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Ante Up
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I wasn’t in it for the money. Honest. I was in it for the game. 1


Maybe it was the setting—that fresh Hamptons 2 air. Or the Merlot. But when Alec’s father offered me a position as a technology researcher at M&L, somehow my job writing the backstories for video games no longer felt like a high leverage point from which to alter the very current of American culture. No, it seemed like the sidelines. Mr. Morehouse was giving me the chance to play for real, in the big leagues. A game with genuine stakes: money. And I knew as long as I remembered it was just a game, I’d be okay. Hell, it was 2008. We’d made it through the Great Correction. Now, everybody knew what was really going on.

I tried to tell myself this a month later as my limo made its way over the Triborough Bridge into Manhattan. There were fresh newspapers—a New York Times and a Wall Street Journal—neatly tucked into the backs of the front seats and a little gooseneck lamp providing light to read them by. A cellular videophone was mounted in the center armrest, its green flashing light indicating readiness. No credit card slot. Just credit, courtesy of M&L. But I figured I was still too new to press my luck. I’d just expensed a laptop and the latest wrist communicator, and didn’t yet know how these things actually got paid for.

The Knicks game was on the radio. A rookie center from Bosnia 3 scored an aggressive slam-dunk, and I figured it was a good moment to break the ice with my driver. I couldn’t get used to having anyone play the servant to my master.

“They finally have a center who can take it to the basket,” I said, hoping that a few exchanges about what the Times in the seat pocket was calling “the new international flavor of basketball” might help me bond with my driver, man to man rather than class to class.

“Yes, sir,” the driver politely agreed in an accent I assumed was Jamaican.

“Like Ewing in his prime.” No response. “You from the islands?” I asked, feeling my own speech involuntarily sliding into a more Third World, 4 almost Caribbean lilt.

“No sir,” he replied. “I am from Zambia.”

“Oh, really? What’d you do there?”

“I worked for the government.”

“As what?”


“I was a computer scientist, actually.”

“Oh.” I tried to hide my surprise—as if driving and programming were equivalent professions. “Do you plan to pursue computer science here, as well?”

“I have been here twelve years,” he said, looking back at me through the rearview mirror.

“But you must miss it, don’t you?”

“I miss the trees. Only the trees. I make more money here driving this limousine, and my children live in a free country.”

“But isn’t Zambia a free country?”

“Not free like America,” he smiled knowingly. “I’m free to earn a living here any way I choose.”

“I work in the industry, myself,” I offered. “Do you have a business card? I know lots of firms looking for people.”

“I was a university professor. My credentials, my Ph.Ds are not accepted here.”

Ph.Ds? Did this guy have more than one? And here I was making a quarter million in salary alone with a single undergraduate degree. I could help this guy. M&L had a whole floor of programmers from Bangalore on H1-G 5 visas, making sixty bucks an hour. It had to be more than he pulled in driving a big black car.

“Really, maybe I can help . . .” But we were already at my destination, a converted warehouse on Twelfth Avenue. The driver handed me a small clipboard with a receipt to sign. I slid one of my new Morehouse & Linney cards under the metal clamp before returning it.


“Thank you, sir,” the man said gently.

“I mean it,” I said, closing the door. “Feel free to call.”

Mine was just one of many black cars pulled up in front of the derelict building. It was the only vehicle with a big number in the rear windshield, though—evidence of an inferior, generic car service. The rest appeared to be private limos. Didn’t anyone take taxis anymore? I changed the trajectory of my approach in an effort to distance myself from the low-status ride.

I got to the velvet rope—the only sign of a working economy on the block—where two young women in tight black sheath dresses were checking names against a list. A trio of over-fifty businessmen argued their case for entry to one of the young judges, who no doubt was working off years of parental issues each time she looked up blankly from her digital clipboard and said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t see your name on the list. Who is it you say invited you again?”

I kept one hand in my trousers pocket, fingering a business card, but as I approached the checkpoint one of the girls gracefully unclasped the velvet rope for me to pass. I didn’t recognize her, and I know she didn’t recognize me. I was simply of the right age, the right style, and the right demeanor to gain admission, no questions asked. I guess I could have been anyone, which is why I had to be treated as if I were someone.

I considered spending my unearned cache on behalf of the elderly businessmen, but it was about to drizzle and I didn’t want to break the flow of my unexpectedly smooth entrance. Besides, they were just suits. Fuck ’em.

Inside was a zoo. A giant concrete room booming with nineties electronica that rattled the huge Mylar sheets hanging from the rafters above. Men in European suits that should have had expiration dates stamped in the collars and women in dresses that either hid or showed off their figures all held plastic cups and shouted at one another. Too much noise and too many people to distinguish anything or anyone of value. And it was hot. I made a mental list of my priorities: One: check coat. —Two: get drink. — Three: Find Alec, my best friend in New York and a walking Rolodex 6 of Silicon Alley.

I saw a long line, composed mostly of women holding coats over their arms, snaking down a staircase to the building’s basement. Just as I took my place at its end, someone grabbed me by the elbow.

“Forget that. Come with me.” Rescue! It was Alec. His straight blond hair was center-parted and slicked back so tight that I almost didn’t recognize him. Not that I had the chance. My slender young escort in the herringbone suit whisked me around the disgruntled line and all the way down the stairs with nary a “pardon me,” past the coat counter to an open door around the back. In one fluid motion, he helped me off with my coat, handed it to the goateed attendant, and slipped a claim check into my breast pocket.

“Never wait in those lines, Jamie,” Alec advised as he took me back up the stairs. “They’re not meant for you.”

“Who’s here?” I asked as we penetrated the pandemonium once again.

“Who’s not?” Alec grinned. “What are you having?”

The crowd pressed against the bar was an even denser mass of unsatisfied humanity than the one on the stairs. They were all desperately trying to hail one of two bartenders, all the while attempting to hide this desperation from one another.

“It’s okay, Alec. I’m not really thirsty.”

“What are you having?” Alec insisted.

“Just a beer is fine. Any beer.”

Alec handed a fifty-dollar bill to a lanky young model holding a silver tray of sushi. “Two gin and tonics, please.”

She glanced at the bar and rolled her eyes. I reached out to take back the bill and let her off the hook, but Alec intervened.

“Thanks, gorgeous, really,” he told her, sending her off into the fray. “She can go behind the bar and make them herself. It’s what she’s paid for, Jamie. Chill.”

“I just—”

“I’ll give her a big tip, okay?” My new partner put his hands on my shoulders. “This is an important party. Try to have fun.”

In my head I was busy reconciling important with fun while Alec dragged my body toward an arrangement of sofas.

“Wait. How will she find us?” I asked.

Alec threw me an exasperated sigh that said “get a grip,” and instinctively surveyed the terrain for a prestigious spot from which to hold court.

•   •   •

Unlike me, Alec knew how to work a party—that much was certain. My entire Princeton experience could well be summarized as having two main phases: Before Alec and After Alec. Entering college as a scholarship student in the computer program, I socialized mostly with fellow hackers. My undeserved infamy as the writer of the DeltaWave virus made me something of a legend among the other nerds, who were mostly public school graduates with outstanding SAT 7 scores. But by my sophomore year, I realized that I was merely in the upper echelon of what amounted to an underclass at Princeton. In an almost unconscious but well-practiced form of self-segregation, we relegated ourselves, along with most of the college’s African-American students, to a small cluster of modern but low-prestige dormitories on the far south side of the campus. Princeton’s ghetto.

The institution’s famous fake-gothic structures on the campus’s north end were inhabited by an entirely different social set. The sons and daughters of successful alumni, southern gentlemen, New York investment brokers, and America’s surviving idle rich somehow found one another before freshman week, and scored places in four-person suites overlooking the slate courtyards and stone archways that were photographed each semester for the cover of the course catalogue. 8 They may have gone to competing prep schools but they were all in the same club now, and accepted one another as brothers.


Determined to rise above my station, I canceled my eating plan at the school’s kosher facility. Utterly dependent on a functioning meritocracy for my entree to collegiate high society, I tried out for lightweight crew and earned a place in the second boat. We rowed together as a single unit, but that’s where any pretense of solidarity ended. Win or lose, after each match, the inner circle of Choate, Andover, and Exeter alums would hop into their cars and drive off to a conveniently undisclosed location, shouting rebel yells through the sunroof.

Still, I held on to the notion that if I could become an indispensable member of the first boat, I might be able to earn my way into their good graces. I went to the boathouse three nights a week and worked out on the rowing machine until the calluses on my palms bled through. While I eventually got a better seat, I never did place out of the second boat. But my efforts put me in the right place at the right time.

Late one night as I labored against the machine’s counterweights, about a half a dozen preppies were throwing a private kegger 9 by the dock. They jabbered on about the various girls they hoped to bed, as well as which ones had herpes and which ones had rich daddies. They got drunker and rowdier, until one of them had the bright idea of dragging the beer keg into one of the shells and rowing out to the center of Lake Carnegie.

When the boat finally capsized, the boys were so disoriented that they barely made it back to shore. The Neanderthals just laughed as they pulled their wet bodies onto the dock, and I wondered why I ever aspired to be accepted by such a moronic tribe.


Then I saw something bobbing up and down in the darkness of the lake that wasn’t an oar, the shell, or the keg. It was a person.

I shouted and pointed. But the soaked and groggy boys only squinted feebly toward the lake, unable or unwilling to consider that there might be a tragedy in progress. So I yanked off my sweatshirt and dove off the end of the pier. Out in the darkness I found a small, panicking blond boy. It was Alec, the sophomore coxswain of the first boat—not a rower at all, but the one who sat in front with a megaphone and kept the pace. He was drowning.

As I approached, Alec panicked, grabbing me by the head and pushing me under the surface. I never believed the instructor in my summer camp’s water safety class when he said this would happen. But now that it was, I used the technique he taught me: Submerge the drowning victim’s head whenever he fights you. A crude behavioral modification through instantaneous feedback that, under the circumstances, worked surprisingly well. Once Alec was sufficiently subdued, I locked an elbow around his chin and towed him back to shore.

By the time he was back on the dock with his friends, Alec was acting as if the whole thing were a joke—that he had lured me out into the water as a prank. I allowed Alec the face-saving ruse. I was done with crew, anyway. But both of us knew what had really happened, and Alec Morehouse wasn’t going to let the guy who saved his life, and, more importantly, his reputation, go unrewarded.

He began inviting me to parties and campus functions I previously never even knew took place. There were banquets for visiting lecturers, cocktail receptions at the Dean’s home for big donors, and alumni events at the Princeton Club in Manhattan. Alec had a gentle grace about him in these situations that made him stand apart from the poseurs and climbers. He’d listen with interest to businessmen as they boasted about their latest investments, and give them such heartfelt approval that they seemed to feed off his every nod. It wasn’t just that his dad was so important—though that might be part of what made Alec so relaxed—it was that Alec genuinely enjoyed other people’s successes. He got off on making people feel good about whatever it was they were doing. He cheered them on.

Me, well, I got off on everyone else’s ignorance—especially about technology. I just loved finding out how all these important men knew so very little about their own industries. And I was still young enough to have nothing to lose by spouting off. On being introduced to the CEO of a retail 10 office-supply chain who had lost millions in his migration online, I sketched out a Web-phone architecture on a paper napkin that would take four steps out of his company’s archaic electronic ordering process. At a fund-raiser for a political candidate, I threw the would-be senator a sound bite about how “new-media literacy means teaching kids about computers, not about software,” which became a constant refrain in his education platform.

Alec gave me access to a new world, and precocious as I was, I gave Alec some intellectual credibility there. We trained one another in the process, and became best friends and roommates—up-campus, of course. I didn’t even have to apply for membership at the 300-year-old Eaves House. When the time for “bickering” arrived—I had been dreading the grueling process for months—Alec got me waved in.

I knew that Alec’s dad was an investment banker, but hadn’t put the whole picture together until I was invited that first time to the family’s compound in the Hamptons for spring break. These were the Morehouses of Morehouse & Linney—one of the top twenty financial firms in the country. Alec had told his parents about the boating accident, and even embellished it a bit so that the Cohens of Whitestone’s absence from the social register would never be an issue. Not that the Morehouses were prejudiced, but a week is a long time at the beach, and balancing an entire guest list is a delicate art. I charmed them in spite of myself, and within a few days they were almost proud that they owed the life of their sole heir to a rabbi’s son from Queens like me.

It was not the only reason Alec’s dad, Tobias, asked me to join the firm—but it was the one still foremost in my mind as I tried to determine just what role I was supposed to play at the Silicon Alley Reader’s monthly soiree. I was only a game designer, after all. And not really a game designer, but a conceptualizer. I dreamed up fictions while other people, real programmers, actually implemented them.

This was no time to lose heart. Most of these people hadn’t even heard of HTML 11 a decade ago, and here they were prancing around as if they had invented the thing. They didn’t know a search engine from a portal, even if they had made more money in a year investing in those buzzwords than my Uncle Morris did in a whole lifetime importing counterfeit chandeliers for the prefab homes of Levittown.

No, I had nothing to fear from the wealthy. Their money didn’t make them confident; it made them scared. Every seven years they lost it all. Seven years of feasting followed by seven years of famine. And these people had mortgages and lifestyles to protect. Personal burn rates that would make a dot-com 12 CEO shudder. Net worths tied up in NASDAQ 13 portfolios that were worth no more than what people were willing to pay at any given moment for the highly speculative securities in them. The superrich were only as wealthy as other people perceived them to be. But that was pretty damn rich, all the same, and I wanted to win some of that perceived worth for myself and then cash in my chips before the game was over again—which I figured would be pretty soon.

•   •   •

“Have you met Jamie Cohen? He’s just joined us at Morehouse,” Alec told the tall young man in an Armani suit and turtleneck who was shaking my hand.

“Didn’t I see you at Comdex earlier this year? Weren’t we on a panel together?” he asked. I didn’t know him, and he didn’t know me. But you could never be sure. “Ty Stanton. IDPP Partners.”


“Pleased to meet you,” I said, slipping into the shmooze groove. “IDPP’s an incubator, 14 right?”

Ty snorted as if this were an insult. Alec laughed nervously.

“The age of incubators is over, Jamie.” Ty fanned out a multicolored deck of business cards.

I felt my intimidation flip into aggression. “Is this a magic trick?”

Ty was unfazed.

“It’s meant to demonstrate our one-to-one philosophy, Jamie.” He used my name at the end of every sentence—a technique straight out of the NLP 15 business books. “Each person gets the kind of card they choose—just like each of our clients, if you can call them that, gets the company they choose. It symbolizes and even actualizes our corporate philosophy: multidimensional, improvisational, and environment specific.”

“Clever,” Alec said, taking a card. “Hmph. I got pink.”

“You chose pink, Alec,” Ty corrected him in the manner of a New Age guru.

“I’ll just take a white one.” I put it in my pocket, and handed Ty one of my own freshly embossed M&L.


“No thanks, Jamie,” Ty said, waving it away. “I never take them. They just make clutter. And I’m good with names, Jamie. Besides, we’re in a lucky position. Any time we need to contact someone they usually find us first.”

I didn’t know whether to take this guy seriously or not. Alec resolved the issue.

“How many of IDPP’s companies have reached IPO,” 16 he asked. “Fifty?”

“Closer to a hundred, actually, Alec,” he replied. “But our function goes well beyond incubation. Each company we launch serves a different and synergistic role in the IDPP family. We have firms that make everything from chips to routers, others that do branding and strategy, some shared-satellite plays, a couple of wireless portals, and of course a full spectrum of e-commerce and shopping aggregators.”

The shotgun approach.

“I guess you’ve got the bases covered.” I tried to be polite.

“That’s just the point,” Ty continued. “We had the same bases covered as everyone else. Our business plan used to be unique. Now it serves as the template for incubators around the world. They’re all getting the same ROI.”

“ROI?” I was expecting a ploy that had become popular in hacker circles in which programmers use fake acronyms to test one another’s BS quotient. If you pretend to understand an acronym that has no real meaning, you expose yourself as uninitiated.

“Return on investment, Jamie.” Ty smiled. “And you’re the one who’s supposed to bring Morehouse into, what was it, the 1980s?” Ty’s barb was delivered perfectly—dangling between insult and humor.

“So you’ve been unsatisfied with your returns?” I offered.

“They’re great, of course, but everyone else is catching up. Besides, once you’re looking at ROI, it means you’re done for. That was the great lesson of 2001.”

“Is that what we learned?” I asked.

“You have to keep your eyes on the prize. It’s our competitive advantage that keeps us in a leadership position. That’s why our CEO conceived the next phase.” For drama as much as sustenance, Ty grabbed a baby quiche off an hors d’oeuvres tray that was floating by him.

“Which is?” Alec took the bait.

“Well, the press release isn’t going out until tomorrow,” Ty said as he picked a tiny bacon bit from between his teeth. “I’m not sure it’s kosher.”

“That’s okay,” I called his bluff. “You better not reveal privileged information.” Companies like IDPP announced earth-shattering paradigm shifts at least twice a week, especially when they had no real news of mergers or acquisitions to report.

“I suppose it’ll be all right . . .” Ty pretended to relent.

“No, really,” I needled him. I was having a good time now. “I don’t want you to break any rules on my account.”

“Look.” Ty tried to retain some intrigue for his revelation. “As long as you promise not to act on anything until the market opens tomorrow.”

“I don’t know, Ty,” I said hesitatingly, as if it pained me. “It’s hard for me to make a commitment like that. At a party and all. I have been drinking, and there’s other people in my firm to think about.”


Alec shot me a harsh glance, like I was pushing this too far. No one spoke for a moment.

“Not bad, Jamie.” Ty took a step back, regarding me as a pecking-order competitor for the first time. “Not bad at all.”

“Thanks.” I was actually grateful to him for helping me get my sea legs. “Now tell me what the hell your CEO decided, okay?”

“Well, since it’s too late to make any real advances in the incubator game, we decided to take it one step further. Basically go ‘meta’ on the whole proposition.” He looked deep into my eyes. “We’re going to be incubating incubators.”

“What?” Alec was confused. “You just said incubators were over.”

“Which is why we took it to the next level,” Ty finished the syllogism.

“I get it,” I said. And, much as it pains me to admit it now, I did. “The struggle is against commodification. The bright idea you have today is the repeatable, mass-produced commodity of tomorrow. Microchips used to be cutting edge—now they’re designed by computers and churned out in Singapore. Then it was computers, then networks, then e-commerce sites, and so on.”

“Right,” Ty chimed in. “Look what e-commerce did to everyone who tried it. Once there was more than one company selling the same thing online, those aggregator sites could create side-by-side comparisons. Prices went down, taking margins with them.”

I felt propelled by something outside myself—like I was on speed. “The whole trick is to get yourself situated in an area with endless novelty,” I raced ahead. “Unique ideas. That’s why incubators became all the rage. Firms dedicated to hatching ideas and spawning them off into new companies. Keeps you ‘in the new.’ ” 17

“Until everyone starts doing incubators, that is,” Ty steered the conversation back toward his paradigm shift. “So we realized we could be the next big thing by generating idea generators, systematically. We’re going to churn out three new incubators every month.”

“And what if someone else starts making incubators?” Alec asked.

Ty seemed stumped by the possibility of infinite regression.

“Well,” I rescued him. “I guess that’s when you go ‘shift paradigms’ again, Ty.”

All three of us laughed. For different reasons.

“So what do you at IDPP?” I asked. “Strategy?”

“Heavens no,” Ty snorted again, and I couldn’t help but notice how huge his nostrils got when he did. “I’m like Alec, here. I do PR.” Then he was off.

That explains it, I thought, as Ty sidled off to glad-hand the marketing director of a banner ad company. He’s just a PR guy. But what made “strategy” any better? This industry wasn’t even running on fumes anymore, but perception. Strategy had more to do with predicting and tweaking image than it did with technology. And the technology that did exist was dedicated mostly to creating images anyway. Another infinite regression. Did anyone really think this would work, or were they only trying to find an easy exit before the next burst of the bubble?


Alec didn’t waste time pondering all this. While I mulled, he snared another executive.

“Was that Ty Stanton?” asked Alec’s next catch—a bald, stocky man in a crisp ventless suit. “He’s with an incubator, now, right?”

“If that includes pretending you’re not an incubator,” I said, holding out my hand.

“Jamie Cohen is our new technology strategist, Karl,” Alec said, elevating my title in the process. “Karl is CFO at Consumer Solutions International.”

“Jamie Cohen, the hacker?” Karl inquired suspiciously.

“In a former life,” I answered as we exchanged cards. The back of his was in Japanese. “You guys have done some great work,” I said, hoping to compensate for my dark-side reputation. “You’ve really made e-commerce sites a joy to use. Put some fun back into the whole genre.”

“Well, thanks,” Karl grumbled, “but who said fun ever fed the colonel’s cat, eh? The more fun they have, the fewer transactions they’re making. There’s only so many eyeball hours 18 in a day, if you can get my drift. No room for growth. The consumer sector is saturated.”

“Better not say that too loudly,” Alec joked.

“So where do you go then?” I wanted to know.

“B to B. Business to business. 19 Exploit margins, create efficiencies, disintermediate all along the supply chain.”

“B to B peaked in ’99,” Alec said. “And again in 2004. Then B to G, then C to C, P to P . . . the cycle is almost over.”


“But there’s a twist,” Karl said. “We call it ‘B to C as B to B.’ Hell, everybody’s in this business, anyway. Look around you. Even people are businesses, so why not treat them as such? It shows them more respect than if they were consumers, lets them participate in the profits, and stimulates brand loyalty that goes off the charts. This way we can focus entirely on reducing risk, enhancing deal flow, and networking externalities.”

“How?” I asked. “I mean, are you making business transactions more like consumer experiences, or the other way around?”

“There’s no difference! That’s the point! In the new model, every consumer earns a fraction of a share in the network each time they make a purchase. Buying from a CSI-affiliated website—and we’ve got companies selling everything from airline tickets to automobiles—earns you shares in the CSI network. You can keep the shares in your CSI e-trading account, or use them toward other CSI purchases.”

“Like a frequent-flier program,” Alec said.

“Except it’s not just miles you’re earning, Alec. It’s shares. The consumers are the shareholders. It’s their own company they’re buying from. And they can track their own share value as they make purchases, right on their browser or Web-phone. They can even earn shares by including our advertising in their personal e-mail. Then it gets viral. You should see the user tests we’ve done. They’re through the roof.”

I was appalled and intrigued—a cognitive dissonance I would learn to get used to. On one level I hated this guy. He wasn’t in the technology business at all, but the business of business. At the same time, this hack of business networking fascinated me. I couldn’t help but wrap my own brain matter around the concept—in the spirit of play, of course. Then, out of nowhere, I got a tremendous urge to fuck with this guy.

“Have you considered creating more than one network?” I asked.

Alec shifted uncomfortably, afraid of where I was going.

“Why would we want more than one network?” Karl asked.

“Well, let’s say you’ve got the lead players in each category—American Airlines, McDonalds, Coke, Hertz.”

“We do.”

“Right, well what if someone is already brand loyal to some number-two brand, like Continental, Burger King, Pepsi, or Avis?”

“Then they’ll switch to the CSI affiliate. The program is magnetic.”

“Yeah,” I was in full gear, now, “until Burger King and the others create their own network.”

His eyes began to wiggle. I was freaking him out.

“We’ll beat them. That’s why we’ve chosen number-one brands exclusively.” Karl laughed proudly, repeatedly scuffing one of his Bruno Magli loafers against the parquet dance floor as he did.

“But why don’t you just bring them in?” I asked.

“We can’t have competing brands in the same network.”

“That’s why you create a second network,” I said, slapping his shoulder. “If the first has Kellogs, the second has Post, and so one. Create another network with all the second brands. If the prime network has AOL/TimeWarner, Crest, Microsoft, Coke, GM, AT&T, Nike, and Wal-Mart, then your secondary network can have Disney, Colgate, Macintosh, Pepsi, Ford, MCI, Reebok, and Kmart. Then you can have an alternative ‘People’s’ network for people who don’t like to think of themselves as brand conscious. Say, Miramax, Tom’s of Maryland, Linux, Dr Pepper, Volkswagen, Working Assets, Air-walk, and, gosh, I dunno, Price Club. And maybe some portion of their kickback shares go to some charity so they feel good about the whole thing. You could do another with deluxe brands, like Sundance Channel, Mentadent, SGI, Mercedes, Lucent, Donna Karan, and Neiman Marcus.” 20

Karl had pulled a tiny leather-covered palm device out of his jacket pocket and was scrawling notes—entering one character at a time with a tiny plastic stick, desperate to keep up.

“What were the brands for the alternative network, again?” he asked. I couldn’t believe he was taking me seriously.

“That’s not the point,” I said. I was lost myself. I had spent most of my energy trying to keep the lists of brands in the same order. I knew I could wrap it up by throwing some of the guy’s own terms back at him—chances are he didn’t understand them, anyway. “It’s about enhancing your ROI by networking externalities. Look, does Morehouse & Linney do your mergers and acquisitions? You can just come down to the office and we’ll go over the whole thing.”

“No,” Karl smiled weakly. “We’re with S and S.”

“Well,” Alec sidled in opportunistically, “maybe you should consider . . .”

“That’s okay,” Karl said, putting his palm device back in his pocket. “I think I got most of it. Thanks. Please give my regards to your father.” And then he was off.

Alec was fuming.

“What the fuck was that, Jamie?”

“Huh?”

“Whose side are you on, anyway? They’re going to go do what you said, man. And make a ton of money at it.”

“We’re not in that business, Alec.”

“We’re supposed to be. That’s what you were hired to do. This isn’t some shareware convention.”

“Gimme a break. It was a fantasy biz plan. No one could execute it.”

“Who said anything about executing it? Nobody executes anything around here. It’s just ideas, Jamie. Ideas. You get people to invest in an idea, take it to IPO, and then get out before anyone tries to do it for real. Your ideas belong to us.”

Alec’s eyes had turned red with something approaching rage. He was breathing hard, like a miniature beast of burden.

“I’m sorry, okay?” But before I could gauge Alec’s response, I heard a voice so familiar I couldn’t even place it at first.

“Assembly of the corporate machine’s incarnate manifestation is proceeding on schedule, eh?”

I swung around and saw him. It was Jude. Three years older than the last time we’d met—at a computer-game developers’ convention in Atlanta—but looking pretty much the same. His bushy red hair was a bit thinner and his wiry red beard a bit thicker, but this was the same angry, inspired, and manic Jude. I felt an urge to cover myself up. My suit made me feel nude.

“Well that’s what’s going on here, right?” Jude gave one of his Jack Nicholson glints. “The conversion of the communications infrastructure into a physical home for the corporate life form? So it can have eyes and ears?”

“I’m Alec Morehouse.” My current best friend shook hands with my former best friend.

“Pleased to meet you, Alec,” said Jude. But he never took his eyes away from mine. It felt like that staring contest between boxers while the ref gives final instructions.

“It’s good to see you, Jude.” I didn’t mean it, but I really wanted to. “I’ve been intending to call, but things were so busy and then, well . . .”

“It had gotten to be such a long time that you got scared to think of how I’d react,” Jude said, breaking through the small talk.

“Yeah. I guess.”

Alec ever discreet, pretended that a Morehouse associate across the room had summoned him over, and left us alone.

“Expanding ROI?” Jude made sure I knew he had heard it all. Every last bit of my sold-out, profit-driven rhetoric.

“I just learned that acronym tonight, Jude. I was blowing smoke up his ass to get a reaction, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well, where there’s smoke there’s buyers, eh? Blow enough of it in that guy’s butt and he’ll float on air like everything else around here.” He paused a second, and looked in both directions as if to make sure the coast was clear. “Those CSI guys are Nazis, you know. It’s all online. Look at where their money was in 1939.”

“If you looked at where everyone’s money was in 1939, Jude, you wouldn’t be able to do business with anyone.”

“Q.E.D.” Jude smirked in the language of a geometric proof. “Q.E. fucking D.”

“You haven’t changed a bit.”


“That makes one of us,” Jude started in. “How far into the service of the machine do you plan to get, Jamie?”

“Like you should talk? What the hell are you doing here anyway?”

“Hey, I always liked the circus,” he said. “Besides, I figured I’d find you here.”

“Yeah, right,” I goaded him. “You got into the Silicon Stars list this month, didn’t you?” The Silicon Alley Reader put out a monthly chart of the 500 most influential Internet players.

“For the ’zine, yeah,” he said defensively of his online hacker’s magazine. “But for the opposite reason as most of these people. We don’t even take advertising.”

“That hack that brought down six trading sites for four hours—” I pretended to being putting two and two together. “Wasn’t there some mention of your website in the news reports? Something about being a node for anonymous distribution of denial-of-service programs?”

“They never proved anything.”

“But it got you on the Reader’s list. Now you’ll be famous.”

“Just following in DeltaWave’s footsteps.”

That was a low blow. Too low, considering his role in my capture.

“I’m sorry, man,” Jude said. “Really. That’s all old history, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so. You fuckers got me into college, after all. Even got me this job.”

“That’s what I’m apologizing for, Jamie.”

•   •   •

My fellow Jamaican Kings, as we called ourselves, may not have had it in mind at the time, but they were responsible for everything. We had been tight as brothers. I remember fantasizing how I would submit to torture or even death, if the opportunity presented itself, rather than reveal my comrades’ identities to the FBI. Such was the loyalty our posse of hackers felt for one another. Most of the time.

We all took the same train from Queens to Stuyvesant High—a smart kids’ public school that served as New York City’s last-ditch attempt to keep a few upper-middle-class white kids in the system. On the long number-7 train ride into Manhattan, we’d gather in the last subway car and dig through one another’s boxes of disks, exchanging the “warez” we’d garnered during our previous night’s exploits on the Net. Most of it was the software for new arcade games—the ROMS which could then be played on a computer through an emulator. No more quarters wasted on Streetfighter 21 at Star Pizza. Just mount the game’s ROM on a PC and play for free. Whatever one kid found or stole he shared with the rest of the Kings. It was the rule: no personal ownership and no personal fame. All hacks and spoils belonged to the posse.

I was the only member with a real conflict of interest. Each year, one senior student was selected to maintain the school’s computer lab—and to manage access privileges for everyone else. I appeared trustworthy enough to win this coveted honor when I was still just a junior. Mr. Unsworth, the computer instructor and lab supervisor, had even given me a digital pager so that I could be alerted in the event of a system failure. My quasi-girlfriend at the time painted the beeper in Day-Glo colors to balance its inherent authoritarian dorkiness with some skateboarder’s edge. I was good—really good—but certainly not the very best programmer among us. I was simply the best at hacking the faculty—and maybe the least likely to crash the system just for the fun of it.

It’s how my double life began, really. By day, I was the shining young do-gooder, entrusted with master keys to the building, full access to the school’s computers, command over all other student users, and encryption of the Board of Education’s security codes. By night, I was DeltaWave, youngest member of the Jamaican Kings.

Our posse took this name even though we were mostly from Flushing because both Queens neighborhoods used the same telephone routing station. If someday a hack were traced, the posse’s name might lead the authorities off the track to Jamaica. Plus, it made us sound like Rastafarians with dreadlocks, when we were actually Jewish kids from the boroughs. All except for El Greco, a chubby Armenian boy who earned his name not for anything to do with his bloodline but the extensive graffiti landscapes he’d paint on the walls of underpasses. It didn’t stop everyone’s parents from asking him questions like “who sells the most authentic baklava in Astoria?” when he came to dinner.

If I hadn’t felt so conflicted, I probably would have been able to maintain a divided allegiance and double identity. I could have kept my exploits as a King completely secret and my teachers unaware of my nefarious activities. Everything the Kings did was anonymous anyway. No one had to know. But I felt like a traitor whenever I’d sit by Mr. Unsworth’s side after school working on security codes, knowing I would be turning them over to the Kings the next morning. Meanwhile, my responsibilities at school made me feel like a fake among my fellow hackers. As far as the Kings were concerned, my day gig as Stuyvesant’s Uber-Programmer was just a cover. But deep down I cherished the authority I’d earned.

As if to reveal myself, I made constant, almost counter-phobic blunders. I once bragged to Mr. Unsworth about how I could sabotage the Board of Education’s mainframe with a single keystroke. And I gloated to the Kings about how “Someday you’ll all be coming to me for jobs.” No one seemed to care but me.

By spring of my junior year, a new fearlessness took hold of the Jamaican Kings. All of them except me were seniors, and had already gotten into college if they were going to go. They were bored with classes, oblivious to grades, and ready to work on what they thought might be our final act together. It was the project that would make us famous: the Ultimate Hack.

It all happened in less than a week. The original plan was masterminded by Jude, our default leader. Some said he earned this position because his was the first stop along the 7’s route on the way to school, making it appear as though he owned the rear car while the rest of us simply arrived there. Others chalked it up to the fact that he lived alone most of the time—his parents had a business importing Sri Lankan hats and were out of the country more often than not, leaving Jude with twenty-four-hour access to the phone line and the only reliable server.

But, in the end, Jude probably earned his place atop the pecking order because he knew how to intimidate people. Wherever my sweet-talking wouldn’t work, Jude’s scare tactics would. A curly red-haired boy and the first among us to sport a passable beard, Jude had a sinister way of talking through his teeth and rolling his eyes up in his head—mannerisms he copied from The Shining, 22 and that worked to dissuade bigger kids from messing with him. The rest of us, sadly, remained Stuyvesant’s most probable targets for wedgies 23 and whale-hooks. 24

While Jude would have stood only as good a chance as any other King of physically defending himself (meaning none), he alone understood that perception is nine-tenths of the law, and made this altered axiom his life credo. He wore torn-up heavy metal T-shirts under a black leather jacket and pretended to act crazy whenever he got in a tight situation. After a few years, it was as if Jude bought his own act and became a delinquent—in relative terms, at least. Halfway through his senior year, he stopped going to any classes except computer science and philosophy and decided to forgo the college application process altogether. This gave him the time to hack while we were all in class, studying for the SAT’s, or begging for recommendations. It also gave him the ability to act as though he were above such petty, mundane, and sold-out pursuits. Which, in effect, he was.

After one of his infamous stay-awake-for-a-whole-month-on-other-kids’-Ritalin 25 binges, Jude emerged having successfully hacked a feature in Microsoft Office 26 that was originally intended to allow the company to conduct market research on consumers through the Internet. Then, he and Reuben—our alpha-nerd—exploited this security breach to create a tiny e-mail virus that could alter the functioning of Office in any way we wanted.

We spent longer trying to figure out what to do with the hack than actually writing it. Our arguments took place at an almost Talmudic level: “If an innocent person is delayed by our hack, then do we get bad karma?” “If a person uses a Microsoft product, have they implicitly put themselves in the line of fire?” “What if a person is depending on the services of someone who uses Microsoft Office? Are they to be inconvenienced or even damaged just for their unwitting patronage of a Microsoft user?” And so on.

Jude finally convinced us that Microsoft posed such a noxious threat to the free flow of information and technology that an absolutely indiscriminate, scattershot launch of the virus qualified as a morally sound strategy. More importantly, the less targeted the attack, the less likely it was to be traced back to us.

But given that the virus was to be spread to all Microsoft users, regardless of their level of complicity with Bill Gates’s plan for global domination, we would keep the damage on a semiotic level. Whenever a user created a new Microsoft Word file, the document would open with one sentence already written on the top: “Microsoft sucks.” Crude, but to the point.

The plan was for us to launch the virus from eight different public access facilities simultaneously, using eight different carrier messages. One claimed that the attached file was a free teen porn picture, another promised a stock tip, and another was a certificate “to claim your jackpot prize.” When users attempted to open the attachment, they would be informed that the file was incomplete. Meanwhile, the virus would nest itself deep within Microsoft Office, and then launch itself three days later.

As fate would have it, on the Saturday of the planned attack my parents forced me to go to shul for the bar mitzvah of an influential temple board member’s son. In truth, I was relieved to be forcibly yanked from battle. I had more at stake than the others; my permanent record still meant something to me. In any case, by Saturday afternoon, when the rest of the Jamaican Kings were spamming 27 the known Internet universe, I was dancing the hora in the back room of Goldstein’s Restaurant.

Later that night, I was so racked with guilt that I couldn’t even bring myself to attend the Kings’ midnight debriefing. I had missed the call to action, and I knew they would blame it on my do-gooder tendencies—my innate inability to live as a daring prankster. It was in my effort to deflect this charge that I made my tragic error.

I decided to play a part in the attack, after all. Better late than never. And in order to prove my loyalty to the Kings, I inserted my own hacker handle deep into the code of the virus. If the authorities were to take apart the virus itself, and analyze the code line by line, they would find the word DeltaWave nested in the commands. Although no one except the Kings knew the handle belonged to me, it showed I was willing to take an even bigger risk than them.

Of course the Kings didn’t see it that way. By the time the story hit the headlines, the DeltaWave virus had become synonymous with hacker subversion. I had effectively taken credit for everyone else’s hard work. It was a sin that could not go unpunished.

Several days before launch, we had sent a warning message about the virus to a producer at Inside Edition 28 through an alias e-mail account. Although she didn’t believe us at first, the success of the virus—three days of havoc before Microsoft developed a patch—made her wet for an interview with any of the offenders. Jude picked a chat room on a public website through which we could converse with her, and appointed me to be the Kings’ spokesperson.

I should have guessed something was up. I logged into the chat room from home through the account Jude had set up for me—unaware that he had purposely neglected to use an anonymous channel. Before I had finished my treatise on the open source 29 movement, three Secret Service agents were knocking at the door. At least they didn’t break it down.

I was a first-time offender, a minor, and awfully cute—to adults, anyway. Microsoft had no intention of being known as the company that imprisoned a sweet-looking kid with braces, blue eyes, and dark, wavy hair. (I wore my retainer for my court appearance.) They encouraged the judge to sentence me to a year of counseling and a bit of public humiliation. I lost my computer privileges at school and was forced to go on television talk shows and bemoan the dangers of hacking.

In my first few interviews, I personified penitence. I apologized for all the trouble I caused, and reflected with appropriate contrition on the addictive quality of the Internet. Soon, however, I found myself speaking more about the power one feels at the keyboard than any of the vices to which that power might lead. Before long, I had become a strident Internet proselytizer, spinning intricate visions of the connected society that lay ahead for America’s wired youth.

A Princeton admissions officer happened to see one of my impassioned diatribes on Rivera’s World, 30 and subsequently offered me a full scholarship to enroll in the school’s new Computer Studies program. I got a free pass to the Ivy league by taking the fall for a hack I didn’t even write! After all, if I admitted it wasn’t my own work, I’d have to reveal the true perpetrators.

After graduation, I won a string of jobs developing networked gaming concepts for Internet start-ups in Boston, Los Angeles, and Toronto. Every one of these companies peaked, then failed before my options could be vested. That’s when it occurred to me that I wasn’t in the computer game at all. The real networked game was being played by brokers, angel investors, and CEOs. This was the real game. Instead of writing the backstories for Playstation discs, I’d write them for business plans.

•   •   •

Most amazingly, tonight it looked like Jude—far from condemning me—was hoping to play, too.

“There’s something I have to show you,” he said, leaning in confidentially. I could tell he was uncomfortable in his role as the solicitor.

“What? Where?”

“No, no, not here. It’s a new technology me and the guys put together. I think it could interest you.”

“You’ve got a business proposition? Is that what you’re saying?” I wanted to force him to admit his intentions. That he wanted to get in the new.


“Yeah, but it’s the business proposition to end all business propositions,” Jude said a bit mysteriously. “You have to see it to know what I’m talking about.”

“See it? You mean you actually developed something?” I joked. “From what I can tell, that’s the last thing we’re supposed to do around here.”

“Well, that’s what makes us different.”

“Us?”

“Me and Reuben, mostly. El Greco helped at the beginning, but then he got a job somewhere.”

“El Greco’s in New York? What’s he doing? Is he still fat?”

“Come see,” he baited me. I got the feeling Jude really wanted me to be part of what he was doing. That he really missed me as much as I, begrudgingly, missed him. “Greco’s got a day job over at a place in Jersey, doing commerce as entertainment software, or entertainment as commerce software. I forget which.”

I felt myself smiling at the memory of sweet El Greco, waddling around the old neighborhood as his spray paint cans clanked against each other in his sweatshirt. “He was the best.”

“We were the best.”

For a minute I had half a mind to just walk out on that whole world of shiny suits and plastic cups and go back to my posse, where I belonged. Where the rent was low and the walk-ups were only one flight.

That’s when I saw her, and the mental escape hatch suddenly slammed shut.

“Uh, Jude,” I said, trying to cut our exchange short. “I better deal with stuff.”

“That’s cool. I’ll watch.”

I noticed his clothes for the first time. Torn jeans, a ratty black T-shirt. I didn’t know whether associating with him would give me street cred with Carla, or peg me once and for all as an imposter in her shop.

“No, I mean, I better do the business thing. They are paying me.” I shook his hand, and patted his shoulder.

“It’s okay, you do the business thing.” He wasn’t moving, and Carla had already spotted me. She was working her way over. My worlds were about to collide.

“Who is she?” Jude asked.

“She’s kind of my boss, I guess.”

I hadn’t fully considered this before, but Carla Santangelo, M&L’s chief of Internet strategy, was my direct superior, at least for now. She was a spirited, selfish, and thus successful thirtysomething fund manager who worked her way up through the tech-related commodity pits before landing a job at the center of the firm’s cyberintelligence vacuum. She had the brains, beauty, and bullishness to achieve a high profile in Silicon Alley, if not on the Street, but she had no instinct for the way networks had changed the securities landscape and still used obsolete statistics like earnings estimates to determine share valuations. She had become famously frazzled in the fallout after the IPO mania, and her need for a mind like mine was outweighed only by the threat someone like me posed to her position.

At least that’s how I justified what I could only interpret as her romantic overtures since I arrived at M&L. Although Alec had been introducing me as a strategist, I was still just a lowly researcher—one of hundreds at M&L, and over a dozen in Carla’s Internet division. I figured her brushing up against me at the conference table and those frequent glances down to my crotch were a kind of hazing. A power game. Keep the boys in line through sexual intimidation. On the other hand, I knew what landing a girlfriend like Carla could do for my career and sex life in the same stroke. But I resisted these thoughts on principle. I would not be used.

Besides, she was a little too high-strung for me. During the day, she wore silk blouses with extra-thick underarm shields that betrayed her perpetual anxiety, and square horn-rim glasses that served to accentuate her desperate, panicked gazes. She pulled back her frizzy black hair into a tight bun that, by four or five o’clock, would release enough random wiry strands to give her the appearance of a recently electrocuted witch. Or so I reminded myself whenever I caught my imagination wandering to the various parts of my body I could place between her ample breasts. No. She was an ornery, demanding, hysterical bitch.

But tonight, her glasses were off, the contacts were in, and her hair was riding her shoulders. Her architectural Italian features now seemed to absorb some of the impact of her otherwise driving intensity, and her long, dark, wavy mane had liberated itself into an homage to spontaneity. She wore a flowing dress with a pastel floral pattern that softened her kinetic movements into rounded sashays.

Of course I wanted her, at least until she tired of me. Or maybe the gin had finally kicked in.

“Tell you what I’ll do, Cohen,” Jude said, drawing me out of my trance. “I’ll spare you the embarrassment of having to introduce me if you promise to get me a demo at M&L next week.”

“I’m not embarrassed of . . .” I began, but Carla was upon us and this was the most expedient solution. “Okay, Jude. Deal.”

“Call me,” Jude said as he disappeared into the crowd.

“Howdy, Cohen,” Carla pushed her shoulder nonchalantly against mine, as if she were simply trying to gain the same vantage point of the room. “Who was that you were talking to?”

“Just an old friend from the neighborhood.” I tried to read her expression in profile. She was inscrutable.

“Who’d you meet?” she asked. “What’d you learn?”

God, I really did admire her, sometimes.

“Ty something from IDPP,” I answered. “Karl somebody from Consumer Solutions.” I thought it best to keep my cards close to the chest for the time being.

“Well, that’s pretty specific.”

“Nothing new,” I confessed.

“We have ways of making you talk . . .” Carla turned toward me, narrowing her eyes. “I hear you’ve been introducing yourself as a strategist, Cohen.”

“That was Alec, not me. You know how he gets.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know how you get, yet, Jamie.”

Her face inches from mine, and she was breathing hard. If I were the woman in this scenario I could’ve won a harassment suit, hands down. I endured her advances, though, because they gave me an excuse to act provoked by her presence—which I suppose I still was. Then again I may have simply been a horny dog and misinterpreting everything. Maybe I was the one taking her every gesture as a come-on because I didn’t feel comfortable reporting to a woman. A beautiful woman, at that, who didn’t know as much about technology as I did.

Okay, I wanted her body, but I also wanted her job.

“You make any progress puffing up that IPO for the home security company?” I asked. I shouldn’t have demeaned her efforts so, but all the other tension I was under made it come out that way.

Carla, and everyone else at M&L, knew full well that I thought her latest underwriting effort was short-sighted and doomed to failure. The company, MyDoorman.com, had patented a process through which people would be able to program their home security systems over the World Wide Web. If a subscriber happened to be at work when someone rang his doorbell at home, a window would pop up on his computer desktop with a picture of the guest. This way, he could automatically open the door for a friend, family member, or delivery person. It even allowed him to generate a “virtual signature.” The technology required a special camera that needed to be plugged into the person’s home computer through the serial port and then mounted on the doorframe. The business plan called for mailing the devices to subscribers free of charge, if they agreed to let their guests and decisions be recorded by the company’s servers for market research. This brought the total cost of acquiring a user to over $470, while the revenue remained zero.

“It’s not puff,” Carla defended the idea. “It’s called permission marketing. Networking externalities. Once everyone is programming their home security systems on our standard, we can exploit it in any number of ways. Advertising, special promotions, broadband.” She put her hands on her hips. “It’s a good play, Cohen, and I wish you’d stop undermining it.”

“I’m sorry, Carla. I just have trouble imagining my mom ever using such a thing.”

“Well, I’m sorry, too, Cohen, if your Internet strategy is based on the consumption demands of a fiftysomething rabbi’s wife.”

That stung. Especially the part about my mom being the wife of a rabbi. It came out of an assumption that was gaining steam on the op-ed pages in recent months: that people with religious or left-leaning sentiments—not necessarily Jews in particular, but activists, environmentalists, policy wonks, public school administrators, and consumer advocates—were impediments to the necessary expansion of the GNP. They had been blamed, along with an increased focus on real revenues, for the correction of 2001: the great collapse of blind faith.

Now unemployment was again down to below 2 percent, and the minimum wage had soared to above the poverty level. Inflation. This stoked fears that Ezra Birnbaum, chairman of the Federal Reserve and also, incidentally, a Jew, might increase interest rates at the expense of the needs of capital.

At moments like this, I saw myself as an enemy to both camps.

“God, Cohen, lighten up.” She must have read my expression. “I was joking, okay? Take a chill pill. It’s just business.”

It’s just business. I kept forgetting. Carla didn’t appear to have any misgivings about her role at M&L, and she was a practicing Catholic by all accounts—a registered Democrat with strong ties to the secretary of education’s “new media literacy” program. Plus, she was a woman, which in my admittedly prejudicial schema meant she was hardwired to nurture people. How did she reconcile all this with her dedication to feeding the corporate beast? How did she keep it all in perspective?

It was in the hope of answering these questions, as well as avoiding another night at my parents’ house (where I was staying until my M&L-sponsored apartment was ready), that I decided to sleep with Carla.
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The Beast
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T he machine had me trapped between its sharp, aluminum-alloy jaws and was about to go in for the kill.

How had it come to this? I had only joined the Prime Network because it was the first to go online. I had planned to change once another one more suited to my tastes and character was established. But from the moment I clicked the “agree” button on the website I knew I had probably made a mistake.

I chose to take my dividends in electronic cash, usable only on the network. Each time I made a phone call, I’d get a dime of credit for every dollar I spent in long distance. By agreeing never to use a carrier other than AT&T, the dividend went up to twenty-five cents. The same with frequent flier miles. As long as I never used another airline on a route serviced by American, I’d earn two miles for each mile flown. The same with E-Trade, Nike, and Coke. It was easy enough, at first, because my Visa card 31 was programmed not to pay for Pepsi or Reebok. I couldn’t make a mistake if I wanted to.

When the second and third networks were launched, the incentives program got a bit stickier. Most of my Queens friends had joined the People’s Network while Alec and my M&L associates chose the Deluxe Group, and my family had elected not to join a network at all. As the networks all grew in size and struggled for competitive advantage, they began to dis-incentivize mingling.

It was easy enough to order Coke while my friends ordered Snapple, or to fly to a funeral on American and then meet up with my family, who had flown United. 32 But when they tied in institutions like HMOs, 33 private schools, and political parties, the consumer space became a war zone. It got so you weren’t allowed to watch a movie distributed by an enemy studio, or, worse, apply for a job in a nonaffiliated company. Phone calls to people in competing networks cost triple.

When I finally decided to change networks, it was too late. My agreement stated that the only way to opt out within the first ten years was to pay back all the dividends I had received—in cash. Since I’d already earned and spent over $50,000 in dividends, this was not an option.


Luckily, a black market arose to provide people with aliases they could use to make unauthorized transactions. It gave me the ability to spend time with my family at events that were not affiliated with the Prime Network, and to go out to unregistered clubs with my friends. Everybody was doing it, and the infraction was practically unenforceable.

When the networks caught wind of how much revenue was leaking out of the system through illegal transactions, they began a nationwide crackdown. Because the Department of Commerce and other potential enforcement agencies had been scaled down to a token role, the networks initiated their own compliance policies. Violators, once discovered and captured, were stripped of all benefits and forced to work off their penalties in forced labor at an affiliate company.

Although the resistance movement had grown in strength and numbers, so, too, did an incentivized force of network vigilantes. Anyone who successfully exposed a neighbor using an illegal alias was rewarded with $10,000 in credits. It made violations tricky, but not impossible, as many smaller shops still welcomed non-network business because it could be kept off the books. Not that taxation was a problem anymore, but many local merchants were being driven out of business for their inability to keep up with mandatory network commissions on sales of their products.

I had learned not to use any of my aliases except in emergencies, but this, I figured, was an exception. Carla said she was allergic to latex condoms, 34 so I needed to buy the organic rubbers, made by a People’s Network affiliate. Besides, I had bought small items at this corner bodega before uneventfully. I could have more easily shoplifted the three-pack than initiate an aliased transaction, but I didn’t want to steal. That was a real law, listed right in the Bible next to murder.

I checked around the store before taking action. An old lady was reading magazines, and Jude was choosing a diet cola. The coast was clear, so I pulled out my cash and counterfeit network alias. Who’d have thought my best friend would turn me in?

Jude must have surreptitiously flipped the panic button on his digital pager, sending an alarm to the nearest Prime Network enforcement vehicle. The metal grill on the store entrance began to descend and a strobe light flashed over the door. As I dove under the falling spiked grate, I looked back and saw Jude’s face. He was gritting his teeth and pointing at me in an angry, accusatory gesture, as if to say how could you?

How could I? I thought as I dashed down the cold, narrow streets. How could he! But there was no time to feel betrayed. The enforcement vehicle was in pursuit and closing. I reached into my pants to discard my wallet, along with its Visa Card transponder, but it was too late. The EV had already shot out one of its grappling cables, hitting the transponder dead-on and snaring my groin in the process.

The cable wrapped itself around my thigh like a snake, slowly raising me toward the machine’s open jaws and the hundreds of tonguelike plastic tentacles within them. Each finger was stamped with a different corporate logo that attached itself to a different section of my pelvis and began to suck. They were sucking the life out of me. I knew if the EV completed its attack, I would no longer be human at all. I screamed in pain but no sound came out. As the tentacles sucked, they replaced my blood with a thick, white fluid. I felt an immense pressure in my groin, expanding me against my will until a fearsome hard-on burst through my pants.

That’s when I realized I was dreaming—and whose head it really was bobbing up and down between my legs. Carla. I must have dozed off just minutes after I came. Now she was sucking on my cock in the hopes of one more ride before dawn.

The pot. 35 We had smoked some pot, right? That must be it.

“Mmm,” she moaned, in the manner one learns from a porn film. “Mmmm,” she repeated, deeper this time, as she lifted her head, looked into my eyes and licked her lips.

I rolled my head back, both to hide my horror and to simulate passion. Before I knew it, she was straddling me again, her eyes closed, in her own world.

That’s okay. I was in mine. Trying to piece together the evening that led to this. Counting the drinks that went down between seeing Carla the first time and then again at the coat check, when her hand was in my pocket, brushing her fingers against my erection. How did it get there, again? Something about counting the business cards I’d collected?

We had talked for a while, flirted a bit, and then split up to cover more ground. I met up with Jude again, downed what must have been two more gin and tonics, and got introduced to another succession of tech salesmen. Everyone had some new way to maximize future ROI, minimize risk, extend market share, or narrow the competitive landscape.

Then Alec was trying to tell me something. We were off in a corner while the shmoozefest reached a crescendo. He was saying something about school, about how he almost drowned, but he was slurring his words. And the room had started to spin a little bit. Then a little bit more.

I could only make out isolated words in people’s conversations. Network externalities. Stickiness. Server farms. Vested options. Options vesting. That’s when it started to happen. I saw Ty across the room, his mouth moving a mile a minute, “confidentially” disclosing his company’s meta-incubator scheme, no doubt. And Karl, off to another side, excitedly reading the notes he had scrawled in his palm device to some of his associates. Their mouths were watering, and they were slapping one another on the back.

The frenetic, well-dressed crowd had become a single, multiheaded organism. I could see it reflected overhead in the Mylar sheets. We were a herd of some kind, stampeding in place. Each giant mouth shouting something different between the heavy thumping bass of the disco music that pounded all around us. It sounded like the women were screaming and the men were chanting a tribal war cry.

Alec looked up at me. Was he concerned, or still relating part of his college story? I couldn’t tell. I didn’t care. I just wanted out, and Carla’s return was the best excuse I could find. She nestled against me in that noncommital, interpret-it-how-you-will way of hers, and I decided to do just that. Interpret it how I will.

I leaned into her and planted an unnecessarily sloppy kiss on her mouth. (I could always pass it off later as drunkenness, which was the best thing about being drunk.) And just as I took that bold step, I sensed the room getting stiller around me. The cacophony of voices left my head, and returned to the confines of their own conversations. I had either silenced the game, or jumped too far inside to hear it anymore.

We went to get our coats, saying a polite good-bye to Alec, who just stood there, looking forlorn. I tried to throw him a glance—that we would talk tomorrow. But Alec just made a halfhearted thumbs-up sign—that “go for it, dude” college party gesture that we’d give each other at the Eaves House when one of us managed to lure a drunken frosh-girl up the stairs.

I tried to pull off the cut-in-line strategy that Alec had used earlier, but succeeded only in getting myself shoved against a wall by a pair of angry Dutch cell phone designers. “Who do you think you are, eh?” they practically spit in my face.

Carla rescued me, more thrilled by my attempt to impress her than dismayed by my ineptitude. She smiled at me as if she were a little girl, and stood very close, nuzzling her cheek against my neck.

I was in over my head. Hoping to make the whole situation go away, I began to talk about business. Maybe my subservience would be a turn-off. I respectfully reported how well I talked up the company and how many people I’d met. That’s when she started digging through my pocket for the business cards, and once my dick got hard there was no turning back.

Nevertheless, my strategic descent into an employee-boss power differential set the tone for the rest of the evening. Not that Carla would have had it any other way. Even as she mounted me, I felt more like a hired gun than a future boyfriend. She seemed to take what she wanted from me in the way Alec took cocktails off a waitress’s tray—as if the human waitress were merely an extension of the tray itself, providing locomotion, like wheels. That’s how she treated the parts of me that weren’t directly in contact with one of her erogenous zones. The vulnerable side of Carla that I had seen earlier was gone. She was all business, now, which, on the plus side, meant she knew exactly what she wanted.

And she was beautiful, in her way. A little heavier with her clothes off than I had imagined, and her breasts hung down low over her rib cage. But this is what a real woman looked like. Not some pert child, but a woman in her mid-thirties who made up for anything that sagged with an unashamed determination to do whatever was necessary to get herself off. 36

I was thankful for that much, because maintaining my erection now was about all I could manage. I knew I wasn’t going to come again—not with my mind wandering every which way—but if I could stay up long enough for her to finish, we’d go to sleep and I could wait until morning to figure out how this night was going to impact the rest of my life.

Morning did break. I lay on my stomach as the sun woke me, streaming through the plate glass windows on the other side of Carla’s long, loftlike apartment. I turned my head away from the light and closed my eyes. The pillowcase was soft against my face. The sheets were made of a thick, dense fabric, like those napkins from the restaurant in the Plaza Hotel. I stretched out to soak in their sturdy softness against my naked skin. It was a sensation I’d never experienced before, except maybe that week at the Morehouse compound. Where did these people get such sheets? I felt like I was being swaddled in a Brooks Brothers shirt.

That’s right. I was naked in Carla’s fluffy soft bed. Somehow the nightmare of the previous evening had faded. Now I felt oddly childlike and free. I turned my face back toward the light and cracked my eyes just wide enough to make out Carla sitting at her breakfast table, smoking a cigarette, drinking a coffee, and reading the sections of Sunday’s paper that got delivered on Saturday. She looked so able and educated with her glasses on and her legs crossed as she turned the broadsheet page, careful not to get ink on her hands. 37 I just lay there in the bed—a boy-toy resting in my mistress’s chambers, ready to do her bidding. It was refreshing. No decisions to make, no responsibility for steering anything. Just respond.

As I stared at my previous evening’s sex partner, I wondered just what we were going to be to one another. Were we falling in love? Would we present ourselves as a couple from now on? How would my parents respond to the fact that she’s not Jewish? What kind of mother would Carla be? Could I get out of my lease in order to move in with her? Or was this just a one-night stand with a woman who just happened to work in the same place as me—something we’d shrug off as a drunken coincidence, like two molecules in a beaker of water that just happened to collide when the heat was turned up?


Oddly, I found myself hoping not. This was my world now, and pairing up with a woman like Carla made sense. I’d be good for her, too, mellowing her more frazzled edges, and backing up her instincts for business with some real vision of the techno-future. We’d be unstoppable. Winners. I had a job and girlfriend, now, all thanks to Alec. Then why was I having such awful dreams?

I rolled out of bed and stood there a moment, regarding my naked image in Carla’s antique full-length mirror. My arms looked strong from their workout the night before, especially with Carla’s nail scratches streaked across them, and my cock was still at nearly half-mast from residual morning hard-on. I decided to approach Carla in confident nudity. I walked through the open archway into the large main room and stood before her at the table. She was engrossed in the Arts section. I picked up her coffee mug and took a sip.

“Hey,” she said, taking back the mug and wiping its lip with her sleeve. “Get your own.”

Fine. I accepted her little challenge, went behind her and put my hands on her shoulders. A morning blow-job was still within the realm of possibility. I gently massaged her neck.

“What’re you doing?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders up.

“You’re tense.”

“I like it that way,” she said. “Tense.”

I gave up, and went to the coffeemaker to pour a cup.

“Where do you keep those mugs?”

She finally looked up to see me standing there, nude in her kitchen.

“Look, Jamie.” She used a measured cadence. “I can’t play today, I have a lot to do.”


“That’s cool.” I was surprised at how much this hurt. “I have to meet with the contractor at my new place before noon.”

“Good, then. We won’t have time for an uncomfortable brunch.”

“Don’t say that.” I was sure she had assumed the worst. That I didn’t really care about her, that she was too old for me, that we’d made a drunken mistake, or that I was only trying to sleep my way to the top. I wanted to counter that impression. “I think I could really fall for you, you know?”

“That’s why it would be uncomfortable, Cohen,” she said, picking up her coffee, paper, and ashtray, and heading out toward the terrace. “The mugs are over the sink. Towel’s on a rack in the shower. Wipe up the floor with it when you’re done, and leave it in the hamper.”

I passed on both coffee and shower, got dressed, and then stood in the middle of the well-appointed space, unsure of what to do next. I went back to the terrace to say good-bye, but Carla must have heard me coming. She waved toodle-loo without looking up from her paper.

“See you Monday,” I said casually, in spite of the anger I felt welling up. I turned away from her and left what now seemed like the scene of a crime in which I had been the unwitting victim.

Fine with me. I strode out through the lobby, winking at the doorman as if we were comrades allied against the ruling class. I threw him my best “I fucked a wealthy tenant” smirk before stepping out into the sunny street.

It was a mild, if windy, March morning. Winters weren’t what they used to be, 38 and kids were still playing outside in their shorts. I made my way around the perimeter of Gramercy Park. A couple with two small Baby GAP 39 children were letting themselves in through the iron gate and locking it behind them. Carla probably had a key to the private garden, too. The bitch.

And I had actually fantasized about moving in with her! What did I need with this snooty bullshit neighborhood? I was moving to the newest, most authentic, and genuinely coolest section of town: Awbry, a recently renamed corner of the Lower East Side just above the Williamsburg Bridge.

Artists, Puerto Ricans, punks, and ravers, all living in the same tenements that my Jewish ancestors inhabited a hundred years before. Now the New York Times real estate section, in deference to the agents who advertised on its pages, was supporting their claim that Awbry was the “next hot district.” In the process, they made it so. I had scored a two-bedroom in a painstakingly restored landmark building, a structure that was once the second-oldest synagogue in Manhattan.

The Sanctuary, as the new condominium was called, was developed with the swelling population of second-wave hi-tech millionaires in mind. The entire building was outfitted with state-of-the-art multiplex networking capability, Dolby surround speaker enclosures in the walls and ceiling of every room, saunas, Jacuzzis, and a choice of five standard decorating schemes: Colonial, Cosmopolitan, Fifties Retro, Tokyo Modern, and Ralph Lauren. 40

The appliances, communications, and ambient preferences of each unit were controlled from a central console attached to a mini supercomputer housed in one of the walk-in closets. The console was responsible for coordinating everything from the Web-accessible security monitors and houseplant irrigation system to the revolving collection of liquid crystal display artworks—high definition video reproductions of original master paintings, rented on a time-share basis through the Microsoft Louvre. Face-recognition software and a biometric fingerprint system eliminated the need for clumsy key rings, while at least a half-dozen armed guards patrolled the lobby and corridors for that added sense of safety while going to and from the gym, spa, or heated rooftop pool. The architects were at pains to invent new ways for the rich to spend their money, and consulted psychologists specializing in what was called RWS, or recent wealth syndrome, to develop the Sanctuary’s many conveniences. All this, starting at just $2.5 million for a studio.

As I strolled through what would in two days be my new ’hood, I wondered how long it would take for the rest of these dilapidated streets to take part in the urban revival. Amazingly, the residents didn’t seem to want things to get better. Over a thousand protestors showed up the day that the developers broke ground on the Sanctuary. Why were these people resisting what could only be seen as a cash cow for their neighborhood? A building like this only improved everyone’s property values. Time magazine said the activists were mostly artists and squatters, people living off their parents’ money or on the dole, protesting for a myriad of diverse and poorly articulated rationales having to do with cultural diversity and the threat of global capitalism. In the end, they were probably just looking to keep their own sweet deals in force through the few remaining rent-control laws.

And if they were just families afraid of getting priced out of their own neighborhoods, well, that would be a shame. But who could reasonably object to the urban renewal that had been sweeping New York City off and on since the 1990s? This was a safer and more convenient city for almost everyone who lived here, I assured myself. People who don’t like it can move to the outer boroughs. Maybe I was suffering from the early symptoms of RWS myself.

Just two blocks from the Sanctuary I saw a long line of street people pushing old shopping carts and dollies laden with junk. It reminded me of the old days, when the homeless would collect cans and bottles for recycling and line up outside grocery stores for the redemption money.

I followed the line to where it led: the garage of a Sanitation Department substation. Five uniformed city workers sat at computer terminals as homeless people described the goods in their carts.

“What are they doing?” I asked an old woman holding two large bags of clothes.


“E-Swap,” 41 she explained. “You list your stuff and come back on Monday to find out who bought it.”

See? Everyone was on the bandwagon. They were all in on the game. The bigger I could make this thing, the better everyone would do. There was no downside.

“So this is an improvement for you, then?” I asked, hopefully. “You can make a living this way?”

“It beats giving head!” she cackled, exposing a mouth devoid of teeth.

Several young men and one woman, all wearing orange caps, walked up and down the line of homeless, handing out fliers and speaking enthusiastically about a new employment opportunity working for “Last Mile,” a networked delivery service. They were met with indifferent shrugs. The leafleteers remained unfazed, and hawked their job offers to the last unemployed people left in town.

Even the have-nots had options, or so I told myself. No matter how many people the Networking Revolution left behind, it was creating new opportunities for them at the same time. But one of the homeless, a large black man wearing a pink comforter, was unconvinced.

“What’s the problem?” he asked the leafleteers in a voice somewhere between sarcasm and outright hostility. “Ran out of slaves to bring the rich people their stuff?”

“By joining Last Mile,” the young woman countered with a broad grin, “you’ll get to be one of the rich! We’re giving options in the company to every employee, whatever their role in the fulfillment cycle.”


“Yeah, well, fulfill this,” the man said, raising his middle finger. He began to shout for his fellow homeless to take notice. “You hear this, people?”

I inconspicuously edged away from the awakening mob. Apparently not everyone wanted a stake in the Internet’s future.

“They don’t want us selling stuff no more,” another man joined the first. “They want us carrying it!”

“No no,” the young woman pleaded with them. “This is your opportunity. Don’t you see? I came up as a messenger, myself.”

“And look at you now, missy,” the old lady shouted. “Pitching scams to the likes of us!”

“You’re not getting us off this line,” another homeless man entered the fray. “I’ve been waiting here since eight o’clock.”

“I’m only trying to help you get somewhere better,” the exasperated girl explained through tears. She and the other leafleteers backed into one another as the crowd gradually closed in around them.

“We’ve heard that before,” the black man said, spitting with every syllable. “We’ve got our stake, lady. We’re organized. We’ve got angel investors interested. We’re e-commerce merchants, got that? Commerce, not pack animals.” He began to chant the awkward phrase as if it were a protest slogan, and the others soon joined in.

“Commerce, not pack animals! Commerce, not pack animals!” Sanitation employees spilled out of the building to pull down the giant galvanized steel garage door against the tumult.

These people weren’t fighting against e-commerce at all. They were afraid of losing their stake! But if not them, who would serve as the delivery people for all this stuff? Then I became concerned with my own safety. I was still in my Hugo Boss suit from the night before, and didn’t want to be mistaken for, well, for who I was, so I made a hasty retreat around the corner toward the structure I would soon be calling home.

Sanctuary. The shouts of the angry crowd faded as the automatic doors whooshed closed behind me. Two young valets who could have passed for models greeted me with nods. One escorted me to the elevator and pressed the button. The young man stood patiently beside me in his brown, collarless tunic as I waited for a car.

“They’re still a bit slow, sir,” he said, gently brushing a wisp of his long black hair up behind one of his ears. “We’re working on the program.” He probably went to clubs in Brooklyn I’d never even heard of.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll be fine. You don’t have to wait here with me.”

“No problem at all, sir.”

Did this guy want a tip or what? It was so strange to have an entire human being at my service like this. And one so much cooler and better-looking than me. I wondered how he felt about behaving so subserviently to someone his own age.

“Your architect is in your unit, now, Mr. Cohen.”

“Thanks,” I said, entering the elevator. “But how did you know my name?”

“It came up on the console when you were scanned. But everyone will recognize you after a few days.”

I put my hand on a glass scanning tray, which told the elevator where to take me. Six. It wasn’t in the exclusive tower addition, which held only one unit per floor, but down in the original building. This gave my unit a certain historical cachet that the modern, twenty-two-story rooftop extension lacked. I got out and went to the  right—the West unit, slightly more expensive than the East because it had sunset views.

The door was open. I liked the sound of my shoes against the lacquered, hardwood floors. My apartment was done in the Tokyo Modern theme, chosen by the original owner. Apparently, he abandoned his mortgage before he even moved in, because his IPO had been canceled. It’s what allowed M&L to take possession of the apartment and give it to me for only $12,000 a month, debited directly from my salary for tax purposes. This was more than a third of my gross income, but many people these days were spending over half of what they made on rent, and I was already anticipating ample bonuses.

The architect stood in the kitchen area, a large blueprint unfurled before her on the slate countertop. She was a tall Asian woman, about forty, wearing a pastel 1970s-style print pantsuit.

“Looks like everything is in order,” she said, shaking my hand through the large galley window.

“Sure does.” I raised my arms wide, so she’d know I wasn’t taking this luxury for granted. “It’s absolutely gorgeous.” I didn’t even presume to think I’d be able to afford a place like this once my days at M&L were over. But it was fun for the moment.

“The windows are self-tinting,” she explained as she made her way out of the kitchen and into the sunken living room. Two huge glass walls formed the room’s corner, which looked out over Nolita—one of the New York Times’ previously “new” neighborhoods. The effect was of being on a precipice. “But you can bypass them from here if you want full sun, without sacrificing any privacy.”

She flicked a small switch next to the windows, changing them from gray tint to clear.


“Wow.” I stroked one of the low cushions embedded into the living room’s steps. “And the couches are just great.”
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