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To my parents









Illusion is the first of all pleasures.


—VOLTAIRE


If you want to build a better future, you must believe in secrets.


—PETER THIEL










Dani



Saturday


“This is heaven,” the woman says, shimmying her shoulders. “Heaven.”


She takes a shot from Dani’s tray and throws it back like tequila. Even in the dark hotel ballroom, her gold highlights look like they’re reflecting a sunbeam.


Dani’s serving samples of Radical Boost, a supercharged potion made with energizing adaptogens, powdered plum skins, and a jolt of ginseng. She’s poured hundreds of shots today, stuffed garbage bags with empties.


It’s the last day of the Radical Retreat. Liberated from homes and jobs, the two thousand women in attendance are ebullient. Over the weekend, they’ve enjoyed hot yoga classes, deep-tissue massages, inspirational talks on work and sex and divine purpose. First tentative, then bold, they’ve tried communal screaming, silent meditation, Reiki healing, vitamin B injections shot into bared butt cheeks. They’ve cinched on Radical bracelets—available in gold or sterling—and synced their Radical apps, marveling at the columns of step counts, pulse rates, and sleep scores.


Their first-day chignons and buttoned cardigans have given way to flowing tresses and flip-flops. They look years younger. Their bodies are loose and free, like they didn’t realize how heavy their loads were until they set them down.


Dani’s trajectory is the opposite. After working all week in Customer Worship and volunteering at the Retreat all weekend, she’s so exhausted that her tiredness seems like a permanent feature, as fixed as the color of her eyes. She’s subsisting on a diet of Radical Boost and cucumber-ginger smoothies. Her lilac T-shirt, emblazoned with Radical’s call to arms, #bebetter, is stained with spills and sweat.


But the Retreat is a smashing success. SFGATE called it “the Coachella of wellness.” Rhoda will be so pleased.


Lilac banners hang from the ceiling, decorated with an abstract symbol: an upside-down droplet of water, or a flickering flame, or maybe a snake. The fabric ripples gently over the bazaar, where women weave through booths, scooping up Radical products, scanning their bracelets to pay. Scanning to measure their blood pressure or read their aura. Scanning for a customized Radical Reset nutrition plan, or to take a cooking class with Radical’s new CBD line (this the most raucous station, laughter spilling out).


When her tray empties, Dani holds it against her hip and leans against her booth. She watches the women, imagining what brought them here. A young mom tests lipstick on the pad of her thumb. Sinewy marathoners browse compression leggings. A woman with a knit beanie tugged over her bald scalp browses bottles of essential oils.


Dani looks away.


Heat rises on her neck. The smell of the smoothie stand is suddenly overwhelming: ripe banana, bitter tang of powdered vitamins. She abandons her tray, pushes out an exit into a fluorescent hotel corridor, runs for the bathroom.


Her cough is harsh and gagging. She wipes her forehead with the back of her wrist, feeling the cool ridge of her own Radical bracelet.


At the sink, she splashes her face with water. Her skin looks thin and creased, like a shirt worn too often. She digs in her pockets for lipstick.


Dani is twenty-seven years old. She’s worked at Radical almost three years, and in that time, she’s carefully, meticulously established herself. Her days are built with solid bricks of productive activity: work, meditation, exercise, cooking. She lives with her boyfriend, Trevor, who grew up here, who has a band and a business and Warriors season tickets. Yet for all of that, Dani’s life in San Francisco feels tenuous, a wildflower clinging to a cliff off Highway 1.


So it’s crazy, isn’t it? It’s illogical, really—impractical, definitely—that Dani is twelve weeks and five days pregnant.


When Dani slips into the dim, overwarm auditorium, Rhoda is already speaking. Her husky voice rasps into the microphone, so amplified it seems to pour from above.


“I was young and invincible. I had a very specific plan. Like a train timetable, every day, every year, tick-tick-tick.”


Dani instantly knows where Rhoda is in her story, like a favorite book falling open to a page. Rhoda is at Stanford, with her track scholarship and her plan to study science and fulfill her childhood dream of changing the world.


Dani’s supposed to be helping dismantle the bazaar, but she squeezes into the standing room section until she finds a gap between shoulders.


Rhoda strolls across the stage, dragging a spotlight in her wake. Her diaphanous green dress billows.


“Then I got sick.” She stands solemnly still, hands pressed together.


Her face is projected on a screen next to the stage, so magnified Dani can see the quiver of a tendon at her jawline.


“It was ordinary, at first,” she says. “A virus. A nasty flu that struck just before midterms and landed me in bed for two weeks.


“That first shower,” she adds drily, “was better than sex.”


But strange symptoms lingered. Exhaustion so extreme she sometimes went to bed for twelve or fourteen hours at a stretch. Her digestion was inflamed and unpredictable. Walking across campus exhausted her. Standing at the lab tables, her joints ached. She struggled to concentrate. She, Rhoda, who was always top of her class!


“All my life I was healthy. I ran track, I didn’t need much sleep, I could eat anything. And suddenly I was a horizontal person. I was tired, I was dull. I didn’t recognize this person. I didn’t like her.”


Dani can see it. The dorm room distorted by the prism of illness, like a cubist painting. Stale bedsheets, bleary hum of a neighbor’s TV, ramen turntabling in the microwave. Rhoda leaning against the tile wall in the communal showers, flip-flops spongy and slick.


She visited doctors’ offices like a penitent, one after another, blue paper gowns crinkling on exam tables, listing her symptoms until the concern fell from the doctors’ faces. Impatience, or amusement, replaced it.


They dispensed their wisdom:


Too much partying, they said, though she was practically a monk. (“If a woman can be a monk,” she adds, deadpan.)


Too little sleep, when she was sleeping twelve or more hours a day, and caffeinating whenever she was awake, just to remain that way.


Too much stress. Well . . . that was true. She had fallen behind in her classes. Was it only stress wearing her out, and worry over an imaginary illness compounding it?


The doctors hustled her out of their offices. “You’re a healthy young woman.” They all but patted her head.


Rhoda fumes. “They assumed that I was exaggerating, or imagining things. I was thin, strong from running. I wore makeup. They looked at my surface and didn’t dig deeper.”


Still, she listened to them. She told herself she wasn’t sick. She pressed on.


“I existed on saltines and coffee, and when my stomach went nuts, I loaded up on Imodium and Advil. When I was tired, I bullied myself. I said horrible things to the mirror.”


Finally, on her way to an exam, she fainted on the quad. She awoke on her back, staring up into a tree. A breeze wafted the leaves, swept over her bare legs. She couldn’t remember the last time her body had felt simple pleasure. She couldn’t recall feeling anything but bad. Something had to change.


Rhoda’s voice is a musical instrument. Limber and expressive as a violin, but deeper. A cello. Resonant and throaty and sometimes so soft you have to lean in close to hear.


When she pauses, the audience holds their breath. The musicians’ bows hover over the strings. Anticipation for the next note vibrates in the air.


“It’s funny, isn’t it? That a story of wellness begins in illness. Like pulling scarves from thin air, a rabbit from a top hat. Turning nothing—bleakness, desolation—into something.” She pantomimes, fingers drawing air from her empty palm.


“I was sick, and traditional medicine failed me, and to cure myself, I rejected it. I dove headfirst into wellness. I founded Radical and never looked back. That’s the story you hear on talk shows, the success story. Sickness into health.”


She holds up a finger. “But it’s only sleight of hand. I’ve made you look one way, and you missed it. Look again.


“I was sick, yes, but the real sickness was one that’s so pervasive, so insidious, so ordinary, we don’t even recognize it.


“My body was suffering, and my response was to punish it. I treated it horribly, brutally. I would never treat another person that way. Not an animal. Not even my possessions. But my own body? I didn’t hesitate.


“Our culture teaches us to ignore the simple ways the body communicates its needs. To power through hunger, tiredness, fear, pain. And, if you’re a woman, you’re also taught to criticize your body. To hate it for being too hairy, too loud, too wrinkled, or especially, God forbid, the wrong shape and size.


“We’ve got this beautiful, incredible body, capable of feats of agility and strength, but also of cooking dinner, singing songs, making love. But we treat it like a machine or fight it like an enemy.”


Rhoda looks stricken. She puts a hand on her shoulder and strokes her arm.


The room goes filmy. Dani blinks hard. She’s tracked down a dozen versions of this speech online, but she’s never felt it like this.


Rhoda smiles. “This has been an amazing weekend, am I right?”


Applause.


Softly, she says, “I’m sorry to tell you: this is fake.”


The silence is tense. She stretches it.


“There’s a reason we call this a retreat. It’s sheltered. It can’t last.


“Wellness isn’t a vacation, or a task you check off your list. It’s a daily practice.


“When I look at you, I see a battalion of warrior women. Scarred, but hopeful. Hungry. Seeking as much from our bodies and spirits and hearts as this life can offer.


“If you commit to it, wellness can optimize every facet of your life. Unleash your superpowers. Imagine: if every woman felt radically healthy, we could save the world. That’s my vision for Radical.


“When you go back to real life, take this with you: I’m giving you permission. You deserve to be better, every fucking day.”


The crowd cheers. A full-throated roar.


Rhoda opens her arms, embracing them all. Their messy tears, their clumsy scramble to stand, heedless of purses sliding to the floor.


Dani feels warm, like her core has turned into a luminous gold flame.


On the huge screen, Rhoda’s eyes glisten. She kisses her fingertips and flings them to the crowd.


Three years ago, Dani heard Rhoda’s story for the first time. Within a month, she had packed a suitcase; sold her car, her house, and everything in it; and boarded a flight from O’Hare to SFO. She fell asleep over a patchwork of fields and woke to find the plane hovering impossibly low over the ocean. Seconds later, the wheels bounced on the runway.


San Francisco glowed with sun, as California as she dreamed. It was April and snow was shaking over Illinois, but here, cherry trees were blooming pink and white. Back then, she didn’t know it wasn’t always like that.


She had an interview with Radical that same afternoon.


The office was in a drafty warehouse in the Mission. Workers—“Radigals,” they called themselves—leaned into their computers, intense as cavemen creating fire. An abstract silver statue of a woman danced in the middle of the floor.


The HR woman told Dani to touch the statue’s foot. “It’s good luck.”


Dani glided her fingers along the intricate seams of the toes, the metal fogged with fingerprints. She didn’t need luck. The universe had guided her here.


She found an apartment the next day, a one-bedroom on the top floor of a peeling Queen Anne Victorian in the Western Addition. The $2,300 rent supplemented with the proceeds of her former life.


Three years of watching cherry blossoms unfurl from tight buds. Three years of being shocked by cold summers, though this one the coldest by far.


She kicks off her clogs at the door and changes into sweatpants in the bedroom, tripping over boxes overflowing with Trevor’s startup paraphernalia: tangled cords, lanyards, T-shirts. Trevor himself is absent, off at a tech conference in Austin.


She worries, not for the first time, how they’ll fit a baby here.


In the kitchen, she makes tea and checks the Radical app. Her activity score is high, but her nutrition score is low. Not enough calories, and most of them liquid.


She longs to fall into bed, but she remembers Rhoda’s words. Nourishing the body is a sacred task. An investment that pays dividends.


She chops a pepper, whisks eggs, melts butter in a cast iron pan and pushes it around with a wooden spatula, because she never uses plastic, feels slightly sick every time she touches it, which is often, because plastic is everywhere: cart handles and packaging, her phone charger, chairs and coffee cups and yoga mats. One side effect of seeking wellness is hyperawareness of toxins you can never completely avoid.


While she eats, she scrolls the Retreat hashtag on her phone. Among the enthusiastic selfies and the grainy snaps of Rhoda spotted across the room, there’s the inevitable snark from Radicalidiocy, the Twitter account devoted to mocking Radical.




@Radicalidiocy


Tickets to the @Radical Retreat cost $500, but once you’re inside, it’s all-u-can-drink Kool-Aid.





Surprisingly, they share a photo of the bazaar. In the camera flash, the dark ballroom is overexposed. The lilac draping looks mauve. Radical’s bestsellers are bleached: rose quartz face rollers, energy-balancing crystals, and a jade egg.




@Radicalidiocy


Vaginas are as empty and vacuous as life itself. Buy this $200 jade egg and all will be well. #Radical #bebetter





The joke is stale, but the photo takes Dani aback. The tweeter was there. Dani might have seen her. Might have handed her a shot of Radical Boost and accepted her empty, lipsticked cup. She might have stood beside Dani during the keynote, silently mocked Dani’s brimming tears.


Dani closes the window. She logs her meal on the Radical app, and her health score rises to 97, leaping to the uppermost level of a bar graph, color-coded from red to purple to blue to a slim segment of green, bright as spring sap. Optimal.










Rhoda



Saturday


Applause echoes in my ears as I stand in the shower, washing away makeup and sweat. Bits of my talk loop in my head, imperfections obvious in retrospect. I wrap myself in a towel and make a note on my phone.


After a speech, I feel spent and unsettled, exhausted and craving motion. I want to drive, to eat with my hands, to swim. I pull on a linen dress and cinch the belt tight.


Retreat staff crowd my hotel suite. The talk is jittery. Raw data streams across screens. The sales manager calls out numbers. We can drill down infinitely: sales by category, by time of day, by customer age and income. We can track movement through the Retreat, even map the audience’s pulse rate to the transcript of my speech.


For now, total revenue is the only number that matters. The target is high. I believe goals should be almost impossible, requiring superhuman will to achieve.


This is our twelfth and final event. We started in the Northeast, leapt to Miami, hopscotched across the country, Chicago, Austin, Denver, and then snaked down the West Coast, Seattle, Portland, LA. Everywhere, women waited to meet me. They paid extra to have dinner with me, leaned over their plates to confide their secret desires. Strangers who knew everything about me. One even flagged the waiter, appalled, to tell him I dislike lemon in water, as if this trivia were common sense.


The numbers are in. We exceeded my goals. Shattered them.


The team’s tension melts. Fingernails earn reprieve from teeth. Lungs deflate. Cheers fill the room, then laughter, louder talk.


For me, the pleasure of achievement is intense and brief as an orgasm.


They’re elated, and I feel cool, even restless. There was more we could have done; there always is.


I go around the room, thanking them, touching their shoulders. They’ve been with me the entire trip, waking at five, working past midnight. I call room service to bring champagne. I tell them to enjoy their Sunday. Sleep in, have brunch.


I don’t tell them that next week we’ll be working twice as hard.


Thirty minutes later, I’m driving under the arms of the Golden Gate Bridge in the cream-colored vintage convertible I bought when Radical was just taking off. Top-down is the best way to experience the Bay Area’s patchwork quilt of climates. The cold damp over the water, the heat as I leave the highway for twisting country roads. A dry breeze skims the hills. Windmills lazily spin their arms. Approaching the sea, the air cools again. Pine forest. Green sap. Saline.


My drive is unmarked. An iron gate opens onto a stone house wrapped in vines. Perched on the edge of a continent, the backyard falls off a cliff. Steep stairs descend to a strip of gray beach.


I park and reflexively check my phone, though it doesn’t work here. Before I left cell range, my assistant texted me a reminder: interview. Grimacing, I switch it off.


Untether. Disconnect. Recharge. The hardest thing to do, the most necessary. Work, like gravity, exerts a force. I should be stepping inside my office, not the quiet house; should be facing not the windows framing inky sky and sea, but a bright laptop screen, the top-secret file containing my pitch deck, which still isn’t quite right.


The house is empty. I drop my bag and go out through the kitchen door to find Gavin working in the yard, his white T-shirt glowing in the dim. So far, the garden is mostly churned-up dirt, rough with roots and rocks.


Gavin’s shovel digs with rhythmic crunches. Seeing me, he stands, propping his foot on the blade.


“You do realize you’re working in the dark?” I hug him, breathing in his scent of sweat and dirt.


“I guess you’re influencing me.” He wipes his forehead, grinning. “Our laurel arrived today. I thought you could help me plant it tomorrow. You might have left the city entirely by then,” he teases.


I planned to hire landscapers, but Gavin took over the project with surprising enthusiasm, buying native landscaping books and studying the layouts of historic gardens. He’s planning a meadow, lush with flowers and trees.


In June, we’ll marry out here, an intimate ceremony. Radical’s photographers will capture every moment. (I remember a dozen undone tasks: writing a letter to accompany the bridal beauty collection, making a public playlist . . . Stop. Release.)


This house was Gavin’s idea. When we met last spring, I actually slept at Radical HQ some nights. I showered and exercised and ate there. Sometimes, I didn’t step outside for days at a stretch. Radical was growing, and I was going—that’s all I could see.


Gavin reminded me that there’s an intangible piece of Radical, our soul: my own inspiration. My well was almost dry, and I hadn’t even noticed.


He showers, and I set out a dinner of octopus salad, delivered by my favorite restaurant in town. An unassuming spot in an old farmhouse, it recently won a Michelin star, and the ensuing crowds mean I can no longer eat there in peace.


The wine makes my head floaty. I draw my hair over my shoulder. “Will we get there, do you think?”


“Hmm.” Gavin traces my palm. “You have a good money line.”


“That’s not real.”


“I knew a fortune teller for a while, in San Diego. I learned things.”


“I bet.”


Gavin’s fifteen years older than me. In the ’90s, he launched a surfing website and sold it during the swell of the dot-com bubble. Ever since, he’s been coasting. Traveling. Taking photos. Surfing. He studied deep meditation in Thailand and tea ceremony in Japan. He knows more about the spiritual side of wellness than I do.


After we go to bed, when I’m tucked in the crook of his arm, pulling a strand of hair through my lips, he snaps a selfie. I look disheveled, slightly smug but appealingly tired. Only Gavin captures me so unguarded. As soon as I get back into cell range, I’ll share it on Instagram. Tired but so grateful. Time for some rest . . . in theory. I’ll tag Gavin, who’s grown quite a following himself, his grid a thirst trap of surfers and beach.


When I launched Radical, I didn’t expect to reveal so much. The first video I shared was laughably unpolished: just me, washing my face in my apartment sink.


“The face begins at the nipples,” I chirped, rubbing Skin Polish into my pristine, twenty-two-year-old skin. People didn’t clean skin with oil back then; oil was the enemy.


Views ticked up, up, up. Comments flooded in. Gorgeous skin, gorgeous face, and then: Where did I get my robe? Did I take birth control? How long did I sleep at night?


In opening the door to my bathroom, I had pried a seal off my life. I started sharing my workout routine, my guilty pleasure snacks, my last-minute cleanse, my underwear drawer. I showed my childhood diary, promising to be a millionaire by age nineteen. There was nothing people didn’t want to see. The more personal, and stranger, the better. I branched out: oil pulling and v-steams, cryotherapy, sensory deprivation, every detox known to man.


We’re on this journey of discovery together, I tell my followers. I pour everything into Radical; Radical is all of me.


When the reporter from Entrepreneur rings the bell, I’m in the kitchen, chopping vegetables in a silk jumpsuit. Onions sweat in butter on the stove.


Jeremy Krill wears dark jeans, expensive Italian loafers, and a baby blue fleece with SAN FRANCISCO embroidered across the chest. The cold summer weather takes even prestigious journalists by surprise.


I settle him in at the kitchen island. Cooking for writers is one of my tricks. It’s hospitable and familiar, while giving me an excuse to turn away, pause, as if concentrating on some critical issue of heat or seasoning.


“I hope you like mushrooms,” I say. “This is a recipe from my first cookbook.”


He sets up his recorder, his leather notepad.


We talk early days of Radical—starting the company in my college apartment, dropping out, growing fast, early employees working until dawn in the dusty shell of an old community center in the Mission, formulating products in the same kitchen where people microwaved lunch and made coffee. Making the leap into tech with our app, growing faster, faster, until we’re nearly outgrowing the top two floors of a SoMa tower.


Jeremy looks properly boggled by our numbers. Even though his magazine is naming me Entrepreneur of the Year, he didn’t take Radical seriously. His eyes dart around the kitchen, calculating how much I’m worth. Out the window, the sun condenses to a bright, shimmering yolk and splits across the water.


Gavin comes in, hair wet from surfing. He shakes Jeremy’s hand, amiable, accepting his congratulations on the wedding, replying to the query of what he’s working on with talk of the garden, effectively curtailing Jeremy’s interest.


I pour the wine, and his attention returns to me.


“Pretty staggering rate of growth right from the start,” he says, grasping for our groove. “What’s your secret?”


I sprinkle bowls of mushroom bourguignon with fresh chives.


Thoughtfully, I muse, “In a world of skeptics, I’m open-minded. I don’t dismiss anything. There’s a vast world of wellness we’re only beginning to understand, ancient traditions resurfacing and astonishing us with their wisdom. Energy, beauty, sex, spirit, mind, heart—they all have higher planes, infinite potential. I’m always asking: What would help me feel better, live better? Even as Radical grows, it’s still incredibly personal. I can’t work any other way.”


Jeremy sits forward, his fork quivering in his hand. I brace for the inevitable.


“Your father was also in business.” He watches me with all the concern of a hunter sighting a deer. “He was convicted of fraud. And here you are, Entrepreneur of the Year. How did your dad’s fall from grace influence you?”


Gavin’s foot moves to the lowest rung of my stool.


“I’m often asked that.” I’ve mastered my tone: serious, unoffended. It implies that I’ve worked through this with a therapist, achieved closure.


“My dad made major mistakes, and paid a high price. He lost everything. He went to jail.


“I was thirteen. The most important thing to me wasn’t business, obviously. It was the loss of my dad.


“As a CEO, the lesson I take is that authenticity is the central thing. At Radical, I’ve always taken that incredibly seriously. I promise radical honesty. Some people even say I go too far.”


This bait is juicy: my sex diary, the full-body mud mask I wore in lieu of clothing on a magazine cover, the backless red-carpet dress that revealed purple cupping bruises.


“You don’t have many boundaries.”


“I’m an open book.”


“You’ve drawn almost as many detractors as admirers.”


“Inevitable, on the internet.”


“Still. There are vocal skeptics of wellness. If it’s real, or only snake oil.”


Squeezing my napkin in my lap, I explain that some people are quashers. They take pleasure in tearing down ideas, mocking and dismissing.


“Even the premise, that wellness is ‘fake’: What does that even mean? Wellness is sleep and nutrition and mindfulness. Surely those are ‘real’?”


It’s a strain to keep impatience from my voice. “My followers are questers. They’re curious, open-minded, optimistic. They want to explore.”


The meal is almost over. It’s been a straightforward interview, but I’m drained. Maybe it’s the reminder that my dad won’t walk me down the aisle, that he never saw Radical. He died soon after I started Stanford, but he’d faded to a ghost of his former self long before then.


Touch Greatness at Jake’s, that was his tagline. His ads played on the radio. A memorabilia store sounds quaint now, but I was proud, living in our big house in a Seattle suburb, ignoring the classmates who bragged about whose dad was higher up at Boeing, because my dad flew me around the country. At arenas and stadiums and ballparks, we sat in floor seats and box seats and sometimes climbed the bleachers to rub elbows with real fans. The hoi polloi, he’d say. He wore swishing jackets and sneakers. His was the shrill whistle the TV microphones picked up.


Fraud sounds so serious. He forged signatures. The plastic-sheathed, UV-proofed treasures proudly displayed in the shop were fake.


I never knew why he did it, or how much he forged. Surely some of it was real. Hadn’t we gone to all those games, met so many athletes? I shook their hands myself.


For dessert, there’s pie from the bakery in town. Fetching cashew cream from the fridge, I linger, wait for my flushed skin to cool.


When I sit, I’m sure my face shows nothing, but Gavin presses his foot to mine.


Jeremy Krill cuts his pie with the side of his fork, chomps aggressively. “Do you expect Radical to reach a billion-dollar valuation?”


Tap-tap of my fork on the plate, like I’m considering this.


“A billion is an arbitrary number. A point along the journey to a larger goal.”


Jeremy raises his eyebrows.


Nobody believes me when I tell them how big Radical is going to be. Then, when I surpass my own predictions, they forget that they ever doubted me, even suspect that I’ve come up short.


“Still,” Jeremy presses. “It’s a landmark. Do you expect your next financing round to make Radical a unicorn?”


My fork stalls. “I haven’t announced a new round.”


He lifts his phone, taps the screen, confusion creasing his forehead.


“We’re off the grid,” Gavin says, lacing his hands behind his head. “Disconnecting is crucial for health and creativity. In the future, being offline will be considered a luxury.”


Disappointed, Jeremy drops the phone, but not the point. “I heard a rumor that you’re about to open another financing round. Your, what, fourth?”


“I’m afraid my Legal Team wouldn’t like me to comment.” My teeth clash together. “Do you happen to know the source?”


“A Twitter account. One of your detractors, Radical lunacy, or something. I take it from your reaction that the post wasn’t a joke.”


“No comment,” Gavin chimes in cheerfully.


“You promise radical transparency,” Jeremy says, a challenge entering his voice. “You let your followers into every area of your life. Do you have any secrets? Besides the financing round, of course.”


“I’m an open book.” I smile. I hold up a finger. “But I don’t like spoilers. I’m the one telling the story.”


As soon as his headlights disappear, I get into my car and drive the opposite direction. I’m not even wearing shoes. The night air is freezing.


I’m announcing the fundraising round at the All-Hands tomorrow morning. The cherry on top of a successful Retreat. It should galvanize the staff, give us momentum through the summer, our slowest season, and into fall, our biggest. It’s really fucking exciting, and it’s my news to share. Very, very few people know.


So how did it get out?


The road climbs. Pines crowd in. The few houses beyond mine are rarely occupied. As soon as a bar of reception appears, I stop in the road.




@Radicalidiocy


A little bird told me @Radical is about to pass a hat around Silicon Valley’s smartest VC firms. The company that sells powdered unicorn horn is finally becoming a unicorn.







@Radicalidiocy


The real question is, will Rhoda finally decide to share the wealth with her employees? Most don’t own a single share of Radical.





Back at the house, I begin packing. Gavin is editing photos on his computer. He blinks at me through his blue light glasses.


“Bonfire or forest fire?”


“A small conflagration. Actually no, just the errant spark that might cause a fire. I’ll stamp it out.”


He gets up and puts his hands on my shoulders. “You’re too tense to drive.”


His touch travels down my back, and my body reflexively eases. I sidestep him, zip my bag. I need to get to the city, to call my adviser, to be Rhoda.


“I’ll come with you, then. Warn you when you’re doubling the speed limit.”


“No, you stay. Work in the garden. It makes me happy.”


In the car, I tie a scarf over my hair, and my head throbs like the silk is radioactive.


No one can understand the pressure I’m under. Usually, it gives me freakish energy, makes me capable of working without sleep or food. It sharpens my mind, keeps me five or six moves ahead of the rest of the room, clears my vision so the best ideas and cleanest solutions appear in laser focus against the fog of minutiae.


But sometimes, the pressure turns inward, holds its dagger to my throat. You can’t keep up, it hisses. You can trust no one, but you can’t do it all yourself. You’ll drop one ball, and your life will crumble. You’ll be finished, a laughingstock. You’ll fail.










Cecelia



Monday


The customer is livid.


“I preordered this serum in spring, and it finally showed up today, smashed, oil spilled everywhere. You threw bubble wrap into the box but didn’t bother securing it to the bottle!!”


“Not me, personally,” Cecelia types. She can’t help herself.


“I’m sorry?”


“I’m happy to issue a refund.”


In the chat window, Cecelia’s avatar is a brunette in a purple cardigan, eyebrows arched in a concerned expression. After she was assigned the cartoon self, Cecelia bleached her hair.


“Do you think that’s an acceptable solution? I’ve been waiting MONTHS.”


Cecelia resists correcting her. The customer placed her order in April, and it shipped five weeks later. Still, she has proof the bottle arrived broken. In her photo, she’s holding the offending package over an antique blue Persian rug.


In the upper corner of Cecelia’s screen, a clock ticks down the allotted time per complaint. She’s down to thirty seconds, and it’s obvious Blue Rug is just warming up.


“Unfortunately, the serum is out of stock. Our skincare products are made by hand in small batches, and they sell out quickly. I can put you on the list to ship as soon as we have inventory.”


The official script attempts to simultaneously soothe disgruntled customers and fuel their desperation to acquire Radical’s exclusive products. Cecelia is amazed anyone believes Radical “handmakes” anything. Skin Polish alone sells tens of thousands of units every month.


But their customers do believe. The entire company floats on a bubble of collective delusion.




@Radicalidiocy


We could advertise skincare potions made by elves and they’d sell out, and then people would cry because elves are famous for their luminous skin.





The Core Team brags up Radical’s average customer: a thirty-to forty-something woman with 1.4 kids. Highly successful. Extremely educated.


Not necessarily smart.


“This is unacceptable. Can I speak to a manager?”


Cecelia’s countdown clock turns red and shakes furiously.


“I’ll mail a complimentary sampler and get you on the waitlist for Skin Polish.”


She marks the issue resolved.


It’s seven thirty in the morning, and Blue Rug is Cecelia’s third ticket. Customer Worship associates “process” 120 tickets per day, a supposedly reasonable target that barely allows time to use the bathroom. The thought of the mountain of tickets still to climb makes Cecelia’s chest tight. In the CW portal, where team rankings are publicly displayed, her name is always at the bottom.


A ping announces a review. (Instant feedback provides “transparency” and “real-time lessons on improvement.”)


Blue Rug gave her one star. “Dismal attitude. Didn’t apologize, didn’t care.”


She’s surprisingly perceptive. Cecelia never apologizes, on principle. Why should she, when it isn’t her fault?


She guesses that Blue Rug is a Diane, the largest category of Radical shoppers.


A Diane is in late middle age and emulates Diane Keaton’s style—casual luxury, neutral-colored clothing, no-makeup makeup. When life fails to live up to a Diane’s expectations, her rigid perfectionism lashes into rage.




@Radicalidiocy


Scariest place on the internet is Radical’s Instagram when a product sells out. Never tell a woman with a six-figure credit limit that she can’t have something she wants!





Then there are the Chloes. Twentysomethings with twenty-step skincare routines, earnest questions about animal testing, and self-indulgent “unboxing” videos.


Thirtysomething Amandas have money to burn on forty-dollar-a-pop barre classes, hundred-dollar yoga pants in every color, and ten-dollar juices “powered” with vitamins.


A Josie is a young mom on a tight budget who still “invests” in Radical products.


But the absolute worst are the Michelles. Michelles follow Rhoda’s advice ardently. They genuinely believe in the power of wellness. They send long letters describing problems healed by Radical’s pricey snake oil, from hormonal acne to acrimonious divorce to literal cancer. Michelle testimonials are automatically sent up the chain. PR and Marketing pull quotes to feature in newsletters and splash across the website. Proof that Radical’s mission is beneficial. That Rhoda’s dream of “saving the world” by helping women is real.




@Radicalidiocy


A $100 chunk of rose quartz (mined for pennies in Madagascar!) cured my chronic pain and looks great on my bookshelf! xo, thanks, Rhoda!





It’s strange, how strongly Cecelia dislikes the Michelles. More even than the insufferable Dianes. She hates them with a quivering fury that pulses between her lungs and heart like a toxic organ.


Cecelia marks her avatar as busy. She’s the only one working in CW, a downside of taking the early shift, as the queue has 187 tickets and counting. The upside is that nobody’s there to glare as she walks away.


The office is quiet. Rhoda designed the open floor plan to resemble some national park, so all the support beams are wrapped in faux rock. The desks are arranged not in rows but random loops, like aliens got high before making crop circles. It’s a gift for Cecelia, who wanders through the pods of teams she has nothing to do with, stopping to read scribbled to-do lists and scan unattended inboxes, subject lines hinting at secret corners of Radical she longs to access.


Cecelia started the account with no agenda beyond releasing the pressure that builds up in her brain, day after day, listening to Radical bullshit, having to spout it herself. Nobody’s allowed to joke. Everyone has to be “all in.”




@Radicalidiocy


How does she do it? Subscribe to our podcast to hear CEO and Beautiful Privileged Person Rhoda West discuss how to get rich and still have time for weekly colonics!







@Radicalidiocy


Breaking: Four million people have downloaded the Radical app for tips on living whole, undistracted lives.







@Radicalidiocy


Seeking writer to promote wellness products. Must have experience in fiction. Magical realism preferred.





Even though she loathes social media—it’s gamified to keep people hooked to their phones all day—Cecelia was gratified by the upward tick of followers. Early on, she had an unexpected success. The FDA dinged Radical for making false claims, and Cecelia’s tweet was quoted in BuzzFeed.




@Radicalidiocy


The FDA doesn’t appreciate that Femme Vitale absolutely delivers on its core benefit: making your medicine cabinet look like Rhoda’s.





Cecelia’s followers surged, and her ambition grew. More than mock Radical, she longs to tear it down.


She peers into Rhoda’s private corridor. Sometimes her assistant leaves an intriguing sticky note on her desk. The light is already on in Rhoda’s office. Cecelia imagines her pacing, snarling at the latest tweets, wondering how her big news got out.


At the Retreat, Cecelia was in the bathroom, shirking her mandatory volunteer shift, when two members of the Core Team walked in. She saw them through a crack in the stall door. Tall and willowy, as if being a manager requires beauty as well as brains.


As they languidly peed, one said, “I heard Rhoda’s finally going to announce the new round.”


“It would be insane if we didn’t unicorn, right?”


“She’s pitching, what, seven firms? And Jason, I heard, is getting in again.”


“We’re definitely gonna unicorn.”


Flush.


Cecelia was thrilled.


She posted on Sunday morning, and comments rolled in all day, a rally building for Radical to share stock with the “Radigals” who toil for her.


Cecelia usually dreads the daily All-Hands meeting. Every Radigal crowds into the lobby, an earth-toned rainbow of billowy caftans and high-waisted trousers. The air is thick with a headache-inducing smell of coffee, expensive shampoo, and cruciferous-forward green juice. A peppy pop song blares from speakers. I’m happy, the singer insists, snapping his fingers. Happy!


Is it Cecelia’s imagination, or is the throng especially geared-up this morning? She imagines them booing Rhoda, outraged and energized.


“Can you imagine,” a guy with a pubescent mustache says to his doppelgänger, “being so dumb you don’t ask for options at the hiring table?”


The friend laughs like Beavis. Cecelia glances around at the Engineer dudes and Marketing girls who surround her. Nobody else looks offended.


Rhoda appears. In her white suit, she looks like a cross between a cult leader and an eager Realtor. She does a little dance, shimmies her shoulders until the music stops.


“Good morning!” Her voice is deep and throaty, as if she learned in business school that a masculine voice is more trustworthy. (Though Rhoda is proud that she didn’t go to business school. Proud that she dropped out of Stanford, when most of the world would give a kidney for an elite education.)


“Thanks to everyone for showing up at our hometown Retreat. We shattered our goals. And, as you know, I set impossible goals, so surpassing them is a big fucking deal!” She pumps her fist. She’s smiling, but her eyes scan the crowd like a hawk’s.


For Radicalidiocy’s profile, Cecelia sketched a caricature of Rhoda: a bubbleheaded blond with a cobra in her hands. But in real life, Rhoda is intense, even aggressive, always leaning forward like she’s waiting for the sound of a starting gun.


“In more exciting news, I’m thrilled to announce that we’re opening up another round of financing!” She puts a hand to her ear theatrically. “Nobody sounds surprised?” She rocks on her feet. “I guess you all have the internet.”


Everyone laughs. They all sway, unconsciously imitating Rhoda.


Cecelia feels clammy. Her vintage polyester dress tightens around her body. The smell of old cigarettes rises from the fabric.


“In all seriousness, I’m excited to find partners who share our vision, so we can accelerate our zippy growth. But I also want to address a topic near to my heart.”


Her voice is all concern, all warmth. “It’s my dream to make stock options available to employees. As often happens, my dream got tangled in a net of logistics.”


Pain winds up Cecelia’s ribs. She tries to ignore it, breathing lightly, while Rhoda spouts bullshit and everyone gazes up like she’s bearing a divine message.


“My hope is that everyone in this room already feels possessive of Radical. This company wouldn’t be what it is without you.” She stretches out her arms. “At Radical . . .”


Too late, Cecelia remembers why she always slips out early. Here it comes, the dreaded chant, the voices reciting louder and louder, ending on a shout:


At Radical, we share the Well, we quest harder, ignore the haters, always bebetter, can’t be stopped, Radical, Radical, out on top!


Rhoda cheers. Her ponytail hangs down her shoulder like a snake.


Yes, there’s someone Cecelia hates more than the Michelles.


Rhoda.










Dani



Monday


Dani is at the bottom of a pit, an anchor lashed to her ankle. Far away, something beeps. Hauling herself up, she fumbles to silence her alarm. Her eyes droop; the anchor drags. She’s never been so exhausted. Never knew exhaustion like this existed.


As soon as she’s vertical, nausea rushes in. She hurtles down the hall, bangs the bathroom door shut.


Not long ago, her mornings were carefully choreographed: meditation, shower, makeup, a daily affirmation scrawled on a Post-it stuck to the mirror. Now she vomits, collapses against the claw-foot tub, legs flopped on dusty penny tile.


The baby floating inside Dani is only the size of a lemon, not an anchor, not heavy at all. Her eyes close.


Up, up, get dressed, go. Lift is waiting.


This is the only affirmation she needs: Lift is ahead.


Only one elevator stops on the thirty-fourth floor. It opens onto a black-tiled antechamber, empty except for a brass sign that reads “Access to the Well Is Restricted. No Photography or Video. Visitors See Reception on 35.”


Dani swipes her pass at the heavy door set into the wall. It opens with a suction sound, like a seal breaking.


Stepping into the Well, Dani always feels as if she’s descended deep underground. The hall is cool and dim. Her reflection glides across the black tiled walls like a pale fish. It’s silent apart from a low hum, as if the air behind the closed doors is pressurized. Dani’s never glimpsed inside the rooms, with their mysterious, evocative names: Source Room, R&D, Panacea Conference Room.


Breathing the cold, pure air, Dani already feels better. In the Well, Radical develops all the remedies she relies on. Her Femme Vitale and Good Gut vitamins. The immunity concentrate she dissolves in water and the magnesium caramel she chews before bed. The oils she dabs on her wrists, for calm and focus and energy. The collagen-rich SuperYou juice she’s sipping now, the only thing she can stomach for breakfast.


Thirty percent of the human body is collagen. It makes hair strong, skin elastic, muscles springy. Dani imagines thick, unctuous collagen coating her insides, plumping the baby.


The final door is the only one Dani’s opened. Inside the Testing Center a worker in a white lab coat sits behind a counter. As Dani enters, she rises to shake a pill into a dish.


“Any new symptoms? Headaches, nausea, fever, rash?”


“Nope,” Dani lies, accepting the dose of Lift in her palms.


The call for testers went out after the New Year: Be the first to try Lift! Apply for the Radical Trials!


Lift! For months, Rhoda had teased the mysterious supplement under development. Not for health or beauty, but to “center the mind, spirit, and heart.”


Within days of starting the Trial, Dani felt the effects. Before Lift, her sadness was perpetual. It ebbed and surged, always worst at night. Lift broke the pattern. Nothing dramatic; she wasn’t ecstatic. She simply felt even.


The improvement was so notable that, in March, when Dani confronted a stick with two pink lines, she never considered withdrawing from the Trial. If a mother is upset or stressed, the fetus essentially marinates in bad hormones, absorbing them into her foundational nervous system. Dani on Lift is good for the baby, too. Anyway, in spite of the attendant’s symptom check, the risk feels small. Lift is natural, like everything Radical makes. Dani’s only fear is being found out. The truth is written on her body: in the grease at the roots of her hair, the swell of her breasts and stomach, the woozy clench of her jaw. But the attendant doesn’t notice. So far, nobody has.


Taking a seat at the long table, Dani opens the sleek, lilac-toned Radical app and navigates to Lift. The screen goes white, and unadorned text appears:




Good morning! Welcome to the world’s first hybrid supplement. Please follow the journal prompts and take your dose of Lift when directed. Write freely: the deeper you go, the deeper the benefits. The journal is yours alone.





Dani clicks.




Did you dream last night? What did you feel when you woke?





Dani tries to remember past the anchor and its heavy chain. She dreamed of her mom’s garden. It was peaking: fragrant peppers and tomatoes heavy on vines, geraniums so red they stung the eye. But it was winter. The air was slate gray and wet. Wind shook the plants in their stakes. The flowers didn’t have time to drop their petals; they simply shriveled.


Her mom was kneeling in the flower bed. Dani called for her to come inside. Her mom glanced over her shoulder. Her smile was radiant. “Don’t worry!” She leaned back over the lilies, her gold cross pendant swinging.


Dani takes her time recounting the dream, trying to express how warm her mother had looked, even in the cold. Glowing with vitality.


The app swallows Dani’s text. The screen goes black, reflecting Dani’s face, and the thin gold chain under her collar, then it serves another question.




Take a moment to imagine a relaxing vacation, real or imaginary. Where are you? Name one thing you can see, smell, touch, hear, and taste.





In the spring, Trevor took Dani to Tent Rocks in New Mexico, the place that inspired Radical HQ. Whittled by ancient water, the canyon wound between mammoth rock formations. Compressed into red and bronze layers by the passing of eons, the rocks appeared strangely soft. They rippled and curved. Meandering along the twisting path felt almost mystical. (Like birth, Rhoda described it: feminine and holy.)


It was beautiful, although Dani was queasy from the altitude, or maybe early pregnancy. She leaves that out. She writes about the smell of dust, the heat of the stone and the startling chill of the shade.




Swallow Lift with 6 oz. liquid.





Lift is button-size, matcha-green. It’s not chalky like a vitamin, or smooth like a gel capsule, or coated like medicine. When Dani puts it on her tongue, the shell is brittle as a seed. As she holds it in her mouth, it dissolves, airy and almost savory.


Her shoulders uncurl. Her tiredness eases, the anchor loosened.




Choose a word to define your day.





Thinking of her mom’s garden, Dani writes: Bloom.




You’ve achieved Lift-off! Thank you for participating in the Radical Trials.





Dani’s lifting her bag to her shoulder when a tall, dark-haired woman comes into the room, holding a manila envelope. The receptionist lowers her phone, but the woman’s eyes land on Dani. Her heels clip briskly.


“Dani Lang? I’m Mari Kapoor. I’m glad I caught you. Do you have a moment?”


Dani’s Radical bracelet hums three quick warnings: her pulse is high.


Mari is the Director of the Well. The genius, as Rhoda calls her, behind every release. Like Rhoda, Mari has a background in science, hence the uniform of crisp white coats and the pristine workspace. We run the Well as rigorously as a medical lab, Rhoda says. Except our ingredients are entirely pure.


“I want to thank you for helping with our project,” Mari begins.


They know Dani’s pregnant. They’re going to kick her off the test. She’ll be lucky if they don’t fire her. Lying about her symptoms, jeopardizing the veracity of the Trial results, just because she selfishly enjoys taking Lift . . .


“It’s an honor,” Dani blurts. “Lift is incredible. The journal, the ritual—it really works for me.” With an effort, she closes her lips.


Mari seems amused. “I’m glad. Your responses impressed us. We’ve sent a few up to Rhoda. She’s interested in talking to you about a potential writing role.”


Dani is stunned. Rhoda has read her writing. Rhoda!


“Customer Worship transfers need special approval,” Mari says, sliding the envelope to Dani. “Here are the forms for transferring departments, for your perusal.”


Her voice is impersonal, focused on the logistics, but Dani finds herself smiling apologetically. It’s her habitual response to the condescension that inevitably accompanies the words Customer Worship, whether she’s talking to someone at Radical, to Trevor’s friends, strangers at parties, Uber drivers, baristas. Customer Worship doesn’t fit into either of the city’s two categories: Tech and Everyone Else.


“Rhoda’s assistant will set up an interview.” Mari stands, smoothing her crisp coat. “Good luck. Rhoda is very particular. You should be proud, however things go.”


Dani takes the envelope in both hands.


Dani would have done anything to get in the door at Radical. Mopped floors, scrubbed toilets, worn a hairnet and served lunch. She feels lucky every time she rides the elevator to the top floor. Lucky as she passes between the sculptural pillars, designed to evoke the striated rocks of the canyon. Lucky as she follows the teal path set into the navy carpet, which winds through the pods, past the glass-doored conference rooms where future Radical projects unfold. (The full path is a quarter-mile loop; Rhoda walks ten or fifteen laps a day.)


Dani’s lucky to be here. Lucky to be employee #55, with an enviable first-name-only email address, a coveted lilac track jacket with her name embroidered on the chest.


She sits at her desk, automatically checking the sidebar to confirm her avatar is still ranked at the top of the CW Team. She easily sinks into a flow, responding to tickets, words coming easily as apples picked from a low branch. She likes helping customers, even the ones her teammates find difficult. She’s lucky to be in CW, truly, but the idea of writing for Radical fizzes inside her. Under her desk, Mari’s envelope juts from her purse like a flag.


At noon, black-painted fingernails tap her desk. “Lunch? They’re doing bao buns.” Cecelia lifts her eyebrows in ironic enthusiasm.


She joins the thronged buffet line, while Dani goes for the bland safety of a hummus wrap. At a table, she takes a cautious bite. Crumbles of salty feta dot the creamy hummus. It’s delicious, but her hunger is a coin that can flip, at any moment, to revulsion.


Cecelia drops her loaded tray and collapses in her chair like she’s been toiling in a kitchen for hours. “What a circus.” She squints at Dani’s wrap. “That’s it?”


“I’m not hungry,” Dani says, averting her eyes from the squish of Cecelia’s bao. She hasn’t told anyone yet, apart from Trevor. Not even his parents. At some point, they’ll drive down to Brisbane, sit in the dining room with the collection of antique stringed instruments, eat a flawless dinner with paired wines, and share the news.


Cecelia licks her fingers. “Aren’t you pissed that Rhoda didn’t give us shares?”


Dani hums. Lucky, she’s still thinking, sipping her ginger juice. Lucky to be in the bright cafeteria. Lucky to have found Radical.


“What’s up? You’re all—” Cecelia describes a circle in the air over the table, searching for the word. “Something.”


Cecelia is perpetually off in space, but she can be surprisingly perceptive when she tries. She might read the signs: Dani’s puffy eyes, her ginger juice.


“I might get a promotion,” Dani blurts.


“Really?” Cecelia’s surprise is close to a recoil. “Will you be a Team Lead? Taking over for Holly, I hope.” She brightens at the idea.


“To Marketing. But, I dunno. Maybe I should stay in CW.” Dani smooths the wrinkles from her empty foil wrap.


Cecelia laughs. “Oh, sure. What’d they tell us, our first day? We’re doing crucial work on the front lines with customers!” Her voice deepens to a parody of an old-timey news anchor.


They started in CW together. Cecelia found out Dani was new to the city and took charge of her orientation. They ate Bi-Rite ice cream in Dolores Park, ogling the skyline, Dani coughing in the cloud of pot smoke. They drank tiki cocktails in a fancy hotel in Nob Hill, and sipped espresso at sidewalk café tables in North Beach, and danced in the Castro wearing feather boas from a store that sold vintage clothing by the pound. They browsed paperbacks at City Lights, and Cecelia admitted that she wanted to be a writer. If nothing else, I could write a memoir. How to Be Filthy Poor in Tech Paradise!


“Good for you,” Cecilia says now, drawing her legs from under the table. “Want dessert?”


Her flip-flops slap across the floor. She pulls the lever for soft serve, coiling the chocolate-vanilla swirl perilously high over the rim.










Rhoda



Monday


“Someone in this room is responsible for leaking the fundraising round. Whether you’re aware of it or not.”


The Core Team is silent. Heads of Marketing, Data and IT, Operations, People, and the Well. Smart women. Handpicked by me. Loyal, I thought. They sit straight, ignoring the punches of construction noise from the high-rise going up next door.




@Radicalidiocy


Radical’s “Core Team” looks like a collection of Business Barbies from Mattel. #bebetter #orjustlookbetter





Women’s effectiveness is ten times as likely to be linked to their appearance as men’s. An all-female Core Team was crucial to me. The best candidates knew the research and presented themselves accordingly.


Everyone’s all blown-out hair (except for Cam’s spiky pixie), invisible makeup, manicured nails raking the tabletop. Our weekly meetings are bloodbaths. We review wins and fails, assign ownership to cross-departmental projects, and—most crucially—distribute budgets. The atmosphere gets as heady as a locker room before a match. Radical bracelets trap sweat, detect the rise of endorphins, assess the hammer of the pulse. Competition brings out the best in people.


“I’m going to assume the leak was unintentional, since everyone in this room stands to gain or lose in direct proportion to the success of this round. If you believe you know how it got out, speak up.”


Silence. In the back of the room, Jason Percy, my first investor, my oldest adviser, stands, arms crossed. His nose is sharp, his head shaved in an attempt to one-up encroaching baldness. His glasses reflect the windows as he surveys the table.


I stride to the whiteboard, scrawl Circuit, the marker squealing.


“Going forward, remember this rule. Energy can only flow when a circuit is closed. This room is a circuit. Your teams are circuits. When a circuit is open, no information should move, period.” I swivel on my heel. “Cara?”


Cara, Head of People, stands. “We’re taking immediate steps. All social media sites will be blocked. We’ll run a search in case the writer posted from Radical equipment. Log-ins, email activity, even keystrokes, if it comes to it. It’s a sizeable search. If anyone has concerns about a member of their team, that could speed things up.”


Cara is athletic and upbeat, a former volleyball captain. Does her aggressive cheerfulness mask secret cynicism?


“Are we sure they work at Radical?” asks Lisbeth, Head of Marketing. Milk-pale, with orb-like blue eyes, Lisbeth danced professionally before enrolling at Harvard Business School. Her Instagram has over twenty thousand followers. If she’s tweeting, she’s motivated by envy, or restlessness. At some point everyone wonders if they can do better than the boss.


“Have you read all of the tweets?” I ask.


Lisbeth scoffs. “Of course not.”


I lean against the window. Construction shakes the glass. “Know your enemy. I’ve read them. They work here.”


This morning, five minutes after the All-Hands:




@Radicalidiocy


Rhoda’s message to Radigals who want stock: Visualize how hard you’d work if you had options, begin to work that hard, and the universe will manifest your desire. Probably. Maybe.





“Is searching computers a privacy concern?” asks Mari, Director of the Well. Mari has a medical background; her notions of confidentiality are outdated. I can’t imagine Mari tweeting, she’s too professional, but if it’s her, I have real reason to worry. She’s done brilliant work on Lift. Is she feeling underappreciated?


Cam, Head of Data, reclines in their chair. “As a condition of employment, employees agree that everything done on Radical hardware is visible.”


Cam is sharp, efficient, unflappable. It they’re behind it, it’s to make some political statement.


I stroke my Radical bracelet with my thumb. Sometimes I check my profile in the system. It’s reassuring to see the even lines: pulse and step count and 5.5 hours of sleep.


In the silence, everyone twitches, except Jason. He’s still as a hawk on a branch. He’s the only person in the room I trust completely.


An alarming crash comes from the construction site. Then a chorus of frantic shouts. Everyone turns eagerly to the distraction.


“A good place to end,” I say. “A reminder of the importance of careful work.”


I cross the room to open the door. The team, surprised at the release, rushes to collect laptops and coffee cups. They file out quickly, as if they’re afraid I might grab them by the elbow. I stand in the doorway a moment, watching them disperse to their pods. The office hums. Radigals bend over computers, stride in pairs to meeting rooms, heads swiveling as they pass the flat-screens showing the latest numbers.


The troll, whoever she is, is an anomaly.


Back in the room, Jason’s settled into a chair, awaiting our debrief. His legs are crossed, exposing his signature red socks—same brand as the Pope, he brags.


His dapper clothes were the first thing I noticed about him, a contrast to the khaki-and-branded-activewear venture capitalist uniform. We met at a mixer at the Rosewood Hotel, our elbows jutting over the glossy wood bar. I ordered a Coke in a glass, hoping no one would guess it was all I could afford.


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
‘Sharp, fun, and wickedly smart’
Kathy Wang

Kelsey Rae Dimberg
;)

BEAUTY IS PAIN

‘Dimberg’s prose glows with the power of a thousand serums’
Avery Carpenter Forrey





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
SNAKE
OIL

Kelsey Rae Dimberg

MMMMMMMMM





