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ADRIFT AMONG THE CUBICLES



IT WAS A sea of cubicles. Every twenty yards an oversized potted palm rose up like a desert island, a cluster of upholstered chairs marooned and huddling at the base. High overhead, box-girders braced up a brooding sheet-metal sky. Banks of lighting hovered at regular intervals, regiments of incandescent clouds. All natural light had been banished.


Once it had been a manufacturing plant, but the waning of the aerospace business had pressed it into other uses. Now it was a thought factory. The industrial designers’ attempts to humanize the anonymous, cavernous space had only made it more surreal.


Aesthetics weren’t the only problem. The leviathan imposed a number of logistical challenges, foremost of which was the Question of Caffeine: what happened when one hundred thousand square feet of personnel simultaneously converged on a common area for coffee? What would such a concentration of volatile, under-socialized engineers, passive-aggressive managers and other assorted hard-charging corporate over-achievers yield?


Management decided such a critical mass wouldn’t be in its best interests. It didn’t like the sound of all those lost man-hours spent walking back and forth, either. But this was the Silicon Valley: coffee wasn’t just the ordinary cup of joe; this was vente-double-macchiato-with-an-almond-shot country. Labor-intensive, gourmet coffee beverages, in every conceivable roasted mutation and international variation, were standard corporate perks. You could lose engineering talent without viable coffee options; they’d wander off-site to Starbuck’s for a jolt. Sometimes they wouldn’t come back, recruited away by a company that gave caffeine its proper consideration.


So management declared the coffee must come to them; rolling espresso carts, masts flying café-style awnings, piloted by captain coffee-jerks, navigated the cubicle sea like Chinese junks.


It was with this gravity of purpose that the coffee man jibed down aisle 4N. As he approached his usual stop, the electronic chime announced his arrival.


Rumpled-looking young men emerged blinking from their cubicles like rodents flushed from their burrows.


“What’ll it be?” barked the coffee man.


“Double latte,” one engineer called back. “Single mocha, vanilla shot,” ordered another. The hissing of the espresso machine commenced.


Paul Armstrong did not emerge from his cubicle, though the fragrance of brewing beans called out to him. He furrowed his brow, peering into his terminal at a lump of code in curly brackets.


He was looking for a leak. Somewhere in this tangle of a strange and foreign alphabet, bits were leaking out. Deep within the guts of this binary beast, something wasn’t sealed tightly enough—logically speaking—and tiny atoms of information flew off unpredictably into the digital ether.


Of course, this minute and trivial defect meant that the whole system would melt itself into a pool of logical slag at totally random intervals. Not only was this generally bad for morale, it was making his project manager inconsolably cranky.


He sat motionless for several minutes, just staring, then gingerly added a few keystrokes he feebly hoped might plug the hole. More staring. His hands flashed across the keyboard, initiating yet another iteration of the compile cycle, this time with the addition of some obscure “flags” and “arguments”—desperate twists and variations on the same old compiler operation. He didn’t really expect it to work, but the time it took to execute would buy him a moment before the coffee rolled away and his debugging resumed in earnest.


Not a moment too soon; coffeeman was preparing to set sail for other ports. As Paul waited for his own double latte, he was drawn into a chat with one of his project members. He listened as his colleagues speculated on the project’s shortcomings.


“I’m telling you, man, it’s down in the presentation layer,” one particularly earnest programmer geeked. “This is asynch, baby, and you know we don’t do asynch worth a damn yet. X.25 is not TCP/IP, and it sure as hell isn’t SNA, either.” He turned to Paul. “You know that as well as I do, Armstrong—you wanna back me up here?”


Paul tried to conjure up some useful response, and failed. He gamely contorted his face into a suitably thoughtful shape, and groped to say something that would have suggested he’d even been paying attention. But he felt … distracted—by a persistent notion, the same moldering misgiving which of late had become the backdrop of his career:


This wasn’t what he had expected to be doing with this life.
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Five years had passed since Paul graduated with a degree in journalism. And here he was—slumped in front of a terminal, debugging an error-handling routine using a debugger that itself was full of bugs, on a product that would probably never see a customer.


His title was consultant.


How had this happened? How, after preparing for a career in letters and culture (and secretly dreaming of writing the Great American Novel), had he ended up as an engineer, enmeshed in an endless dialog with the cold complexity of idiot-savant machine logic?


He retraced the steps derailing his literary career: a boyhood friendship with Steve—a socially backward, withdrawn, gangly delinquent with a destructive curiosity and a talent for re-engineering the telephone system. Paul and his adolescent pal had electronically journeyed—with a little help from the parts department at Radio Shack—from the rotary-dialed telephone on his mother’s kitchen wall to the central switch for their Northern California suburb.


Then there was his natural quantitative inclinations, unbidden but insistent. After Paul demonstrated a knack for geometric proofs, a high school math teacher insisted he join the school’s computer club. A class in formal logic fulfilled a dreaded science requirement at his university.


Then, in his first real job as a research assistant at a Santa Clara County newspaper, he salvaged an editor’s work—presumed lost forever—from the minicomputers linking the paper to the wire services. It was simple for Paul, having cultivated an understanding of the literal-mindedness of digital machinery.


But it had impressed his boss, and led to an immediate promotion. His shiny new title—senior systems analyst—and the twofold increase in pay had deferred his attention from the fact that his career had taken an irrevocable turn from the life in the humanities toward the life of machines.


That was 1990. Just the beginning of the explosion. The Silicon Valley was already well established as a hotbed of electronic enterprise, but sometime in the late 80s, things had gotten way out of hand. Overnight, it seemed, computers had emerged from the hermetic world of scientists, defense contractors, Ma Bell, and geek hobbyists, and suddenly became everyone else’s business, too.


Technical talent was suddenly in vogue. If you could even spell COBOL, Pascal, or—especially—C, you became the object of relentless attention by technical recruiters. They would track you down, buy you a series of expensive lunches, and pledge to triple your paycheck.


After a few months in his new position, the recruiters had zeroed in on Paul, too. He was happy to give in; after all, how was pushing bits for a newspaper any different from pushing bits for a software or semiconductor outfit? Besides, technology companies were much more flush-and-plush than publishers—way better perks, rapidly escalating pay.


But what had really set the stage for his incipient malaise was the day he became a Believer: the day, convinced that XYZ Corp’s newest “insanely great” technology would change the world (he could barely remember what it was now, and neither could the world), he signed up with the fledgling startup—in exchange for stock options.


Paul had toiled there for three years of eighty-hour weeks. Then, on the eve of the IPO, management accepted a takeover offer, leaving employee options high and dry.


That had wrecked him. Not financially, of course; he had been paid reasonably even without stock options. But he’d never Believe again. After that he insisted on the money up-front, at an hourly rate, as a private consultant. A black hat. A mercenary.


Which is how he found himself here, in this cubicle, with his hands over his eyes, shaking his head: tired, well off, twenty-eight years old, adrift.





THE DISINHIBITION OF MARKET LEADERS



BARRY DOMINIC LOOKED out across the bay from his office on the twenty-first floor of TeraMemory headquarters. He frowned. From the eastern shore, Fremont frowned back. Reclining his leather throne, he slung his feet up on a desk of exotic hardwoods big enough for a tennis match.


He continued scolding a sleek speakerphone module perched at midcourt.


“You tell those guys at MicroMillennium that if they don’t like the deal they can go out and find their own VARs. They don’t like our terms, then we don’t have to hook ’em up with our market.”


And if they try, he added to himself, we’ll just tighten our margins for a few months—just long enough to pull the rug out and send ’em packing back down El Camino Real.


Without a good-bye he mashed the orange button on the module, hanging up.


“Nobody fucks with Barry Dominic,” he muttered to himself.


He swung his chair back around to his workstation console, where he had been drafting a company-wide email flogging the troops.


… establishing TeraForms as the premier product line for medium- to high-end RDBMS proprietary solutions. It’s impearitive to aquire foreign market’s and establish a dominent position in Asia as well in advance of what the competition is. When the other guys arrive in the Asian marketplace, there going to see a sign saying ‘Property of TeraMemory—keep out.’


For that reason, it was decided to accelarate the WHIP initiative by three months. I know this means some extended hours and indeed a few all-nighters during the holidays, but for all intensive purposes it will all most certainly be riflected in employee equity participation—your’s and mine.


This is a criticle time in the development of our business flow, and I know your all going to pull together to get Tera to where we need to get to.


He forwarded the message to his assistant. She’d polish it up.


“When there is no food, an army must march on hope,” he grunted, quoting an aphorism he was sure was from Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. And if it wasn’t, well, it should be.


The module spoke again, this time with the receptionist’s voice.


“Line one, Mr. Dominic.”


“Busy,” he snapped.


“It’s Mr. Lowell.”


Miles Lowell—of Lowell, Kraft & Khougat—was the lead attorney handling the divorce with his wife, Kiki.


“Go ahead,” Barry conceded. “Miles, what’s the good news?”


“No go on our last settlement package, Barry. She still wants the house in Woodside, plus twenty K a month. She says that was your deal all along.”


“Tell that bitch vampire she’ll have to kill me herself if she wants another drop of blood. I’m through playing games, Miles. I can tie this thing up in court forever if I have to. I’ll make you and LKK as rich as me before I cough another dime.”


“It’s your call, Barry.”


“I want the estate and I want her gone. As in Idaho. Make that Siberia. Make it happen. Hardball. Execute, buddy.” He pummeled the orange button.


Damn that woman, he thought. He should never have married so young. If only he could have seen his future, he would have moved forward as a free agent. Here he was, the most desirable guy on the market, and she was holding a first lien on his second bachelorhood.


Marriage, he scoffed to himself. Totally obsolete institution. This was the goddamn twenty-first century, almost; relationships should be run like businesses—everything else was, for Christ’s sake. If only he hadn’t been such a goddamned naïve, romantic gypsy dipshit back in his twenties.


He scanned a framed cover of a recent San José Magazine mounted on the wall behind his desk. MOST ELIGIBLE BACHELOR IN CYBERSPACE read the headline over his picture. The teaser copy underneath: “He made a billion dollars. He commutes in a MiG-21. Who will he take to the company BBQ?”


He’d sent the editor to Maui for overlooking his status as a technically married man. And why not? The divorce was supposed to be a done deal by now. How was he supposed to know, when he was twenty-two years old building circuit boards in Redondo Beach, that it’d turn out this way?


And now Kiki was raining on his parade. His parade. How was he going to get any real action while Kiki was spreading those stories to every XX chromosome in the Valley about his “maturity issues with partnering”?


The console signaled incoming email.


From: csawyer@teramemory.com
To: barry@teramemory.com
Subject: Staffing requirements


Candy Sawyer. Now there was a woman he could respect. Five foot eleven, twenty-eight years old, blonde, great shape, college volleyball captain at Pepperdine. Hardbody. Killer market instinct. “From volleyball to valley-ball,” she had joked during a marketing strategy meeting. He could bet she didn’t have any problems with “partnering issues.” He continued reading:


Barry,
I’ve been hoping for some additional manpower to help with penetration of my prime territory. Staffing off the org chart, of course. Is there a space in your busy schedule for me?


He could feel his interest in human resources rising. He clicked the REPLY TO button:


From: barry@teramemory.com
To: csawyer@teramemory.com
Subject: Re: Staffing requirements


I’m well aware of your staffing needs. You have my attention. Let’s schedule a meeting. How about Farallon at eight?


I’ll send a car.


Barry observed with satisfaction that he didn’t pick up women anymore.


He hired them.





HACKED IN SEATTLE



THE MAN’S CLUELESSNESS never ceased to amaze him. Steve Hall worked the keyboard in the near-darkness of his studio apartment. Screenfuls of file listings scrolled past his eyes. Blue Power Ranger, feet glued to the top of the monitor, pumped his plastic action-figure fist up into the gloom.


A scant fifty yards away, the last Caltrain of the evening bumped and rumbled through the darkness, wailing mournfully.


He was probing the filesystems of Seattle Federated Bank’s data cores. He was not liking what he had found. His thoughts were a cocktail of contempt, defiance, and hurt feelings.


He muttered to himself in dark tones. “Is that the best you can do? Is that what you call security? After all I’ve done for you? What? You don’t like little Stevie anymore?”


Weeks ago he had hooked up with a SeaFed systems administrator on Usenet and helped him to performance-tune the OS in the bank’s dataserver. In exchange, the admin had provided Steve with a guest account on the bank’s beefy server cluster. Fair was fair, but now the admin had apparently experienced a change of heart. It appeared he had pulled Steve’s account and tried to lock him out with a gauntlet of security patches and trip wires.


That’s what had hurt Steve’s feelings. And for all his hostility, aggression, and problems with authority, Steve had tender feelings. He would make his displeasure known.
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The phone rang. Steve answered on the headset looped over his ear.


“Steve’s hack shack. Would you like to be compromised?”


“Uhhh, my computer’s, like, stuck or something,” came the voice on the other end, a Beavis-and-Butthead facsimile.


“Young Paul Armstrong, all-American boy,” Steve pitched in his best Golden Age of Radio voice. Then, shifting to his best angry third-world radical, “You still working for The Man, or have you come to beg for a b-so-loo-shun?”


“I’ve come to beg, but strictly out of self-interest. We’re on a big bug hunt over at Clueless/Packrat. I need your brain for a few cycles.”


“Oh, man, and here I was thinking you loved me.”


Paul could always rely on his oldest friend. “Bitch. Now, get to steppin’.”
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Paul characterized the problem at work as he listened to Steve tap away in the darkness. He began to recite a login and password for his client’s host, but Steve waved it off.


“Never mind, pink boy. I’m in. Now, tell it all to papa.”
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Sixty-eight minutes later, the bug hunt was over. Steve had traced it back to a vestigial feature in the OS stuck way back in a place neither Paul nor anyone on his project team would have ever looked. Paul tried to stroke him, but Steve shrugged it off, as if it were praise for his excellence at cleaning toilets.


“This stuff ain’t rocket science. You just gotta pay attention. There’s this crusty old module way down in the kernel, left over from the dark ages of Sys3, and every time they port this stuff to a new machine, it comes back to bite ’em on the ass. Happens every time. Now go and whack your client upside the head with a clue-by-four. And do yourself a couple of times while you’re at it. I swear, sometimes I don’t know why I hang out with you.”


“It’s for all the perks. Remember?”


“Well, you owe me big-time for this one. I’m talking Chez TJ and a bottle of Chateau Margaux. And then I get to kick your ass in the simulator at Fighter Town. If I can still stand up.”


“You know, young son, you could pull down some serious green if you got out of that hellhole studio and signed up for some contracting work. You wouldn’t have to wear a tie. Or shoes, even. I could hook you up with the right bodyshop. You could quit whenever you’re full.”


“And give up this life of beautiful women and high adventure? What are you, nuts?”


“Well, at least you wouldn’t have to spend your life hand-holding slime like me just for a dinner at TJ’s. When was the last time you got out of town for the weekend, anyway?”


“Well, I happen to be romancing a little number in Seattle even as we speak.”


“Telnet doesn’t count, you moron.”


They penciled in a date for TJ’s. Paul made one last attempt to sing the glory of Steve’s talent, but in the end all he could do was say thanks and hang up.
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Steve returned to his little project in Seattle.


His worst fears were confirmed. The little worm had tried to lock him out. No explanation, no good-bye, not even a peck on the cheek.


He set to work on the dataserver. Forty minutes later, he had recompiled the kernels on every machine in the bank’s cluster. He savored the moment, leaning back in his patio chair, stretching his arms over his head and cracking his knuckles. A maniacal grin eclipsed his face. Extending his right index finger, he made a sweeping, histrionic arm gesture, a devil-windmill arc delivering a single poke of that finger squarely in the center of the ENTER key.


Somewhere in an office building in Seattle, a junior systems administrator on night shift noticed some unusual activity on the central dataserver’s console. Rolling his chair across the raised floor, he took a closer look. His mouth opened slowly, steadily into a perfect O.


YOU’LL NEVER CATCH ME. I’M TOO POWERFUL.
… AND NOW, YOUR DATA DISAPPEARS [POOF]


Segmentation Violation [core dumped]#
panic





THE CLAW AND THE CLASSIFIEDS



LIZ SAT WITH her knees tucked up under her chin. Laurel brooded over her mocha, lanks of hair exaggerating the dejected set of her swimming-pool blue eyes. The sun eased into the foothills, energizing a riot of clouds with pink light.


“If only I’d had any idea,” Liz lamented, “I’d have stayed in school. I’d have changed majors. Gotten a master’s. Anything.”


A brand new Porsche convertible, too young to have its own license plates, rounded the corner at Printer’s Inc. It oozed lewdly down the street fronting the bookstore’s outdoor café. The improbably self-satisfied young turk at the wheel twisted slightly and angled his smirk at the women as he drove by.


“Oh, I’m in love,” said Laurel with a sarcastic curl of her lip, then her face dissolved into pleading: “I wish it was two years ago, and it was exam time, and that I hadn’t studied for anything, and we were sitting in the sun by the claw.”


“The claw” was the nickname of an unfortunately styled fountain in the quadrangle by Stanford’s main bookstore. Aesthetically it was hideous, but it served a number of critically important functions in Stanford University life.


It was a great source of school unity; no matter what other academic debates divided the student body, everyone could agree the claw was hideous. This status as a sculptural misdemeanor made it the default point of reference; its nickname was instantly recognizable, because it was so apropos. Tell someone “meet me at the claw,” and they’d understand, even with the frosh orientation still fresh in their ears.


Most importantly, it was the first and most accessible opportunity to express a mild and benign disrespect for the parent institution, so essential to student morale at any expensive, elite liberal arts university.


So the claw was all of these: landmark, catalyst for idle student rebelliousness, and backstop for aesthetic critique. What more could the sculptor have hoped for?


Liz Toulouse and Laurel Waites had benignly disrespected with the best of them. First year roommates at Stanford, they had shared their living situation through most of their undergraduate tenure—sometimes along with others, sometimes just the two of them, as they lived now, huddled for warmth.


Graduation had emboldened them with hope and high prospects, but that euphoria had been short-lived. Two years later, both women felt like they had no place in the world. Or the Silicon Valley, anyway.


Liz, who had majored in English literature, and Laurel, with her degree in art history, had been roundly rebuffed by the job market of the mid ’90s. There wasn’t much demand for editors and art historians, not even with freshly minted Stanford degrees. The interviews were discouragingly competitive, the rejections relentless.


Regular expeditions to Stanford’s office of Career Planning and Placement confirmed what they were already beginning to fear: their most promising options were as second-string investment banking recruits or over-educated marketing droids for high-tech firms.


They had held out, contemplating the inevitable while supporting themselves as typists and waitresses and teachers of English to Japanese technology executives.


Throughout all of this they endured the spectacle of cocky young engineers tooling around town in expensive, late-model roadsters. They were the darlings of the job market, these socially deficient, overwhelmingly male, techsavvy careerists, who had graduated from college unable to distinguish McDonald’s from Modigliani, DOS from Dostoyevsky. Yet they were coveted and prized like champion Airedales.


Liz, being the more ambitious and tightly wound of the two, found this particularly egregious. It was not her nature to sit patiently by, gnawing a crust of stale bread while hordes of undeserving technocrats feasted at the richest vocational banquet of the century.


But the world of technology repelled her. To Liz it was a colorless place where throngs of badly dressed, under-socialized men with unfortunate haircuts talked for hours in frantic, desperate tones about absolutely nothing important, a blizzard of acronyms and jargon in a vacuum of time-delayed adolescence. Liz had successfully negotiated a working partnership with her own computer, but could see no point in making a career of it.


But then, there was the rent. No small consideration in the most cutthroat housing market since the California Gold Rush.


“I’m actually thinking about it,” Liz said. “I’m actually thinking about submitting a resume to one of those ads in the Sunday Mercury.”


“What ads?” Laurel queried weakly, knowing full well the horror on which Liz deliberated.


“One of those ‘seeking dynamic individuals to be a part of our world-class team of marketing associates.’ Places like Sun, Oracle, TeraMemory. Those engineers can’t write to save their lives. They dance a jig if it passes the spell-checker.”


“Oh, honey, has it really come to that? Think about it first. You’ve got so much to live for.”


They sat for a while longer, glumly staring into their saucers like a pair of dejected cats, while the sky lit up like a bonfire.





ADDRESSED FOR SUCCESS



ONCE LIZ DECIDED to compromise her principles and join the infotech juggernaut, it wasn’t long before she was working.


Flashy, hyperbole-packed high-tech recruitment ads devoured page upon page of the Sunday Mercury. She faxed résumés to a dozen of them.


Only days later, the interviews began in earnest.


Liz wore her designated power suit. It was an Armani number her mother had given her for graduation. Sometime thereafter—to Liz’s sartorial chagrin—this particular design became the official dress of the Heidi Fleiss Hollywood Madam trial. Now it struck her as ironically appropriate: a liberal arts major interviewing at a slew of high-tech companies might well be construed as an act of pandering, albeit of a more obscure and cerebral sort.


But it felt good to be in demand. Her newly expanded prospects buoyed her spirits visibly. Laurel had begun referring to her as “New Attitude Girl.”


Liz’s new attitude wilted considerably after the first round of interviews; the harried indifference of Silicon Valley recruiters spoke bluntly between the lines: she was nobody particularly special, aside from being a Stanford graduate, willing to work in technology, attractive, and female, in that order. The gods of high tech needed bodies to stoke the engines of innovation.


With her own qualifications so established, Liz surveyed her potential employers’ corporate personality traits. She noticed some peculiar similarities.


First was that they weren’t interested in the particulars of her education or experience so much as her willingness to subordinate every aspect of her life to the care and feeding of the corporation’s digital agenda.


Next was the ubiquitous, reverential reference to the company “mission.” Initially, Liz had found this charming; it had an appealing ring of high-minded earnestness. She soon learned it wasn’t high-mindedness, at least not in the “it’s our mission to end world hunger” sense. It was more like tunnel vision, as in “it’s our mission to establish MegaCyberCo as the premier vendor of PDQ-based thin-client solutions for the nomadic computing user base.”


This industry habit of cloaking the business in grandiose, heroic rhetoric was in some ways an encouragement to Liz. Her background in literature might come in handy crafting these flights of corporate marketing fancy; if there was an Homeric angle to the quest for a faster network interface or cheaper postscript printer, she’d find it.


In the end, she accepted a job as junior marketing associate at TeraMemory. Not because “Tera”—as insiders called it—stood out in any way, but because of the commute. Liz had quickly learned that you could spend the entirety of your non-working life gridlocked on 101 if the drive-time geography was against you.


From then on, time seemed to collapse into nothing. By the end of her first morning, Liz had a health plan, a TeraMemory ID card, and a token stock-option package. By afternoon, she had a cubicle, a phone extension, a computer, and an email address.


By the end of her first week, her coworkers had begun to designate her as “marketing’s resident expert on the enterprise server product line.” This had made Liz a little nervous; she was reluctant by nature to claim expertise on anything after five short days—never mind TeraMemory’s complex technology. But her manager had been insistent: “This is high tech,” she had asserted. “Everything happens quickly. Welcome to the fast lane.” Liz had decided that her manager was at least partially correct; certainly employees quickly learned to tap-dance furiously around their own knowledge gaps. In a pinch, a rapid-fire, buzzword-studded glibness could always substitute for actual understanding.


Monday morning of her second week found her sitting in a tiny conference room at TeraMemory headquarters, analyzing task requirements with her fellow marketing associate, Barbara.


“You joined at a crazy, crazy time,” Barbara explained with a slightly desperate edge in her voice. “Things are really starting to jump around here. There’s a rumor that WHIP has been moved up by three months. There’s supposed to be a company-wide memo this afternoon.”


In Liz’s survey of the company’s product line, she had never seen the name “WHIP.” She decided to risk looking uninformed.


“What’s ‘WHIP’?”


“Secret,” Barbara informed her, sounding a little conspiratorial. “Next generation something-or-other. Really important.”


“What does the project mean for us?” Liz asked, trying her best to sound like the team player.


“Mostly more deadlines. We were already way behind on the WHIP marketing push, and now we’re way, way, way behind. We’ll really be able to use you around here.”


“Well, I really don’t know anything at all about this WHIP thing. Maybe I should spend some time coming up to speed …”


“You’ll figure it out. Straight into the fire, babe.”


Barbara picked up a thick stack of papers and set them down in front of Liz. “We’ve got a mountain of techie-speak to fluff up for the trade shows. And you won’t believe the communication problems with engineering—from getting a clear statement of priorities all the way down to the grade school grammar.”


Later, sitting in her cubicle surrounded by marked-up drafts of white papers and spec sheets, she read an email. It was from the president of TeraMemory, Barry Dominic.


To: corp@teramemory.com
From: barry@teramemory.com
Subject: WHIP initiative


She scanned the memo. It was exactly as Barbara had anticipated. But as she read more closely, Liz’s apprehension of the increased workload was eclipsed by her morbid fascination with the structure of the prose.


For that reason, it was decided to accelarate the WHIP initiative by three months. I know this means some extended hours and indeed a few all-nighters during the holidays, but for all intensive purposes it will all most certainly be riflected in employee equity participation—your’s and mine.


This is a criticle time in the development of our business flow, and I know your all going to pull together to get Tera to where we need to get to.


Oh, my God, Liz thought as she tried to digest the message. Our CEO writes like a twelve-year-old. A twelve-year-old weaned on Tom Peters instead of Marvel Comics.


Still reeling, Liz composed an email by clicking the REPLY button. She replaced the recipient with Barbara’s address.


From: ltoulouse@teramemory.com
To: bschuck@teramemory.com
Subject: Re: WHIP initiative
Cc: corp@teramemory.com


> This is a criticle time in the development of our
> business flow, and I know your all going to pull
> together to get Tera to where we need to get to.


Barb,
You were right. Amid a storm of misspellings and malapropisms, forced march has been decreed by the King of the Dangling Preposition.


We are driven before the WHIP.


Liz clicked SEND at the very same instant she glanced at the message header and noticed the extra line. She’d cc’ed the entire company.


“Oh, God, this can’t be happening,” she whispered sharply to herself. Her heart launched itself skyward, she turned as white as a turnip, and the gruesome reality began to sink in. She lingered for a few moments, staring at the screen in a paralysis of fear, adrenaline shooting through her veins.


Then the emails began to arrive from all over headquarters, RE: RE: WHIP INITIATIVE.


She wanted to disappear.





LARGE NUMBER ELEVEN AT THE TUNG KEE NOODLE HOUSE



TEN MINUTES after one and the lunch rush showed no sign of slowing down; a crowd of young male engineers crushed together at the door, waiting. Tung Kee Noodle House was in full swing—white-shirted waiters lifting trays of steaming bowls, chow mein, and glasses of sunset- and radium-colored tapioca noodle drinks.


The noodles were good, but the efficiency was terrifying. Tung Kee was a model study in time and motion. The busboys never stopped moving; they trolled the restaurant in endless circles, clearing, wiping, and setting tables in seconds. Each dish had a number—no name, no substitutions. Waiters beamed orders to the kitchen with handheld wireless units. The food arrived quickly—so quickly, in fact, that it sometimes arrived before your waiter had made his way back to the kitchen. Paul found this breach of dining cause-and-effect to be obscurely unnerving.


But you could get lunch for three dollars, which ensured that the place was constantly packed. At other times of the day you might see a wider sample of humanity: teenagers, older people, Asian and Latino families. But at lunch, the engineering-aged male ruled.


The waiter had wedged Paul and Steve into a window booth. It was cramped, but the entertainment was a consolation: the congested traffic struggled comically down Castro Street. Hostile, high-strung Silicon Valley hard-chargers leaned on their horns and jockeyed for position against the traffic light, a festival of low-speed road rage.


In the next booth, a tech-support rep yelped into a cellular phone, guiding a customer through a router configuration. Steve gave him a sidelong glance and rolled his eyes.


“Look at this joker. He’s going to spend three bucks on lunch and twenty on the phone call. Pager, cell phone, palmtop—he might as well be wearing a leash. And a shirt that says ‘Property of The Man.’”


“Hey, I resemble that remark,” Paul commented a little self-consciously, fresh from his own client’s site. “It’s just the nature of the game, isn’t it?”


“Nah, just the latest iteration of Decline and Fall.”


“Oh, you going on with that cyber-commie shuck-and-jive again? I can never quite figure out what you’re talking about.”


Steve pushed his tangled hair up on his forehead and gave his friend a comically weary look. “OK, I’ll give it to you one more time,” he volunteered. “Look, the original soul of the Valley was forged by hobbyists—the Homebrew folks, the guys with the Altair kits, all the people writing freeware just for the joy of watching the bits jump around.


“Most of those guys were real weirdos—nobody had any idea what they were up to; they were in their own little world, doing it all on their own time, with their own money. And it wasn’t like it is now—chip-sets didn’t come free in a box of cornflakes. It was a real challenge back then to build digital machinery on a budget.


“But they didn’t care—not what people thought about them, or even how they looked.” He straightened his hands and held them an inch apart, for emphasis. “We’re talking real misfits: fat, pasty, wearing the same jeans and T-shirt every day, no shoes, bad personal hygiene, the full deal.


“Sometime in the recent past, that soul was stolen and enslaved by The Man; now this place is run by The Man and his money. He moved in with his venture capital, and his intellectual property lawyers, and he slapped an NDA and a corporate ball-and-chain on anybody with a clue. Funny thing is, most of them don’t seem to have noticed they’ve become intellectual indentured servants.


“But The Man likes to tell his slaves a little fairy tale about how they’re just like those old hackers who started things off—so they get to wear the jeans and the T-shirts and the Birkenstocks in the privacy of their own cubicles. But it’s just a pose. They’re all wearing suits and ties on the inside. The rest is just jive.”


“Wait a minute,” Paul debated, bean sprout dangling from the corner of his mouth. “I thought that the free market was suppose to optimize innovation. Doesn’t The Man—as you call him—create the conditions for positive change?”


“Oh, that’s the standard Adam Smith’s invisible hand routine. Problem is, Adam Smith’s invisible hand is wedged up his invisible ass; business only cares about business. Truth and beauty never survive the commercial shuffle—haven’t you noticed?”


Steve didn’t wait for Paul’s answer. “Oh yeah, sure, the suits will tell you a different story—they’ll say that innovation gets rewarded, the cream rises to the top, blah, blah, but that’s bullshit. Greed floats. Treachery gets rewarded. You can steal your core technology from Xerox PARC and everybody thinks you’re a genius just because Xerox was too lazy to go after you and take it back. Hell, if innovation was really rewarded, Ted Nelson would be as rich as Bill Gates. Last I heard, Nelson was shilling at some Japanese consumer electronics trade show. Is that pathetic, or what? I mean, the guy invented hypertext, for God’s sake.”
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