beings on planet Earth will not be processed correctly. This,

  Darryl concedes, might possibly be a flaw.




  The second problem with P-Scan – and this one is non-technical – is equally serious in my mind, particularly since I’m supposed to be the ‘business person’ in the

  room. No one has any idea how to make money with it. The product was born in the burst of enthusiasm that accompanied the rise of social networks like Friendster and Facebook. Everyone in the world

  was putting their private photographs online, on the Internet, thereby making them public. Wouldn’t it be interesting (or so the thinking apparently went in the Tao Software boardroom,

  perhaps as cannabis smoke wafted under the door) if a computer program could automatically identify everyone in a photograph? That way, you could search for photos of yourself, or for friends, or

  for family – no matter whose camera took them, and no matter who put them online. A good idea, and interesting... except for that small, nagging problem that no one is willing to pay for such

  a service.




  These are the main points I glean from Darryl’s lengthy description of the product that he and the Tao engineers have built. After Darryl continues for some time about the beauty of

  Tao’s latest algorithm, about how it translates photographic pixels into a 1024-bit hash, and not a 128-bit hash; about how Tao’s algorithm can ‘gridify’ a scan at 1/10th of

  a millimetre resolution – after he tells me all this, and drones on for what seems like eternity, he finally turns to me and says: ‘So let me show you.’




  Even if the software doesn’t work, at this point I feel an enormous relief, simply that Darryl has stopped talking. Randy must feel it, too, because he nods vigorously, like one of those

  bobble head dolls on the dashboard of an old Dodge El Camino.




  Darryl taps his keyboard. Rows of small colour photographs appear on-screen, like a high-school yearbook. I recognize most of the faces as Tao Software employees.




  ‘Choose one,’ Darryl says.




  ‘All right,’ I say, and point to the screen. ‘That one.’




  I have pointed to Rosita, the heavy-set trouble-maker from the lunchroom this morning.




  ‘Good choice,’ Darryl says. ‘Lovely Rosita.’




  He presses a key. A yellow square appears around Rosita’s head. The image is progressively enlarged until her face fills the screen. It’s blurry, not particularly well-photographed.

  Blown up to this size, the image is barely recognizable as Rosita at all.




  Darryl clicks another key. The image is transformed into boxy pixels, various shades of grey. As if the P-Scan software is trying to distil the most important aspects of the picture – the

  essence of what makes Rosita look like Rosita – it selects some of the blocks, and highlights these in yellow. These yellow blocks mostly come from her cheek and jowl, and from a series of

  blocks stretching across her shoulder, as if the P-Scan software has determined that Rosita’s weight and width are the singular aspects of what makes her who she is. I think silently to

  myself that we must be very careful about how we demonstrate this product in public, particularly to women.




  The remainder of the photograph fades, leaving behind only the series of yellow blocks, like a photographic signature.




  The word, ‘Scanning... ’ appears on the screen, and then, below it, come quick bursts of text: ‘DMV:Alabama... DMV:Alaska... DMV:American Samoa... DMV:Arizona... ’ and so

  on – through the US states and territories.




  It’s probably at this point that I should mention what makes Tao’s software unique. Facial recognition is, in itself, an old art. Programmers have been doing it for years. You can

  generally match any two photographs of the same person, assuming that you first tell the computer who is who. But Tao’s P-Scan does not require any sort of ‘who-is-who’ directory.

  Instead, P-Scan uses the entire Internet as its directory.




  So, when you ask P-Scan to identify a person in a photo, it sifts through millions of images on the Internet – from both formal sources (government driver’s licences and passport

  photos), and informal sources (wedding announcements in the New York Times, magazine photos, or even private personal Web sites).




  The idea behind P-Scan – and it is audacious, I have to give them that – is that any person, in any photograph, should be identifiable. Point to a photo, and say, ‘Who is

  this?’ and let the software search the Internet to figure out the answer.




  On-screen, the cursor flickers as the various databases are scanned. During the search of ‘DMV:Maryland’, the computer pauses, and dings a soft musical chime, and displays:

  ‘Possible Match’: along with a photograph. It’s a driver’s licence photo of a Maryland woman, with the same wide face and Hispanic complexion as Rosita. But it’s

  clearly not the customer service person who works at Tao, and the computer seems to realize this, because it immediately appends: ‘Match probability: 48%’ and resumes scanning.




  This process continues through the various state Department of Motor Vehicles databases. Simultaneously, I notice, P-Scan sifts through other databases, in parallel: ‘Flickr.com photos...

  NBC network news... Facebook.com... Poughkeepsie Register... ’




  It’s an amazing demonstration, really – hundreds of image sources, possibly millions of images – zipping through the computer’s memory, being compared to a mathematical

  representation of Rosita.




  I’m about to comment on this, and ask Darryl something like, ‘How many images can it process per hour? How many per day?’ – because those are the units of time I think

  are applicable here – hours or days – and I am sure that it will take at least an entire day to process Rosita’s image and to find her needle in the haystack of the world

  Internet.




  But before the words can form on my lips, the screen goes black, and then two images appear, side by side. On the left, the grainy image from Tao’s employee photo of Rosita; and on the

  right, an enlarged colour photograph from a high-school yearbook. It says: ‘Rosita Morales, St. Cloud High School, Class of 2003’. It’s a picture of Rosita – much younger

  and thinner than I know her – with neatly coiffed hair, sitting primly with clasped hands, in front of a fake sky-blue background.




  ‘Ta da!’ Darryl says triumphantly. ‘It worked!’ He sounds quite surprised that it did.




  ‘Holy shit,’ I say, softly. I’m not much of a technologist – can barely use a spreadsheet, I admit – but this is one of the most amazing software demonstrations

  I’ve ever seen. ‘How did it—’ I start.




  Darryl launches into yet another description of his software, beaming like a proud father. ‘Brilliant, right? Well, that was pretty lucky, to be honest, because we happen to have a lot of

  Florida high-school yearbooks in the database. But if you chose an employee from Oregon – you know, like David Paris? – we would have been S.O.L., because that state is insane, I mean

  really insane – they won’t give us DMV access. They won’t give anyone DMV access. So we’re really at the mercy of the data sources. And then there’s the CPU

  problem. The more data, the more CPUs you need. That’s why you gotta run this as SAAS from a data centre.’




  ‘But still,’ I say, not quite sure what he’s talking about, and also knowing it doesn’t really matter. This is a good demo. Lots of sizzle. Even if there’s not much

  steak. Sizzle sells. Sizzle gets contracts signed.




  Randy looks to me. ‘Jim, I just want to say, one more time for the record, that it’s a very early alpha release. We only get 80% accuracy. That’s it.’




  I make a snap decision. ‘I don’t care. Let’s do it.’




  Randy looks wary. ‘Do what?’




  ‘We’re going to show this. We need to get cash in the door. And the only way to make people sign cheques is to show them something they can touch.’ I indicate the computer.

  ‘Can we bring this thing to a meeting?’




  ‘It’ll run anywhere,’ Darryl says. ‘We just need an Internet connection.’




  ‘Jim—’ Randy starts, sounding as if he’s about to protest.




  I turn to him. Something in my face tells him not to.




  ‘What?’ I ask.




  ‘Nothing.’




  Darryl says, ‘I can have it ready for tomorrow.’




  ‘Do it,’ I say.




  When I find David Paris, he’s in the kitchen, making popcorn. He’s bent over the counter, with his nose pressed against the microwave glass, staring into the oven

  with the concentration of a warden counting prisoners.




  ‘David?’




  He turns. ‘Yes?’ He looks guilty. ‘I was just making popcorn. Do you like popcorn, Jim?’




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘Tell me how you plan to make money.’




  ‘Money?’




  ‘With our product. You’re the marketing person here. What’s the marketing plan? How do we actually make money?’




  ‘Oh, Jim,’ he says, with a strained uncomfortable look, as if I am a simpleton and he doesn’t want to embarrass me, not here in public. ‘We won’t be making money

  for quite some time. Quite some time.’




  ‘How long, about?’




  ‘Well... ’ His voice trails off. He shrugs. ‘It’s hard to say.’




  Ding, says the microwave. Time is up. David reaches in, takes out the popcorn, and carefully opens the bag, mindful of the scalding steam that puffs out when he prises the paper apart.

  He turns to me. ‘Why do you ask?’




  ‘Why do I ask... how we’re going to make money? I don’t know. Just a passing fancy.’




  ‘Jim, you’re not from this industry, are you?’




  ‘What industry?’




  ‘Social, Jim,’ he says. ‘Social. Everything is social right now. It’s the new thing. Facebook. You use Facebook, don’t you?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Well, there, you see,’ he says, as if he’s just proven his point. He reaches into the popcorn bag, munches on a handful, licks his fingers, reaches back into the bag, then

  remembers to offer me some. ‘Want?’ he says, holding it out.




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘Maybe I’m not making myself clear. Who is going to pay us money for our product?’




  ‘Oh,’ he says, ‘I don’t think anyone. Not right away. But if you build it, they will come.’




  ‘Who will come?’




  ‘They,’ he says, looking around the room, as if they might be in the kitchen.




  ‘I don’t think anyone is going to come,’ I say. ‘And if they do come, they is going to be a bunch of kids who don’t have any money. You can’t run a

  company if you don’t make money. You are aware of that fact, aren’t you, David?’




  ‘That’s very old-school,’ he says, smiling. ‘That’s not the way people think nowadays.’




  ‘It’s the way I think nowadays.’




  The tone of my voice registers somewhere in the deep recesses of his elfin brain. He becomes meek and obsequious. ‘Very good, Jim. Very good. Tell me what you have in mind, and I will

  implement it.’
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