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PRAISE FOR BIT FLIP








“In Bit Flip, Trigg aims some wickedly smart satire at the dark, beating heart of Silicon Valley, and exposes a lot of moral gray areas along the way. This is the kind of book that’ll make you very afraid—and very angry—about the win-at-all-costs ethos at the core of our self-righteous tech culture.”


—ROB HART, author of The Warehouse and The Paradox Hotel


“In Bit Flip, Trigg shines a light on the often-toxic tech community and walks a fascinating tightrope, deftly mixing insider knowledge with an outlier’s moral observations. Just as 1’s switch to 0’s and back again, Trigg’s characters challenge us to examine the complicated, false binary between right and wrong.”


—ADAM NEMETT, author of We Can Save Us All


“A searing exposé of one man’s journey into the heart of Silicon Valley darkness. Trigg, with heart, levity, and deftness, portrays a culture driven by one seemingly innocent question: ‘Why can’t that happen to me?’ A culture where there is no failure, there is only trying again, and again, until all the Kool-Aid is gone. One might think it preposterous if it wasn’t frighteningly real. A slow burn that sneaks up and bowls you over in the end.”


—JACKIE TOWNSEND, author of Riding High in April


“As much a compelling narrative as it is a critical analysis of contemporary capitalism, this story worries over the coming future, in which technology could take over much of what people used to do. This helps to make Bit Flip an engrossing novel that satirizes the pretensions of tech bros and billionaires.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS, 5 stars


“… a worthwhile, humorous take on the moral infirmities of the tech industry.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Mike Trigg’s novel Bit Flip is exceptionally well-written, with a satisfying balance of action, intrigue, back story, characterization, and description. He weaves together several compelling story elements, some of them technical in nature, with ease and the manner in which he wraps up the narrative is both concise and provocative.”


—INDIEREADER, 5-star review
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bit \ ˈbit \ [binary digit]


noun


1. computers: a unit of computer information equivalent to the result of a choice between two alternatives (such as yes or no, on or off, 0 or 1).


bit flip \ ˈbit, ˈflip \


noun


1. computers: the act of switching a bit from 0 to 1 or 1 to 0. Also refers to the changing of one’s mind 180 degrees.












CHAPTER 1:GREENROOM






THE BUZZ OF THE AUDIENCE was audible even from the greenroom backstage in which Sam Hughes sat with the other panelists. All of them pretended to be preoccupied with their phones as they picked at pastries and fruit salad. Something that sounded important was announced over the loudspeaker from the main stage, but Sam couldn’t make it out—like someone shouting underwater. The excitement in the speaker’s voice was perceptible, but the actual words were indecipherable. The lost message—information he wondered if he needed before he went onstage—only intensified his anxiety, tightening the knot in his chest.


When he left the house that morning, Sam didn’t know he would be speaking to an audience of over a thousand people. The day started typically enough, indistinguishable from thousands of others like it in the twenty-year journey he called his “career.” He and his wife, Heather, orchestrated a tightly choreographed dance each morning, orbiting each other like planets, starting in the bathroom, culminating in the kitchen, striving to get their three children out the door in time for school, before she left for work and he embarked on his hour-long commute to San Francisco.


During his drive that morning, Sam reflected on the previous start-up companies he had worked for, each so promising at the outset but now blurred together in his memory—one year here, two years there, their sequence and significance only recalled accurately if he consulted his LinkedIn profile to jog his memory. Some were modest successes, but most ran out of money, or never shipped product, or never generated revenue, or all of the above. Sam had managed to jump from rung to rung, opportunistically grasping increasingly senior positions at the next company before the previous one fizzled out, lost in the detritus of venture-backed implosions. But his current company, Ainetu … This one has potential, Sam thought as he drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, trapped in the crippling helplessness of bumper-to-bumper traffic along the Embarcadero, inching toward his office in the SoMa district. An endless parade of bicycles, motorized skateboards, electric scooters, and other wheeled contraptions passed him on the sidewalk as he stood still, watching the traffic light again cycle to yellow, then red, with only a car or two making it through the intersection.


Sam was busy convincing himself this job, this commute, this career was all worth it when the unexpected phone call from Hannah Goodwin, the PR person at Ainetu, blared across his car speakers. Her call was initially a welcome distraction, but her urgent appeal was not.


“Sam! I’m so glad I caught you. Where are you?” she asked.


“Uh … right now I’m in gridlock on the Embarcadero.”


“Oh, thank God! OK, you need to go straight to Moscone Center,” she said. “You’re speaking on a panel at SaaStr in twenty minutes.”


“Wait, what?” Sam asked, but Hannah was already gone.


Now, here he was in the greenroom, dutifully awaiting his moment onstage to opine on a panel discussion about … Wait, what was it about again? He thumbed through the event guide and reread the buzzword- laden description but felt no more prepared. Looking up from the program, he regarded the twentysomething guy across from him, with his feet sprawled on the coffee table, wearing pink Chuck Taylor high-tops and a black T-shirt with all-caps white lettering that read, “I SAY WHAT EVERYONE ELSE IS THINKING.”


Bet you wouldn’t say what I’m thinking now, Sam thought.


This had to be Cory Campbell, who, according to the program and Sam’s vague recollection, was the twenty-four-year-old founder of an AI analytics software start-up called Marvel.io that was supposedly competitive with Sam’s company. Having just raised a huge round of venture capital, Marvel.io had timed their announcement perfectly to maximize buzz at the high-profile conference. The other panelist Sam had met before, Danny Liu—the founder of a smaller company in the space called Red Sparrow that was acquired by Prism Systems, the huge enterprise software conglomerate where Liu was now some midlevel VP of “AI Innovation.” Apart from curt greetings, the three panelists hadn’t exchanged any further words. The crowd laughed at something inaudible onstage as Cory took a selfie with his arm raised to full extension and his face in a sly, contorted pose.


Sam tried not to visibly roll his eyes. He didn’t want to be there, but as chief operating officer, he didn’t have a choice. His boss, the founder and CEO of Ainetu, Rohan Sharma, had originally agreed to speak on the panel but abruptly deemed it beneath him earlier that morning. As usual, Sam had to clean up the mess. Rohan’s likeness peered up at Sam from the program, dozens of which were splayed across the table, soiled with coffee rings and croissant remnants. Sam had a million other things he needed to be doing, but placating his boss always seemed to trump everything else. He wasn’t prepared for the event, but he knew the routine—he had done it more times than he cared to remember. The dog and pony show of humble brags and restrained amazement at your own company’s incredible growth trajectory. Peacocking for the audience, the press, the analysts, and anyone else who gave a shit about your little corner of the vast tech landscape.


“OK, we’re ready for you guys,” an event planner in a headset and armed with an iPad announced through the greenroom door. Sam followed his fellow panelists past the production equipment, where a tech wired them up with lavalier microphones he clipped to their shirts, tucking the transmitters into their pant pockets.


Kyle Kawala, their gregarious moderator, intercepted the trio backstage. “So? Are you guys psyched?” he asked, greeting Cory with a bro shake with his right hand accompanied by a back-thumping half hug with his left. An associate at one of the big investment banks, Kyle was a ubiquitous fixture on the conference circuit. His diminutive stature was simultaneously exacerbated by an impossibly skinny gray suit and elevated by a meticulously tousled mane of jet-black hair.


After greeting Danny with the same exuberant ritual, Kyle turned to Sam and asked, “So … who are you again?”


Hannah, who had somehow slipped backstage without anyone noticing, interjected before Sam could answer. “He’s COO at Ainetu. Sam is the number two.”


“So, Rohan couldn’t make it?” Kyle asked, giving Sam a cursory inspection.


“Unfortunately, no—he had a …” Hannah started her practiced excuse.


“He’s so full of shit,” Kyle interrupted. “I don’t know why I invite him to these things. So, he sent this guy?” Kyle asked rhetorically, as if Sam were an inanimate object at a flea market, worthy only of disdain.


“Sam’s awesome. He’s going to do great!” Hannah insisted. Then, turning to Sam, she said, “I’ll be live tweeting the whole event. Thanks for filling in at the last minute. You’ll do great!” She clenched Sam’s arm in a manner that was unclear if the encouragement was meant for him or herself, then slipped back between the curtains toward the auditorium.


Kyle and Cory snickered in a quick sidebar conversation as the voice of God announced, “And now … please welcome to the stage our next panel, ‘The Age of Knowing Everything,’ moderated by Kyle Kawala of Bronson & Associates!”


Kyle strode onstage to the welling of applause and high-energy pop music. Spotlights captured each of the panelists as they took their designated seats, crossing their legs and opening bottles of water as the walk-out music faded. Sam knew the room was big from attending the event in the past, but with the bright lights of the stage he could only make out the first row or two of people. It was an unsettling effect—like being in front of a one-way mirror knowing thousands of people were on the other side.


After effusive introductions of each of the panelists and all their accomplishments, along with an acknowledgement of Sam’s substitute status, Kyle directed his first question at his party buddy, Cory. “So, Cory, let’s start off with you. Where did you get the inspiration for Marvel.io?”


“That’s a great question,” Cory said with a coy smile and a sudden affect in his voice that was vaguely British. He sat sideways in his chair with one leg casually bobbing over the armrest. “I just looked at the landscape of tired legacy vendors and thought, ‘We can do better.’” The shot, presumably directed at the other panelists, seemed off base to Sam, given Ainetu had been founded only seven years ago. Of course, Cory was in high school seven years ago, so maybe Ainetu did deserve to be lumped in with the dinosaurs.


“Congratulations on your recent big series A financing. What was it? Twenty?”


“Yeah, twenty million on a hundred million pre,” Cory replied.


“Nice, mate!” Kyle smiled conspiratorially, extending a quick fist bump. “Great valuation. You can do some damage with that!” A ripple of envious laughter coursed through the audience.


“Yeah, we’re making incredible progress,” Cory said. “We’ve developed the world’s first unsupervised deep-learning algorithm on over a thousand individual behavioral attributes. We know what you’re going to buy, say, or do before you do.”


“So, what do you plan to do with all that fresh gunpowder?” Kyle asked.


“Go after the big boys,” Cory said with a nod down the dais, landing another jab at his fellow panelists. “It just shows, if you build something truly innovative and disruptive, good things happen.”


“We love you, Cory!” a young woman’s voice shouted from the back of the auditorium. Cory pointed into the darkness in recognition of his admirer.


“I’m sorry,” Danny, the VP from Prism, interjected, eager to defend his entrepreneurial street cred. “I’m not sure you can call yourselves disruptive when you barely have a product or any customers.” The remark didn’t land as intended. Too snarky, coming from a conscripted foot soldier of the old guard, lobbed into an audience partial to the perpetual march of innovation and disruption.


“OK … I like it!” Kyle encouraged. “Mixing things up! This isn’t just going to be some boring, put-you-to-sleep, get-me-another-cup-of-coffee panel,” he said, turning to the audience to incite a reaction. “So, tell us … why did you sell little Red Sparrow to a behemoth like Prism?”


Danny sat upright in his chair, cleared his throat, and paused to heighten the drama of his response. “I’ll tell you, Kyle … it was … bar none … one of the toughest decisions of my life. No doubt. I tell you. We had so much momentum. We were growing so fast! But I just felt we could do so much more with the resources of a big company behind us. It just made sense for us, you know?”


“OK, fair enough,” Kyle acknowledged, sensing the murmur in the audience as begrudging approval. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. You guys had a nice exit. What was the price again?”


“Ha! Nice try, Kyle. You know the terms weren’t disclosed,” Danny said, shuffling in his chair. “I’ll tell you, though, if there’s one bit of advice I’d share with all those budding entrepreneurs out there, it’s that companies don’t get sold, they get bought. I mean … if you’re building something of value, then eventually someone’s going to want that value, you know?” Danny said, cupping his hands to the word value as if carrying something precious. “As soon as you start selling, you’re trying to convince people to do something they don’t want to do. You seem desperate. Buyers want confidence. They want swagger. If there’s no FOMO, you’re not going to get the deal you want. Simple as that.”


“That’s a great point,” Kyle said. “So, how are you going to keep that swagger now that you’re part of such a big organization? How are you going to remain disruptive now that you are the incumbent?”


“Disruption can come from anywhere,” Danny said. “One of the reasons I did the deal is we’ve been given a lot of autonomy within Prism. We have the nimbleness of a start-up but the resources of a global organization.”


Sam had tried to retain the appearance of being involved in the conversation that had thus far transpired without him. His head politely turned from left to right like a spectator at a tennis match to follow the self-congratulatory volleys. Under the harsh spotlights, he felt beads of sweat precipitating in his armpits, threatening to roll down his rib cage and dampen his shirt. Then he caught a glimpse of his face, delayed by a barely perceptible millisecond on the giant projection screen hovering in the corner of his eye. Realizing he looked disinterested, he contorted his face into a forced expression of engagement, as if profound points were being made.


“What about you, Sam?” Kyle said, snapping Sam to attention with the abrupt redirect. “What’s your perspective on all this?”


“My perspective on what?” Sam asked, thinking he had been adequately following along but now realizing he was distracted. He saw a look of concern flash across Hannah’s face in the front row. Her thumbs suspended over her phone in a temporary halt of her live tweeting.


“Well, you’re kinda caught in the middle—both figuratively and literally,” Kyle said, gesturing to Sam’s position between the two other panelists. “Ainetu’s not a start-up anymore, but you’re not a big company either. You’re like a tween.”


The audience laughed.


“Oh …,” Sam said, his tone changing, slightly perturbed at the joke. “I didn’t know what you meant by ‘this.’ Maybe you meant this panel, or this room, or this whole event—or maybe even this area or this industry. There’s lots of interpretations of ‘this,’ Kyle.”


“Interesting,” Kyle said, taking a beat, measuring how to react as a ripple of discomfort reverberated through the audience. “Well, let’s pull that thread. Which ‘this’ would you like to talk about?”


Sam looked out toward the crowd, silhouetted by the glare of the spotlights. About half were absorbed in their phones or laptops, their faces illuminated in miniature spotlights of their own. The other half that was actually paying attention looked at him expectantly. He knew what he was supposed to tell them. He was supposed to say how great Ainetu was doing. Boast about their latest round of funding at a sky-high valuation. Commend his tireless, bright, hardworking team for all the momentum they had generated. Marvel at their visionary founder (who, sadly, was too focused on building the world’s next billion-dollar business to join them this particular day) for his extraordinary prescience. Conjure their envy by alluding to how big their exit was going to be. Declare without a hint of irony or misgivings how Ainetu was disrupting the status quo, shifting the paradigm, changing the world. But he couldn’t do it.


“Sam?” Kyle prodded.


Sam began tentatively. “I don’t know … I know what you want me to say—what the SaaStr audience wants to hear. You want me to pound my chest in that distinctly faux-modest Silicon Valley way, about how we’re crushing it. How we’re going to be the next to join the Unicorn Club. But some days it seems like the only thing we’re ‘crushing’ is ourselves. Grinding away at the elusive, life-changing exit that, for most of us, never comes.”


“Oh, c’mon, Sam—you just told me backstage that Ainetu is doing amazing. Don’t be so modest,” Kyle said, attempting to stem the buzz-killing monologue by referencing a conversation that never happened. Sam could hear shuffling in the audience, see heads leaning together to whisper snide remarks. Some started livestreaming the stage with their phones.


Sam conceded a melancholy smile toward Kyle. His thoughts suddenly flashed back to his first glimpse of the San Francisco Bay, framed by the glow of the setting sun, as he descended from the Altamont Pass in his U-Haul from college. Breaking away from his Midwestern familial obligations to pursue a career in Silicon Valley. It was his Eden—a land where brilliant young entrepreneurs conjured transformative products, disrupted every facet of the global economy, and generated overnight fortunes as a well-deserved reward. He had been so idealistic. So genuine in his belief that the dawn of the internet was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. That he was part of something bigger, part of something that was making the world a better place.


That sentiment seemed so distant and gullible to him now. It had been a long time since he had sincerely felt that way. So long that he barely remembered what it even felt like anymore. That idealism, that hope, that purpose had all dissipated long ago. All that remained in its place was his bruised ego after two decades of forgettable start-ups. The financial and professional windfall he assumed awaited him, that seemed so easily attainable, never materialized. Exacting a psychological toll along with the bleak financial reality of bounced payroll checks, mediocre healthcare, and onerous mortgage payments—barely getting by, even as a dual-income couple. Did he really think Ainetu would be any different? Sam clasped his hands, cleared his throat, and leaned forward in his chair.


“Maybe I’ve just been here too long and gotten a little cynical. But we’re all fed this narrative about success when we come to Silicon Valley. I remember sitting out there in the audience and watching people like us talk. We use the language of humility and virtue and modesty, but, really, we’re all just bragging. We remember how envious we felt about those lucky ones who raised big rounds or had successful exits. So now we want you to feel that same envy, that jealousy. To hold us in high esteem for our amazing accomplishments. That’s the fuel that keeps the Valley going. Greed and envy and pride and all the other deadly sins are the core flywheel of who we are. We may sugarcoat it in rhetoric about making the world a better place. But, for the most part, that’s bullshit. We’re motivated by fame and fortune, just like everyone else. More so than everyone else. Without your naive optimism, your willingness to take the riskiest, one-in-a-million bets, Silicon Valley doesn’t exist—the machine stalls. The story you’re told by entitled entrepreneurs, and your friends at other companies, and investors, and the tech press, is just that … a story. Ostensibly to inspire you, but, in reality, it entraps you. Destines you to expend your energy and creativity for the enrichment of investors. Measures you only by the size of your exits. Values you only by the esteem of others. Don’t let yourself be a victim of that one narrative.”


Sam unscrewed the cap of his water bottle and took a long sip. He wasn’t sure himself if he was trying to regain his composure or letting the room stew in the juices of his diatribe. Maybe both. The dais was silent. The other panelists exchanged furtive glances. Kyle’s expression indicated he wished he hadn’t baited Sam down a conversation-killing rathole. Hannah pressed her hand into her forehead.


Finally, Sam stood and said, “And that’s all I have to say about ‘this,’ Kyle.” He unclipped his lavalier, walked off the stage, and returned to the greenroom.












CHAPTER 2:FIRE ALARM






SAM HAD NEVER NOTICED the fire alarm before. He had been in that conference room a thousand times, maybe more. But he had never noticed the transparent piece of plastic, jutting an inch or two from the wall, emblazoned with a single word in vertical red lettering down the side, FIRE. He vaguely recalled a false alarm one day, a year or two ago maybe. The pitch and wail of the alarm was intolerable. Employees plugged fingers in their ears as seizure-inducing strobe lights illuminated the floor. No doubt the flashing lights emanated from mechanisms like the one Sam now regarded, but he hadn’t noticed them at the time. Like psychedelic disco balls, hiding in plain sight, just waiting for the moment to activate.


“Do you know what I mean?” Sam’s boss, Rohan, asked, facing Sam but avoiding eye contact. The question sounded rhetorical, so Sam didn’t feel immediately compelled to reply. Biding his time to engage in the conversation that really did seem to be unfolding, Sam again gazed around the glass-walled conference room. He noted their director of HR, Jessie Hernandez, lingering awkwardly outside the conference room door. Any ambiguities about the point of this conversation were eradicated by her presence. Sam noted more mundane details around the room—the pen trough below the whiteboard filled with multicolored dust from the erasable markers; the stained, orphaned conference room chair that didn’t match the others; the little plastic plug in the tabletop to conceal wires running to the electrical outlets below. Details he had been too busy to notice before, now seen, likely, for the last time.


“No, I’m not sure I do know what you mean,” Sam finally replied. “It just doesn’t seem like a big deal to me.”


Rohan let out an exasperated sigh. “You may not think so, but it reflects poorly on Ainetu, on me, to have you storming out of one of the premier tech conferences. We’re trying hard to portray a certain image as a business, and losing your shit onstage is inconsistent with that image.”


“I just wasn’t in the mood to partake in all the bullshit,” Sam said. “I didn’t say anything negative about Ainetu, or you. I was just speaking my mind. Besides, if it was such a big event, why did you bail at the last minute? The only reason I was there was ’cause you couldn’t be bothered.”


“Well, the message it sent to me is that your head isn’t in the game. That you’re not committed. That Ainetu isn’t your number one priority,” Rohan said, still without making eye contact. For all his bravado and rhetorical bullying in groups, Rohan could become awkwardly conflict-averse in interpersonal conversations. “See, sometimes companies outgrow their executives, and a change becomes necessary … to do what’s best for the company.”


Sam felt his face flush with anger. His outburst at the event was a mistake, but it was also an outlier. Outwardly, his default role had always been that of the dutiful lieutenant—implementing orders, rectifying problems, achieving objectives. Ensuring the company was positioned for success, often in spite of the founder’s arbitrary edicts. Rohan had been dropping knives at him for months, and Sam had caught every single one.


“Are you really firing me over this?” Sam asked. “After everything I’ve done to make this company successful—to make you successful. After cleaning up the mess and getting the company back on track, you’re firing me? For what? Telling the truth?”


“I just can’t trust you anymore.”


The reality, Sam knew, was that Rohan had never trusted him. Maybe he was right not to. A founder always looks over his shoulder at a second-in-command, particularly one placed there by an interventionist board. Though Sam had ruminated about assuming control someday, now wasn’t the time to break the facade of his loyalty.


“That’s ridiculous! You’ve trusted me with every aspect of running this business for over two years. This is a complete overreaction—totally unexpected,” Sam said, staring incredulously, trying to remain calm. “Why are you doing this?”


“Jessie can go over all the details with you,” Rohan replied, twirling a pen in his hand. “It’s probably best to talk with her.”


“Talk with Jessie? I’m not asking how to enroll in COBRA,” Sam said sarcastically. “I’m asking you why you’re really letting me go. There’s no justification for it.”


“It’s already done,” Rohan said with a wave of his hand. “I’m interviewing your replacement in ten minutes.” Sam immediately deflated with the realization that this wasn’t the usual impulsive Rohan decision, but a premeditated plan. “How do you think we should position this?” Rohan asked after a prolonged pause.


Sam was dumbstruck, still absorbing what was transpiring. Was Rohan really asking him how to position his own firing to the rest of the company without even giving him the courtesy of a rational explanation as to why this was happening?


“What do you mean?” Sam asked.


“Well … I was thinking, if you want to tell people you decided to quit, I’d be fine with that,” Rohan said.


Sam realized then that Rohan actually understood just how tenuous his control of the company was. That if he told the employees he fired Sam, he could have a mutiny on his hands. Hence the offer, under the veil of letting Sam save face, to position his murder as a suicide.


“No, I think we should tell people the truth. That this was your decision,” Sam said. “That you decided the ‘best thing for the company’ is to let me go.”


Rohan remained silent, looking down again at his spinning pen just as it slipped from his grasp and clattered across the table. Then, stealing a glance at Sam, he said, “OK, Jessie is ready to talk to you now.”


[image: Images]


Jessica Hernandez perfectly fit the prototypical HR person—eager to please, but incredibly risk averse and uncomfortable with conflict. Sam had had the unfortunate responsibility of letting other employees go at Ainetu. Rohan was never willing to do the dirty work himself. To mitigate the risk of an employee lawsuit, Jessie was always involved in those firings, delivering the news in a sterile but nervous monotone.


Sam exited the conference room to the awaiting Jessie without exchanging further words with Rohan. Other employees who had noticed the discussion through the glass walls of the conference room and the unusual formal presence of Jessie holding a manila folder started whispering to each other and gravitating toward the conference room—trying to discern what was going down.


“I’m sure Rohan told you that today will be your last day at Ainetu,” Jessie began once they sat down in the adjacent conference room, as if reading from a script.


Sam’s thoughts raced. Am I truly powerless to stop this? Has Rohan cleared this decision with the board? They hired me to keep Rohan in check. Surely they will have my back, right?


Jessie’s face flushed under the thick base of foundation and rouge that spackled over her pockmarked complexion. Her perfume was overpowering in the small room. She continued, “We appreciate your service to the company, but I will need to collect your key card and employee ID today. Here is a copy of your termination letter and final paycheck,” she said, sliding the envelope across the table. “I have put a box near your desk so you can collect your belongings and turn in your laptop. You will be eligible for continued healthcare benefits under COBRA. There is information on how to enroll in this packet.”


Sam interrupted the monologue. “Jessie, I know the routine. I’ve been through it a dozen times on the other side. I helped you write those damn talking points,” he said disarmingly, finally getting Jessie to let down her guard.


With an exasperated exhale and tears welling in her eyes, Jessie broke out of character. “Look, Sam. I just … I just can’t believe this is happening. I told Rohan this was a terrible idea.”


“Yes, you’re right. It’s a terrible idea,” said Sam, discharging some of his still-churning anger in her direction. Every emotion was compelling him to go apeshit—wipe everything off his desk, declare at the top of his lungs that they were all fucked, and stomp out of the building in a blaze of glory. But he had to keep his composure. As unjust as he felt this dismissal was, he wanted to handle it as he had handled every other irrational impulse from their mercurial founder, with dignity and grace.


It’s nothing personal. You’re just not who we need at this stage. We’ve decided to go in a different direction. Every line, every lame rationalization, all of which he’d delivered himself to other unwitting victims he had axed, echoed through the disoriented chambers of his mind. He recognized them now for what they were: insincere platitudes, conjured to assuage the awkwardness, to provide air cover for at-will employment, to mitigate the legal risk. Sam took the termination packet and stood up as Jessie wiped tears from the corners of her eyes. “It’s just not fair,” she muttered, subduing a sob.


“No, it’s not. But I guess that’s the role of the COO—to be the fall guy. Nice working with you, Jessie. Keep in touch.”


As he returned to his desk, Sam was conscious that the entire office was only pretending to work at this point. Rohan was still in the conference room, now on his phone in agitated conversation. Jessie remained in the other conference room blowing her nose into a Kleenex. Both were awkwardly visible through the glass walls as Sam picked up the moving box Jessie had not-so-discreetly left near his desk and commenced filling it with his personal items. As he did, a palpable buzz circulated through the cubicles as speculation was now in full force. Instinctively, Sam checked his email only to discover his account had already been shut down. Two years of building trust at this company, and I’m shut out of the network in two minutes.


Amanda Augustine, their head of sales, was the first to approach him. “Sam, what the fuck is going on?” she asked, the urgency in her voice implying her disbelief at what she suspected. He paused and gave her a look that said it all, before putting a framed picture of his family into the box. “Are you kidding me?”


With Rohan and Jessie still occupying the only two conference rooms, Sam nodded Amanda toward the copier room to speak with her privately. Everyone called it the copier room, even though making photocopies was not something anyone ever did in it. Instead, it now housed their lonely printer, office supplies, miscellaneous remnants of past employee birthday parties—and, most importantly, it served as their informal third conference room.


“Rohan fired me,” Sam said.


“I literally don’t understand the words coming out of your mouth right now,” Amanda stammered. “Why? Because of the SaaStr thing?”


“Apparently.”


“Sam, you’re running the goddamned company. He can’t do this. The place is going to fall apart!”


“He can do it, and it’s not going to fall apart. Because you’re still going to be here to keep it on the rails.” Amanda was Sam’s first hire when he joined Ainetu. They had worked together at a previous company where she was a regional sales manager with obvious potential. It was a big promotion to lead Ainetu’s sales organization, but her impact was immediate—building the sales team, winning several key accounts, and repeatedly beating their quarterly revenue target.


“People are going to lose their shit,” Amanda said. “What are you going to tell them?”


“I’m just going to tell them the truth—that it’s been a great run, but the best thing for the company is for me to move on.” Sam shrugged. Amanda, for one of the first times Sam had ever seen, was speechless, staring at him in disbelief as the reality of what was happening further set in. “You’ll do great. And if you ever need a sounding board or just want to vent, I’m always just a phone call away.”


“Thank you,” Amanda said, suddenly wrapping Sam in a tight hug. “Thank you for believing in me and giving me this opportunity. I’ve learned so much from you.” Then, as she pulled away with a wistful smile, dabbing the corner of her eye with her finger, she said, “And I’ll definitely be calling you. You’re not getting rid of me that easily!”


A couple sales reps cautiously peeked into the copier room. “Hey, guys—what’s going on?” one of them asked. With Rohan still sequestered away in the conference room, Sam stepped out of the copier room to discover dozens of expectant faces forming an impromptu company meeting. Unsure what to say, he defaulted to his instinct to disarm the situation. “Look, it’s going to be fine,” Sam reassured everyone. “Today will be my last day at Ainetu. We’ve decided to go in a different direction. But you all will be fine. Just stay focused, keep executing, and this company will be a huge success.”


Suddenly, Rohan, upon realizing the crowd that had assembled, abruptly dropped his phone and burst out of the conference room. “What the hell are you still doing here?” Rohan shouted at Sam. “Jessie, I thought I told you to retrieve Sam’s laptop and escort him out of the building. What are you all looking at? Get back to work.”


Sam swallowed, the humiliation swelling like regurgitation in his throat. He recognized in that instant all the times he had placated Rohan. Buffered his insufferable rants from the rest of the company. Rohan was a genius, no doubt, but he was toxic. Why was he enabling him? He was tired of being the dutiful lieutenant—the ever-loyal company man. Perhaps Sam was helpless to change this decision, but the company was going to die with Rohan at the helm. Sam couldn’t let that be his epitaph at Ainetu.


“Rohan’s right,” Sam began, turning back toward the assembled employees. “Get back to work. That’s what you’re all here for. To work your asses off—24-7, 365. You’re here to get rich, right? You’ve got your stock options. We feed you. We hop you up with Red Bulls and kombuchas and free Philz coffees. Whatever it takes to keep you awake and at your desks. So get back to them!” Sam threw a backhanded wave toward their cubicles, then continued, “Oh … here’s a little fun fact, though. Those stock options you have are most likely worthless. Scenario one, which happens to nine out of ten venture-backed start-ups, is Ainetu goes belly-up, and you all lose your jobs. Scenario two is that we muddle along and manage to break even, which means the investors get their money back and you’re lucky to still be gainfully employed. Scenario three is the one-in-a-million moon shot. Maybe that’s us! But even if Ainetu is a huge success and is acquired or goes public for some massive, eye-popping valuation, most of you will barely make enough—after dilution, and preferences, and carve-outs, and lockups, and all the other bullshit that peels away what was already such a miniscule percentage of the company that you need a calculator to keep track of that many zeroes—to pay the fucking alternative minimum tax on your hypothetical windfall! So good luck! Godspeed! And, if you’re smart, get out while you can.”


The room was silent. The rant was out of character, but it was his second in two days. Sam couldn’t believe what he’d just said, let alone that Rohan had permitted him to complete his monologue without interruption. Maybe Sam’s words rang true even for him. Sam threw a stapler into his box, which no doubt belonged to the company, but there was nothing else on the desk left to pack. He handed his laptop to Jessie. Then, with every employee staring at him, he picked up the box in one hand and slung his empty laptop bag over his shoulder.


Rohan watched contemptuously, then returned to the conference room as employees shuffled back to their desks. Approaching the lobby, Sam saw their receptionist handing a chilled bottle of water to a sharply dressed middle-aged man. She led him toward the conference room as Sam passed, carrying his box of office supplies. Standing alone in the lobby, Sam waited for what seemed like an eternity for the elevator.


Then, there it was again—another previously unnoticed fire alarm.


He intently pondered the red lever with its thin glass bar.


He glanced over his shoulder, still alone—momentarily marveling at how instantaneously he had become a pariah. No one willing to associate with him. He wanted the world to stop. He wanted to undo what had just happened. He wanted to wipe Rohan’s smug expression off his face, to scuttle his replacement’s interview, to cast everyone scurrying down the stairwells with alarms blaring. Impulsively, he reached his hand to the alarm and yanked it downward. If he’d had his faculties, he would have anticipated what happened next. In addition to the shrill screech and flashing lights, dozens of sprinkler heads simultaneously unleashed a torrent of water.


Sam was too stunned to move.


He heard people shrieking through the din of the alarm and cascades of water. His hair, clothes, and box were all immediately saturated, as if he had plunged into the deep end of a pool. Which, in a way, was exactly what he had done. The sound of employees running toward him finally broke him from his motionless state. With his dripping box still in his hands, he turned his hip to burst through the emergency exit into the descending stairwell.












CHAPTER 3:VALLEY POOR








Three Months Earlier





“DID YOU TALK TO ANDY ABOUT THE lack of progress?” Sam’s wife, Heather, asked, glancing at him in the mirror as she applied mascara.


The remodel had seemed like a good idea at the outset, but it was rapidly becoming a pile of debt with no end in sight. Their house at 806 Richardson Court was barely big enough for their three kids when they purchased it for over $3 million a few years earlier. But the three-bedroom, 1,800-square-foot layout was starting to feel tight. The boys were too old to still share a room.


They contemplated a move. Sam set up push notifications on one of the real estate apps, which dutifully let him know each time a new house was listed that they couldn’t afford. Maybe they could find something opportunistically—like an unincorporated parcel or a foreclosure, if they were lucky. But spec builders were scooping up properties as soon as they listed with all-cash offers and no contingencies. Many were teardowns. Even as a dual-income couple, a move just wasn’t financially feasible. So they took out a home equity loan, demolished the walls, and embarked on the remodel.


“Yeah, he said seven or eight weeks tops,” Sam said, hesitantly repeating the promise of Andy, their contractor, that he doubted himself.


“Seven or eight weeks? I’m going to go crazy if we don’t have a working kitchen and bathroom for that long.”


“I know, I know. Me too,” Sam said. “I had to wipe my ass with a dry baby wipe last night. I couldn’t find any toilet paper.”


“How did you find a baby wipe? That thing must be five years old,” she said, her softened tone acknowledging his attempt at comedic relief.


“I know! It felt five years old. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to sit down today. Anyway, I stressed with Andy that we need to bring in that time frame. So keep your fingers crossed.”


“OK. Well, there’s not much we can do at this point,” she said with the resignation of a homeowner who knows the options are few. “But stay on him, will you?”


“Yes, of course. I’ll stay on him. Like facial hair on a hipster,” Sam said with a half-hearted chuckle at his own joke.


“I don’t know what that means,” she replied flatly.


“You know … how every hipster has facial hair?” Nothing. “It’s just a metaphor. Or maybe an idiom.”


“Is it?”


“Yeah, like ‘white on rice,’ you know?” He paused again for acknowledgement. “Whatever. Point is I’m on it.”


“Thanks,” she said, pecking him on the cheek. “I’ve got to get to work.”


Sam walked down the hall to their gutted kitchen. A tap on his wrist from his digital watch reminded him it had been twelve days since his last workout. His two sons were eating cereal from Styrofoam bowls with plastic spoons, both engrossed in their devices. Connor, the oldest, was sitting at a folding table finishing homework on his laptop. Mason was pulling a carton of orange juice from the refrigerator while watching a sitcom with wireless headphones.


“Good morning, guys. How’d you sleep?” Sam asked.


“Fine,” said Connor, briefly glancing up from his keyboard. No response from Mason. Sam waved a hand in front of Mason’s face to get his attention.


“Can you pause that for a second? I asked if you had a good night’s sleep.”


Mason pulled down his headphones with a slight huff. “Fine.”


“OK, OK … no need to get into an argument. Where’s your sister?” Sam asked as he noticed her burrowed into a nest of pillows in the corner of the couch watching a cartoon on her iPad while feeding Cheerios to their dog.


“Riley, sweetie, don’t feed too many of those to Baxter. It’s not good for him,” Sam said. “I have a breakfast meeting, guys, so I need to drop you off at school a little early.”


“OK,” said Mason. “Where are you going?”


“The Four Seasons. I’m looking forward to a hot meal for a change,” Sam said.


They went outside and got into his Audi. He was a little self-conscious about driving a car nicer than anything his dad ever owned, but the ubiquity of Audis in the Bay Area made it seem less fancy—a Honda in Silicon Valley. As they pulled up to the school in a queue of Teslas, Jaguars, and BMW SUVs, any bashfulness about the car quickly dissipated. Inching their way to the appointed drop-off spot, Sam could see in the rearview mirror that Riley had a question on her mind.


“Dad,” Riley started with curious innocence. “Are we poor?”


Sam was taken aback. “That’s a stupid question,” Mason admonished his sister.


“No, we’re not poor, sweetie,” said Sam, chafing at the notion that a girl being chauffeured to school in a $50,000 car would think she was poor but trying to retain a calm demeanor. Teaching moment. “Why would you think that?”


“Haley Whitaker said because they have two stories and we only have one that we must be poor,” said Riley matter-of-factly. The Whitakers, their next-door neighbors, had purchased the two-story McMansion that loomed over the Hughes’s fence. Sam could practically hear those words coming out of the mouth of Haley, their pretentious only child.


“Oh, OK …” Sam considered his next words for a moment. “Don’t worry about what Haley says,” Sam said in a measured tone. “She’s just trying to put you down to feel better about herself.”


“Courtney thinks we’re poor too,” Riley said bluntly.


Well, you can tell Courtney to go fuck herself. “OK, well, I’m sorry they were giving you a hard time, but don’t worry about it. We’re not poor.”


The car finally came to a halt at the designated drop-off spot, and the kids popped out with their backpacks and lunch boxes. “Bye! Love you guys!”


“Love you too, Dad,” they said in chorus before shutting the doors. Sam lingered a moment and watched them merge into the river of children toward the school, wondering in his mind if his kids’ sense of reality was permanently distorted from life in the Bay Area. How do you explain that not having a gate code and full-time house staff makes you normal, not poor?


Sam realized Riley was just picking up on his own anxieties in the perceptive way children sometimes can. The house purchase and remodel had strained them financially. Although he and Heather were both well-paid, an “exit” seemed increasingly necessary to stay financially afloat in the Bay Area. Sam tried calming his nerves about their growing debt load with the recognition that their financial situation could change in a heartbeat. As a senior executive at Ainetu, his stock options could be worth millions if the company was acquired or went public. Such an event would not only solve their current financial pinch but enable them to live what amounted to a normal middle-class life in the Bay Area. Though he was cautiously optimistic about the company’s prospects, he had to be patient. The stock options today were illiquid. A lottery ticket, worth nothing until it hits.


[image: Images]


Sam exited Highway 101 at University Avenue in Palo Alto, an area formerly known as Whiskey Gulch. The now-gone two-block stretch of road had been the only portion of Palo Alto’s sister city, East Palo Alto, that was on the west side of 101 when Sam first moved to Silicon Valley twenty years earlier. Whiskey Gulch was the closest thing “EPA” residents had to a downtown, populated with liquor stores, Laundromats, and check-cashing stands bunkered behind bulletproof glass. In its place today was his destination, the Four Seasons hotel.


To anyone who lived in Palo Alto prior to 2005, the very phrase “Four Seasons East Palo Alto” sounded like the punch line of a joke—as incongruous as the Four Seasons Compton or the Ritz-Carlton Harlem. In the 1980s and ’90s, East Palo Alto had been one of the most violent neighborhoods in the country. The freeway that cut the two communities in half separated two worlds—palm tree–lined driveways on one side, drive-by shootings on the other. As the first dot-com frenzy escalated in the ’90s, something about East Palo Alto seemed like it couldn’t last. Sure enough, in 2004 the dam broke. Developers acquired the entire neighborhood and the bulldozers followed. Gone were the storefronts selling lottery cards and bail bonds and in came a massive ten-story office complex housing several of the top venture capital and law firms in the country—all anchored by the Four Seasons, which Sam approached, navigating through Ferraris and McLarens to the valet.


His breakfast meeting was with Kamal Jha, their most recent investor and board member at Ainetu. It was a relatively routine affair. Polite handshakes followed by innocuous banter and a $100 breakfast. Spotting each other with a nod across the large dining area, Sam was led by the maître d’ to the table. Kamal’s nearly empty coffee cup suggested he had been there a while, even though Sam was ten minutes early.


“Great to see you, Sam,” Kamal exclaimed, somewhat overenthus- iastically.


“Great to see you too,” said Sam, gesturing toward the nearly empty cup. “Looks like you got here early.”


“You know how it is. Holding court,” Kamal said in a deliberately self-deprecating tone.


They sat as Kamal summoned the waiter. “We’re ready to order.” Then, turning to Sam, “Go ahead, Sam.”


Feeling rushed, Sam quickly scanned the menu, “Oh, I guess I’ll just have some scrambled eggs with wheat toast, please. And a coffee.”


The waiter diligently scribbled down Sam’s order, then turned with some trepidation to Kamal. “And for you, sir?”


“Yes,” Kamal said, glancing over his glasses to ensure he had the waiter’s full attention. “I’ll have half an avocado, sliced. With fresh ground pepper, no salt. I can’t have salt. No toast.”


“Would you like an English muffin instead?” asked the waiter.


“No—no carbs. I can’t have carbs, Miguel,” he said, glancing at the waiter’s name tag. “Just the avocado. And I’ve been waiting for my coffee to be refilled for ten minutes now.”


“Yes, sir. Right away. Anything else, sir?”


“Yes. I need a spoon. This table wasn’t set properly,” Kamal said, his hand extending over the table to indicate the presence of a fork and knife, but no spoon. “There’s no spoon.”


“Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” the waiter said as he hurried off.


Kamal rolled his eyes, then returned his gaze to Sam as a smile returned to his expression. “So, Sam … Rohan tells me you guys are crushing it!”


“Oh, yeah,” Sam said, modestly looking down to reposition his napkin. “It’s going really well.” His mind scrolled through what new information Rohan might have shared with Kamal since their board meeting only three weeks earlier.


“I’d say! I’m getting calls from my guys at Goldman and Morgan. They’re itching to kick off a process,” Kamal said, referring to the process of shopping a company for potential sale. “Or, if the public markets stay strong, maybe even file for an IPO.”


“Well, I want to see how Q1 goes first. It won’t be a layup,” Sam said, trying to temper expectations. The quarter had been one of their toughest, and they still needed to close several big deals to hit their revenue target.


The waiter discreetly placed a spoon next to Kamal, who picked it up without looking at the waiter or the spoon. He then peeled the top off what appeared to be a plastic pudding cup that he had pulled from his briefcase. Sam couldn’t immediately discern if it was part of a diet or maybe some sort of prescription or maybe just a pudding fetish. Kamal set the foil top on the table and ate a spoonful. Sam tried to ignore the ritual, as if grown adults eating pudding cups at the Four Seasons was commonplace.


“I’m on a strict diet,” Kamal said, noticing Sam’s apparent curiosity out of the corner of his eye as he lifted another spoonful to his mouth, his words muffled by the pudding. “Rohan tells me Q1 is in the bag. I’ve already connected him with a bunch of bankers.”


“Oh … OK.” Sam was mildly irritated Rohan was already talking to bankers. As the number-two executive at Ainetu, Sam expected to at least be consulted about such a major decision. Further, What the hell was Rohan telling the bankers? Sam wasn’t at all confident that Rohan wasn’t getting carried away with the attention, exaggerating the company’s metrics in an attempt to impress would-be suitors and accelerate the process.


“Don’t be so conservative, Sam,” Kamal said with a smirk, as if he was calculating his firm’s IRR. “With the momentum you guys have, Rohan will nail this.”


Rohan had founded Ainetu in 2014 with his friend, Sasha Kuznetsov, from Stanford’s computer science program. As one of the first machine learning data-modeling systems, they rode a wave of investor enthusiasm around leveraging artificial intelligence to predict security threats. They quickly raised a $2 million seed round, followed shortly thereafter by an $8 million series A, both led by Preston Lawrence at Ellipsis Ventures, based on promising customer traction. Within a year, Preston convinced Ben Bentley at Wellington Ventures, whom he had coinvested with on another deal, to lead a $20 million series B round. Flush with capital, Rohan spent heavily in pursuit of growth, but after their early success, the company started to move sideways. His constantly changing manic impulses had overextended the business. Each “pivot” deepened the sense internally that they lacked a strategy.


Unfortunately, Rohan’s supercilious personality was making a bad situation worse. Reacting to the setbacks like a petulant child, he would go on condescending tirades with his senior management team. The friction led to executive departures—first Rohan’s cofounder, Sasha, who had been almost solely responsible for coding the initial version of their platform but could no longer tolerate being blamed for all the product’s deficiencies; then the head of sales, Brian, after refusing to sign up for an aggressive sales target he knew they would miss. Rohan seized on the departures to blame his lieutenants for the company’s struggles—throwing them under the proverbial bus both with the board and at the company all-hands meetings.


Ainetu was running low on cash and struggling to raise their next round with shaky metrics and questions about Rohan. A solution finally came in the form of Kamal’s firm, OakGrove Capital. Rohan had gotten them interested in investing, but privately Kamal expressed trepidation about the CEO situation. To secure the investment, Ben proposed bringing in a “seasoned number two” to help Rohan regain his footing and return the company to a growth trajectory. He called Sam, whom he knew from a previous company, and persuaded him to join Ainetu as COO. With a new leadership team, OakGrove led a $30 million series C round.


The waiter returned to the table with a vibrant green avocado perfectly fanned out on a large white plate and a pepper grinder under his arm. Sam’s eggs were nowhere to be seen. “Please let me know how much fresh ground pepper you would like, sir.”


Kamal watched each twist of the pepper grinder intently, then raised his hand in a prompt vertical motion to indicate a sufficient amount of pepper had been applied. “What varietal of avocado is this, Miguel?” Kamal asked.


“Sir?”


“Yes. Do you know what a ‘varietal’ is?” he asked, pausing not long enough for Miguel, whose family had probably picked avocados for a living and knew every varietal grown in the state, to respond to the rhetorical question. “Is it a Hass or a Fuerte or perhaps a Pinkerton?”


“I believe it is a Hass avocado, sir. But I can confirm with the chef.”


“No. No, it looks too long for a Hass,” Kamal said assertively, examining the fruit. “Maybe a Reed or a Gwen.”


Jesus Christ, thought Sam. Are we really going to sit here and listen to him pontificate on avocados? Ostentatious displays of knowledge on obscure topics was a common VC behavior trait. Over the years, he’d heard similar blustering on every possible area of expertise, from Italian bicycle parts to Cambodian green teas. All Sam could think when he heard such monologues was, How do you possibly have time to obtain such depth of irrelevant information? while outwardly feigning interest in whatever asinine fact was being recited. Oh, you’re right! You really can tell that this tea is only picked by Buddhist monks on the third Tuesday after the full moon. It was all peacocking to establish social status. My dick is bigger than yours because I can name forty varieties of avocado.
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