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To my parents




We turn the Cube and it twists us.


—Professor Ernő Rubik
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TO GO FAST, YOU HAVE TO GO SLOW


I put the petals on the daisy, solve the cross, insert the corners, then the edges. Veer right at the Jesus Fish and finish with an algorithm that makes it look like I’m trying to disarm a bomb, fingers flying every which way in a desperate attempt to stop the clock.


44.82 seconds.


Not bad—the first time I’ve broken a minute in competition—but not nearly good enough. The barrier I’m trying to cross is twenty seconds, the equivalent, in this world, of the four-minute mile: go sub-20 and you join an elite club. Once, the barrier was all but impassable. Now it’s the standard by which all comers are judged.


Most people will likely never solve Rubik’s Cube, so going under twenty seconds may not mean much if you haven’t cubed, but in competition, a few seconds can make all the difference.


  *  *  *  


There are nearly six hundred cubers in this cavernous ballroom. All here at the Riviera Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas for the 2013 Rubik’s Cube World Championship. Some, like me, are novices. This is only my second competition. Others have attended dozens, or even upward of one hundred tournaments. We will be ranked by the average of five solves, with the best and worst removed. This is to prevent a lucky (or unlucky) solve from skewing the results. The top two hundred will qualify for the second round.


Each of us will start our solves from the same randomized positions. The scrambles, as they’re called, are generated by TNoodle, a computer program. The scrambles are interpreted by the scramblers. And they need interpretation. To an outsider, they look like complete gibberish: R' F2 R2 D2 L U2 R U2 R2 U2 B2 U L' F U2 F L U B' L' F', for instance.


The finals are a moon shot for me, so like many here, I’m playing for a personal best, or PB. Everyone knows who stands a chance of winning the competition: Feliks, Mats, Cornelius. They are the professional athletes—they go by one name only, like Messi and Ronaldo—and have the sponsorships and devoted fan bases to prove it.


My second solve is slower, much slower than my first.


54.01 seconds.


It’s hard to know what, if anything, I did wrong. Each solve is different, not by choice, but by necessity. Rubik’s Cube can be arranged more than forty-three quintillion ways. One quintillion is one billion squared. One followed by eighteen zeroes. If you stacked forty-three quintillion Rubik’s Cubes end to end, they would reach 261 light-years into space. That many Rubik’s Cubes would cover the earth 273 times over, to the height of a five-story building.


I’m solving Rubik’s Cube like most of the competitors, one layer at a time. This is known as CFOP, an acronym for the steps involved—Cross, First Two Layers, Orientation, and Permutation of the last layer—as well as the Fridrich method, after Jessica Fridrich, the Czech woman who helped invent it and first put it online. The method resembles the assembly of a layer cake: you start on the bottom, by making the cross. The cross sets up the first two layers, after which you tackle the last layer.


My third solve starts off well. I’m cruising past the first two layers—the pieces are favorably set up—when I throw a glance at the timer. It still reads below thirty seconds. My heart starts to race. I could wind up with a solve in the thirty-second range, a massive PB.


Only my Cube refuses to cooperate. The last layer starts to fissure. I can see the innards of the puzzle, glistening and black. If your Cube “pops,” that is to say, if it explodes, during competition, you are allowed to pick up the pieces, but there’s almost no point.


Technically, I’m not solving the Cube invented by Ernő Rubik, the Hungarian professor and architect who brought Rubik’s Cube to life in 1974. Instead, I’m using one of the latest speedcubes, the DaYan ZhanChi, designed by Daqing Bao, a Chinese puzzle maker. From the outside, the ZhanChi resembles Rubik’s Cube: six sides, with nine stickers each, divided among six colors: red, green, yellow, blue, orange, and white. But inside, the ZhanChi is entirely different.


If you were to disassemble Rubik’s Cube, you would find that the pieces are as blocky inside as they are outside. There are axles hidden inside the puzzle, which hold the centers in place; the other twenty pieces are designed to support one another. The rear ends of the corners and edges interlock, allowing you to rotate the puzzle while maintaining its shape.


From the right angle, hidden inside the puzzle, you will see the pieces connect to create a sphere. In a way, this makes sense. The sphere is the only shape whose every point is equidistant from the center. Just like continents migrating around the globe, each sticker of Rubik’s Cube has to slide around the puzzle. But the original evinces only a rough semblance of a sphere, with the effect that the pieces are difficult to turn.


The ZhanChi, by contrast, is all curves below the surface. The pieces are carefully machined to glide past one another with a minimum of resistance. Like a ball bearing set loose on a freshly waxed floor, it will keep spinning even after you let it go. The puzzle is to Rubik’s Cube what speed skates are to regular ice skates, hence the term speedcube. But the speed comes with a catch: if you’re not careful, you can turn the ZhanChi too fast, and threaten its integrity.


The World Championship is sponsored by Seven Towns, Ltd., the British firm that owns the rights to Rubik’s Cube. They know we’re not using their puzzles, but they don’t try to stop us: to anyone watching, we appear to be solving Rubik’s Cubes. Even cubers refer to puzzles by that name, the way everyone refers to facial tissues as Kleenex. In the end, it’s great publicity for the official brand.


When I slam the timer to a halt, I hesitate to look at the clock. 40.13 seconds. If I had only turned the puzzle a little more carefully, I wouldn’t have had to pause so often and would have ended up with a better time.


  *  *  *  


After my fourth solve—an uninspired 50.75—one of the scramblers catches my attention.


He gives me a strange bit of advice. Go slower, he says. Like, 80 percent. The adrenaline, he explains, will push me to go faster without my realizing it. I’m reminded of a quote from one of the fastest cubers in the world, a seventeen-year-old Australian named Feliks Zemdegs, who’s solved Rubik’s Cube in 5.66 seconds: “You don’t really think. You just do it.”


  *  *  *  


For my last solve I pick up my Rubik’s Cube as if in slow motion. The first turns feel almost painfully lethargic, like I’m churning a barrel of molasses with a shovel. I’m going so slow I’m even having thoughts beyond the Cube in my hand. The solve appears to be proceeding automatically. For fear of throwing myself off course, like I did earlier, I don’t dare to look at the clock. Still, it’s hard to imagine this will be anything but my slowest attempt.


When I stop the timer, I do so carefully, as if I were trying to touch the keys of a piano as softly as possible. It reads 33.24 seconds, or nearly seven seconds faster than my previous personal best. It’s one of the fastest solves I’ve ever recorded, in competition or at home.
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NERD CAMP


When I first encountered Rubik’s Cube, the puzzle was all but dead. I was born in 1990, the year the Berlin Wall was officially demolished. The eighties were on the way out. This meant the end of Gorbachev, Magnum, P.I., and big hair. I would hear about the decade as if it were ancient history.


Rubik’s Cube, of course, is an icon of the 1980s. That’s when it was first released to the general public. The puzzle debuted internationally in 1980. Before long, it was everywhere. Literally. By 1982, more than one hundred million Rubik’s Cubes had been sold, making it not only the most successful puzzle, but one of the most successful toys, of all time.


In the early 1980s, National Geographic sent a correspondent deep into the Amazon. She returned with an image of two boys playing in front of a thatched hut. The caption grumbled about the invasion of “machine-age products” into the land occupied by the Wayana, a people that had spent centuries isolated from Western society.


The two boys, of course, were playing with Rubik’s Cube. Clad in red loincloths, the boys wore expressions of utter befuddlement. Their eyes were fixed on the puzzle. How it got there, and whether or not the kids ever figured it out, was never explained. But their bewildered looks would have been familiar to millions of people around the world.


What had begun in Communist Hungary was now a worldwide phenomenon. Indeed, it was almost entirely divorced from its origins. President Ronald Reagan once held up the invention of Rubik’s Cube as a sign of America’s entrepreneurial greatness. Evidently, it was not apparent to Reagan that Rubik’s Cube had come from behind the Iron Curtain.


The peak in retrospect was likely the first Rubik’s Cube World Championship held in Hungary in 1982 and presided over by the great Cube inventor himself. The competition was organized by Brian Cartmell, a legendary British PR executive. A former journalist, Cartmell, who passed away some years ago, once staged the UK Monopoly Championship inside actual public utilities, including a nuclear power plant. “My father had a reputation for trying to make national news out of, you know, very thin amounts of material,” his son, Gary, told me. The World Championship attracted headlines all over the world.


Of course, like any product that goes viral—and Rubik’s Cube might be said to be one of the first, at least in the modern sense, appearing in all manner of mass media, and cutting across national borders—the puzzle had an expiration date.


Within a few years, the market was flooded with copycats, there was a distracting and costly infringement suit, and people simply got tired of not being able to solve it. You can’t fault them. In those pre-Internet days, there were only a couple of ways to untangle Rubik’s Cube: figure it out on your own, which virtually no one did; take it apart and put it back together; peel off the stickers; or purchase a strategy book. These sold millions of copies, but evidently served little use, or at least failed to support the patience of their readers. Once the puzzle had saturated the market, the backlash began.


In Palo Alto, California, a pair of brothers patented “The Cube Smasher.” According to the instructional booklet attached to the yellow mallet, the goal was to club, whale, hit, torture, trap, smash, punch, swat, flatten, and possibly flog Rubik’s Cube into forty-three quintillion pieces.


By the time I discovered the puzzle, Rubik’s Cube was, to quote one executive, “in the closeout bin.” What had once been the most famous toy in the world now found itself in the same position as He-Man and Reebok Pumps: as a relic of a bygone era. Rubik, despite his socialist beginnings, had become very rich, but his successive efforts to recapture the magic of his Cube came up short. There was Rubik’s Magic—a mechanical puzzle whose goal was to untangle a set of rings printed on plastic squares attached by pieces of string—not to mention Rubik’s Snake, a twisty set of triangular prisms. Neither of these had anything like the success of Rubik’s Cube; Rubik made the headlines from time to time, including in the late 1980s, when two young men burgled his villa in Budapest. The government daily reported that the burglars may have been searching for new puzzle ideas.


  *  *  *  


In the late 1990s, when I discovered the Cube for myself, I didn’t have a clue about its backstory. In fact, I had no idea it was even called Rubik’s Cube. I saw a small cube hanging on a key chain in the gift shop of the California Science Center, in Los Angeles, where I grew up. In retrospect, it probably wasn’t a licensed product. One side was metallic purple.


When I took it home, I immediately discovered its purpose. Or, rather, I happened upon it by accident. Like any kid—I was eight or nine years old, a pudgy collector of Pokémon cards, reader of comic books, proud owner of a squadron of GI Joes—I wanted to explore the puzzle’s possibilities. So I turned it, first slowly, and then faster, as the sides got more and more mixed up.


I was mesmerized by the patterns that appeared and disappeared as I turned the Cube. Years later, when I learned more about Professor Ernő Rubik, the puzzle’s inventor, I would read that he was similarly delighted. In fact, it was what first captivated his attention. He never set out to make a puzzle, but an impossible object, one you could turn and turn and turn without ever changing its shape.


Of course, as anyone who has ever played with Rubik’s Cube knows, the challenge comes next. In an unpublished manuscript, Rubik once compared the experience of trying to untangle his puzzle to attempting to return home after a long walk. “It was at that moment,” he wrote, “that I came face-to-face with the Big Challenge: What is the way home?”


Try as I might, I couldn’t find the way home either. It seemed like it should have been easy—after all, it had started out solved. I should be able to return there, I thought. Only, every twist seemed to make the puzzle more messed up.


  *  *  *  


When I was fourteen years old, in the summer of 2005, I attended the Center for Talented Youth, a program at college campuses around the country run by Johns Hopkins University. CTY is basically voluntary summer school: you attend class from morning until evening, learning the equivalent of a college semester in three weeks. The course I signed up for was called Crafting the Essay.


One of the first lessons concerned icebergs. In Death in the Afternoon, Ernest Hemingway wrote that, if a writer knew something and the reader knew it, too, it functioned like the mass of an iceberg, concealed beneath the surface. You could omit whatever that thing was and the story would not only remain intact, but be stronger for it. What stayed under the water supported what you could see, giving it a certain dignity.


This lesson was put into practice in meeting my fellow students. They hailed from all over the world—Ireland, the Philippines, Alaska. It was dangerous to assume anything about them. I had never been around so many precocious people before. CTY selects students according to aptitude: as reported by the New Yorker, which wrote a piece about the camp, “The center accepts only the top one percent of all students—those who score as well on the SAT in junior high as the average student does as a high school senior.”


On the surface, we all looked like we belonged at Nerd Camp, the epithet the New Yorker used to title the piece. We were, most of us, in the throes of puberty, the specter of acne hovering over our faces, our fashion sense defined by the number of pockets on our cargo shorts. But, like a lot of people who started out with goofy grins and even goofier ideas, who knew where we might end up? As I later learned, CTY’s list of alumni includes Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg; Google’s Sergey Brin; and Stefani Joanne Angelina Germanotta, better known as Lady Gaga.


Take, for instance, Toby Mao. He had signed up for the same class as me, I later found out, because his mother wanted him to write better college essays. He played the cello—indeed, he would initially major in music in college, with the hope of playing professionally—but he also lifted weights in the basement of his high school with the janitor. We found this out when he read one of his first essays.


In detail, he laid out his after-school routine at a prestigious prep school in the San Francisco Bay Area. After introducing the janitor, he described how the two of them would pump iron, lifting weights after everyone else had gone home. Mao wasn’t bulky—he wore a blue Gap hoodie that was a few sizes too big—but he had a grip like steel. I found this out by accident, when I offered to shake his hand.


But his strength wasn’t the only thing his placid surface concealed. One day—in my memory, it was the first day of camp—he sat next to me. I didn’t know his name yet. I didn’t know anything about him. All I knew was that he seemed unusually preoccupied while our teacher, Cory, a recent MFA grad with long legs and honey-blond hair, was diagramming Hemingway’s iceberg theory on the whiteboard. At that moment, I heard a strange clicking noise that seemed to be coming from Mao, who had thrust his hands deep in the front pocket of his sweatshirt and was moving them rapidly up and down.


When the clicking became too much, Cory looked around, as if searching for a stray insect. Not seeing anything, she returned to the whiteboard. A few moments later, I glanced over and saw that Mao’s frantic motions had ceased. His hands were no longer hidden in his pocket. They held to the light a Rubik’s Cube. It wasn’t scrambled, like mine still was, buried deep in my closet, but completely solved, every side neatly aligned, a solid block of color.


  *  *  *  


I had never seen anyone solve Rubik’s Cube before. Evidently, it was no big deal to Mao. He put the puzzle back in his pocket and started twisting it again. It seemed beyond belief—could he not only solve Rubik’s Cube, but solve it without even looking at it? The teacher homed in on the sound and eventually took the Cube away before I could ask Toby how he had completed it.


Of course, the fastest way to render something popular is to make it illicit. Before long, everyone had a Rubik’s Cube. At lunchtime, we brought them out, struggling to align the pieces. Mao served as our guru, showing us the way.


The first lesson was obvious and yet hardly obvious at all. The center of each face, Mao explained, never changed. That is, it could only rotate, not change its relative position. This had to do with the puzzle’s construction, he said. Because of the axles hidden inside Rubik’s Cube, the centers were effectively fixed in place, relative to one another. At first, I had no idea what this really meant. What were the implications of the centers never changing? The rest of the puzzle seemed to do nothing but change, like the colors of a kaleidoscope.


Fortunately, Mao was a patient, if occasionally stern, teacher. He wandered among us like Socrates in the agora, showing us how we had erred, and correcting us on the path to the solution. The importance of the centers, he explained, was that each color belonged to a certain side. If you knew to which side each color belonged, you could develop a strategy. Simply look at the center, in other words, and you knew which color that face had to be.


This was a revelation. No longer was Rubik’s Cube just a mass of colors, a bog without a map. I could look at the white side, for instance, and know that every white sticker belonged there. The same went for yellow, and so on and so forth. What’s more, the relationship between the sides came into focus. If the centers were always fixed, then certain colors always belonged adjacent to one another, or opposite one another. White, for example, sat across from yellow. (At least in the most popular configuration of Rubik’s Cube—the one in which Cubes sold everywhere except Japan are routinely stickered.)


With this map in hand—white opposite yellow, blue opposite green, and red opposite orange—I could begin to find my way forward. I could see where each sticker was supposed to go. Only, as I soon learned, sticker was something of a dirty word, at least for Mao. It was a rookie mistake to focus on the stickers. Elementary. If that’s all you did, you were doomed. Even if you managed to line up all the stickers on one side, what then?


  *  *  *  


In fact, you could have one face entirely matching but the rest of Rubik’s Cube in utter chaos. This led to the second lesson: solve pieces, not stickers, Mao said. At first, I had no idea what he meant. Weren’t the stickers the functional unit of Rubik’s Cube? In fact, this was but an illusion. Mao took apart his Cube to explain.


The corners were units in and of themselves, he showed us, pulling them out, one by one. There were eight of them. And while you could move them around—changing their orientation or swapping them with other corners—for all intents and purposes, the three stickers they presented were fixed in relation to one another.


This is what Mao meant by solving pieces. If you wanted to put a white corner into place, for instance, you needed not only to align it with the white center, but also make sure its other two stickers aligned with the appropriate sides. In other words, each corner was distinct, even those that belonged on the same side.


Putting these pieces in the right place proved challenging. What if a piece that was already in place was blocking the piece you were about to insert? And how did you deal with pieces that were in the correct position, but incorrectly oriented, like a book that’s been shelved in the right place but turned upside down? There was never one right answer to any of these questions—you could align the pieces any way that worked, and there was typically more than one means of accomplishing the task.


I would later learn that cubers call these algorithms. At the time, all I knew was that Mao would tell me to take the pieces where they wanted to go. In addition to the eight corners, there were twelve edges, nestled in between the corners, each of which had two stickers, bound together like peanut butter and jelly. Of the white edges, for instance, which might have otherwise looked alike to me, one was adjacent to red, another to blue, another to orange, and another to green—four different pieces. To solve each piece, Mao seemed to say, you had only to follow it like a dowser with his rod, letting it pull you along until you hit water, so to speak, and the piece fell into place.


Two weeks later, all of us could solve Rubik’s Cube. That left us one week to compete. To see how fast we could go. Even though it was 2005, well before the advent of smartphones, I was nearly unique in having a wristwatch. Like a sailor wandering about a foreign wharf, I was press-ganged into service: my job was to officiate the duels between Mao and Mateus Moitinho de Almeida, a Filipino with a floppy bowl cut and braces. Moitinho de Almeida, who knew Mao from previous summers, was the only classmate who knew in advance how to solve Rubik’s Cube.


I had gotten my Rubik’s Cube at Aahs, a novelty store with branches across Los Angeles. This version was official—speedcubes didn’t appear until some years later, when it became apparent there was a market for them—and yet distinctive: it had been designed to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the release of Rubik’s Cube. Rather than the traditional white, my Cube had one silver face, which shone like a mirror when solved.


As we all soon learned, the stickers included with store-bought Rubik’s Cubes peeled once you solved them enough. Moitinho de Almeida bragged about his stickers. By contrast, those on his Cube were specially made, ordered by his father, who owned a restaurant and did work with specialty vendors. Made of vinyl rather than thin sheets of translucent plastic over white backgrounds, they chipped rather than peeled.


Watching Mao and Moitinho de Almeida duel up close was like having front-row tickets to a prizefight. They would exchange Rubik’s Cubes, scramble them, and then hand them back. Sometimes, even from a short glance, they could tell whether a given scramble would lead to a good start. They would look at me, at which point I would count them off. The moment I activated the timer on my watch, they began to furiously twist and turn their puzzles. Their fingers were a blur, moving too fast for me—for any of us, who had gathered around them, as if to watch a schoolyard fight—to understand. They seemed to inhabit a different universe, one in which time operated on a scale we couldn’t comprehend. Like sumo wrestlers, they grunted, their feet squared to one another, their knees slightly bent.


The moment I saw the movement cease—more often than not, it happened wherever Mao was standing—I stopped the timer. Typically, the time registered fell below twenty seconds. The rest of us could only gape in wonder. Then the two of them exchanged puzzles once more. The whole cycle began again. It repeated over and over and over. The race was never really won. Mao was insanely competitive. It was hardly enough just to win. There was always the next contest. Once, he cornered me when I was on the way to lunch. I was wearing a T-shirt intended to be a game, the purpose of which was to read the colors in which the words on the shirt were printed. The challenge was that the words were the names of colors themselves—only the two rarely matched up. Blue, for instance, was written in green. (The trick color was white, printed in white.) Mao wanted me to time him reading the shirt. He had to find out how fast he was.


When he finished—it took him about half a minute—he had all his friends go, too. He had to learn who was the fastest. If it wasn’t him, he vowed to practice until he beat everyone.


  *  *  *  


No one was into solving Rubik’s Cubes at my high school. When I broke mine out, I became something of an eccentric. It actually got me in trouble once, just as it’d gotten Mao in trouble at Nerd Camp. One of my seatmates in French asked if I would teach him. We finished our work early and I began to impart exactly what Mao had taught me. The room was hardly silent—there were students muttering phrases in French—but still, the clicking of our Rubik’s Cubes carried. The teacher was having none of it. She forbade us to ever solve in class again, and recommended we read the magazines tucked away in the corner.


This was an odd form of punishment, as we soon learned. The standards of mainstream publications in l’Hexagone were wildly more permissive than those of their American counterparts. I recall, in particular, a profile of the billionaire Richard Branson. If it had appeared in Forbes, the piece would no doubt have featured a portrait of Branson wearing a power suit. This publication, by contrast, had a double-page spread of him riding a Jet Ski off his private island with a nude model in tow.


Figuring that this was hardly the worst thing in the world—although only in French class would looking at images of nude women be more appropriate than solving Rubik’s Cubes—my classmate and I called it quits. I taught him bit by bit, in other classes, but that was the end of my career with Rubik’s Cube. Or so I thought.


  *  *  *  


Shortly after I graduated college, the Cube twisted back into my life. And it did not let go so easily this time. In search of topics to write about that might interest magazine editors, I stumbled on an article online mentioning the upcoming 2012 U.S. National Rubik’s Cube Championship. It was to take place at the Riviera Hotel and Casino, where Liberace once held court, in Las Vegas. Were my playground rumbles really slated for a major competition in Sin City? In my mind’s eye, I saw show girls wandering in a sea of people solving Rubik’s Cubes, so obsessed with the puzzle that they didn’t even look up.


The website created for the competition itself was sparse, mostly white, with a little colored type. It was maintained by a group billing itself as the World Cube Association. There was no qualification to enter. You simply paid the registration fee and showed up. I was considering doing just that when I noticed something even more unusual—to my mind, anyway—on the list of those registered to compete.


On the phone, Toby Mao sounded just the same. He was going to help organize the competition, he said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world, like assisting a neighbor with a Sunday cookout. Apparently, he had competed many times before, even set the world record for a single solve in 2006. I had had no idea there were world records in cubing or that solving Rubik’s Cube as a sport even existed.


  *  *  *  


Mao laughed at my ignorance. There were competitions all over the world, he said. In fact, his older brother, Tyson, helped to set them up. Tyson had cofounded the World Cube Association with Ron van Bruchem, a middle-aged Dutch banking IT consultant, while he was in college.


How had I not heard of this before? I was taking notes on a piece of paper with a dull pencil; I asked if Toby wouldn’t mind repeating himself. He proceeded to outline the extent of this hobby: cubing was everywhere, from Europe to Australia. He didn’t practice much anymore, he added—he was too busy, working in health-care consulting in the San Francisco Bay Area—but he could arrive in almost any foreign city and feel assured he would have a place to crash. The WCA operated in upward of sixty countries.


    I was even more surprised when Toby told me that he and Tyson had been responsible for teaching Will Smith to solve Rubik’s Cube for the 2006 film The Pursuit of Happyness, in which Smith, playing Chris Gardner, a homeless single father turned millionaire stockbroker, solves Rubik’s Cube to win over the man who ultimately hires him at a brokerage firm. While the film was shot in San Francisco, Toby said, they’d spent a week or so on set.


So Smith really could solve Rubik’s Cube? I asked. Sure, Toby said. He’d learned just the way I had. One layer at a time.


When I asked Toby if I could come and write about the upcoming competition, he sounded almost outraged. “What do you mean?” he asked. “You’re not going to compete?”


If I’d only known how deeply the Cube would entangle itself in my life, I might have proceeded with more caution. In just a few years, I would be literally cubing myself to sleep.
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THAT’S GOOD COMPETITION!


I stood outside the room and listened. The carpeting at the Riviera Hotel and Casino is dense.I Thick burgundy pile interwoven with gold and green threads, a garish pattern repeating ad infinitum. It was made to absorb most sounds—footfalls, trundling carts, luggage—but whatever was on the other side of the door was too much. The beat emanating from within was percussive, incessant, like the collision of rain with a tin roof.


Inside, dozens upon dozens of people had gathered at tables, spread around a giant ballroom. They were hunched in concentration, all their attention focused on their hands. In their twisting fingers lay brightly colored shapes: cubes, pyramids, irregular prisms. The shapes were themselves changing shape. The colors cycled from one permutation to another with all the rapidity of traffic lights gone haywire.


The sign in the lobby had warned me what to expect, scrolling by like the ticker on CNN: WELCOME TO THE 2012 U.S. NATIONAL RUBIK’S CUBE CHAMPIONSHIP. Still, to see it all in person was a bit of a shock. One of the volunteers running the competition had checked my name off the list and given me a lanyard with an ID number: 2012SCHE01. This number would track my progress as a cuber. I was now officially a member of the World Cube Association.


The first thing I saw when I walked through the doors was a mosaic. Several cubers had assembled about a hundred Rubik’s Cubes into a rectangular configuration that resembled Pikachu, the small, yellow, rodentlike Pokémon. The image was like a pointillist canvas: the individual Rubik’s Cubes appeared scrambled at random, a mess of yellow, white, red, and orange, but the dots added up to a recognizable shape: pika pika!


A woman with a blond bouffant was grading the mosaic, going over a checklist on a clipboard in her hand. There were several others nearby, laid out on easels, including a slot machine and the King himself: Elvis, reborn not as a tubby impersonator, although one was doubtless not far away, but as a pixelated version of himself, in the bright hues of Rubik’s Cube. The woman introduced herself as Lynn Brown. She lived in Southern California. Her son, Cameron, she told me, had gotten into cubing, and she’d come along for the ride.


When I remarked that I’d never seen anything quite like this—I noticed a number of cubers wandering around with the sort of bulky earmuffs favored by airport employees who work on the tarmac, to quell the noise—she told me that she hadn’t either. “Yeah, they do take it pretty seriously,” she said, “and it’s funny, because even Cameron, he’s just like ‘No, just don’t talk to me right now.’ And I understand. You have to focus! It’s like any sport, I would imagine: ‘Get your head in the game!’ ”


  *  *  *  


The night before, I sat in on the staff competition. When I arrived, Toby was serving as one of the judges in 4x4, an event that is like driving off-road in one pertinent quality: the 4x4, essentially a Rubik’s Cube that’s been enlarged, with four squares per edge, instead of the traditional three, is far more forbidding and wild than the original puzzle.


The 4x4 encapsulates many more permutations than the 3x3 Rubik’s Cube. In the United States, it would be 7.4 quattuordecillion. In much of Europe, 7,400 septillion—because hardly anyone uses numbers this large, different countries have different names for them. Originally, the 4x4 was marketed as “Rubik’s Revenge.”


“I don’t really know what my time was,” Toby said. “But it wasn’t good.” The cutoff for solving the puzzle—the point at which, in the interest of time, the cuber would be prevented from completing an average—was one minute and thirty seconds. In other words, faster than I could yet solve the original Rubik’s Cube. (At the time, the world record for the 4x4 stood at 26.77 seconds for a single solve; 30.81 seconds for an average of five solves.)


To Toby, however, speed wasn’t the issue. He just hadn’t practiced enough. This wasn’t by choice. He simply didn’t have time. “I forgot a lot of moves I was supposed to do,” he said. Still, even though he didn’t really cube anymore, the competition presented a chance to see old friends. As they appeared, one by one, at his judging station, he introduced me to them. The first to arrive was Vincent Sheu, whom I later learned chaired the WCA Regulations Committee, and was the outgoing president of the Rubik’s Cube Club at the University of California at Berkeley, where he was currently in graduate school.


Sheu, a tall, handsome young man with thick dark hair, approached the 4x4 musically, humming along to each twist like a metronome keeping the beat. “Oh, crap,” he pronounced, at one point, while Toby calmly told me about the strategy for attacking the puzzle: “With any Big Cube you turn it into a 3x3,” he said.


Further curses notwithstanding, Sheu made the cutoff: one minute 21.22 seconds. Next up was Tim Reynolds, a recent MIT grad proudly sporting his class ring. “He’s a cool guy,” Toby said. Apparently, Reynolds was able not only to solve the 4x4, but to keep up a conversation at the same time. When I asked Toby if anyone was sponsoring the competition, it was Reynolds who replied that both Seven Towns, Ltd., and Winning Moves, the license holder and one of the distributors of Rubik’s Cube, respectively, had chipped in.


“Not as much as the Europeans, though,” Toby added, a little disdainfully. “If you go to European competitions, they blow money on, like, break-dancers.”


“That’s only Worlds,” Reynolds replied, referring to the World Championship. When I asked Toby if Worlds—which was slated to take place in Las Vegas, at the Riviera, the following year—would have break-dancers, he guffawed. “This is America,” he said.


  *  *  *  


Chris Krueger came to the judging station. He was a soon-to-be graduate student in biology, who once held the blindfold world record.


In the taxonomy of organizing competitions, Krueger occupied an unheralded but crucial role, that of the runner: he was ferrying puzzles to and from the scrambling table. “It’s more efficient this way,” Toby said. The 4x4 Krueger had just deposited belonged to one of the few females on staff. “This is Jaclyn,” Toby said. A petite young woman with brown hair took her seat at the table. “You ready to go?” Toby asked.


“This is going to take forever,” she said.


  *  *  *  


I asked Toby if I’d have the chance to meet his brother. I was starting to get the impression that Tyson, who was in his late twenties, a couple of years older than Toby and me, was something of a titanic figure in the world of cubing, if such a small world can be said to contain titans. One of the staffers, a recent physics grad from Brown named Arthur Adams, said, “Tyson is like the Steve Jobs of cubing.” Adams explained, “Sometimes he’s hard to get along with, but he gets things done.” The comparison went even further: Tyson wore similar glasses and was also known for occasionally wearing a turtleneck, and worked in Silicon Valley.


Toby wasn’t sure. His brother, he thought, was probably doing a supply run to Target. “We need some stuff,” he said. Every timer required batteries, for instance, and that amounted to a significant number of batteries, since there were so many timers. Part of the reason the staff had arrived a day early was to set everything up: in the ballroom, there were rows of folding tables, each with two timers and two displays, one placed at either end.


The timers, Toby explained, were borrowed from speedstacking, the quirky pastime of stacking and unstacking plastic cups as fast as possible. Known as StackMats, the timers were interesting to look at: oblong plastic touchpads, connected to digital readouts that faced the audience. The competitor touched his or her hands to each end of the pad until a small blinking light went from red to green. At this point, he or she lifted his or her hands, and the clock began to tick upward, red numerals rapidly replacing one another.


Tyson was so busy that I didn’t so much as glimpse him until that evening, when the staff, or at least a good part of it, made an excursion to the Bellagio, just down the road.


  *  *  *  


The line to the dinner buffet crawled along, in a warren of brass piping, amid a rocky outcropping that appeared to have once belonged to Disneyland’s Pirates of the Caribbean ride. Tyson was restless. Waiting in line, he jimmied his feet and paced back and forth. His bias, it appeared, was for action—for setting up competitions, which was, after all, why he had come here—and there was now nothing to do but wait. He spoke at a rapid clip, as if he had not only practiced what he was going to say, but had said it many times before.


In fact, he probably had. This Mao had been making media appearances for years. Once, he solved Rubik’s Cube blindfolded on CNN. Anderson Cooper, who has reported from some of the most dangerous war zones on the planet, looked completely baffled. “I don’t understand a word you just said,” Cooper told Mao when he tried to explain his technique. Despite Mao making a slight error—a few pieces wound up out of place—Cooper was nonetheless bowled over. “Frankly, I believe you can do it,” he said.


Mao had also appeared as a contestant on Beauty and the Geek, the reality show that was a bit like Survivor, only all the women were beauties and all the guys nerds. At the time, Mao was still a student, at the California Institute of Technology, pursuing a degree in astrophysics. He didn’t win, but according to his old roommate, dozens of their classmates staged viewing parties. Since he was contractually prohibited from telling them what happened, they were devastated when Tyson and his partner had to drop out. His efforts were not entirely unrewarded: he was once recognized at the mall by a horde of teenage girls. As Anderson Cooper said, “God knows the ladies love a Rubik’s Cube master.”


  *  *  *  


Every activity has its Svengali—the person who brought it out of obscurity and into the mainstream. Or, rather, Svengalis, since rarely does something become a success without the input of multiple people. The actual Svengali, of course, was hardly benign—the novelist who created him once illustrated him as a spider at the center of its web.


Tyson never had nefarious plans for cubing, but he had plans for it, which is more than most others can say. In the early 2000s, it was a pastime that existed mostly on the Internet. The 2003 World Championship, the first since 1982, was put together by a Canadian software engineer named Dan Gosbee. It was a success—nearly one hundred people, representing more than a dozen countries, competed, drawing media coverage from across the globe—but it was not well managed, and the fallout was such that there threatened never to be a World Championship again.


  *  *  *  


The 2003 World Championship ended in acrimony. The reasons for this were, admittedly, rather piddling: as might be expected, there were problems that no one, including Gosbee, had anticipated. There was a shortage of timers, for instance. There was also no official rulebook, which led to a number of unfortunate mishaps.


One competitor had no idea how to solve Rubik’s Cube. He tried and he tried and he tried. Half an hour later, he was still trying. There were nearly one hundred contestants, but only four timers. “We said, ‘You have to stop now,’ ” Ron van Bruchem, the WCA cofounder, later recalled. “He said, ‘No. There’s no rule to stop me. I can go on forever if I want to.’ ”


On a popular message board, a handful of cubers voiced their displeasure. Gosbee, who had gone to great lengths to make the competition happen, took it personally. He felt his efforts weren’t being properly appreciated and soon decided to leave the nascent community.


Tyson watched all of this from a distance. He had read about the World Championship in the San Francisco Chronicle, his hometown paper. Neither he nor Toby felt ready to compete; they’d only learned to solve Rubik’s Cube a few weeks before. Tyson wasn’t happy to learn about the falling-out. “Like, we’re going to wait another twenty-one years for another World Championships?” he recalls wondering. “How can we make this a regular thing?”


  *  *  *  


While Tyson was learning to solve Rubik’s Cube, he came across a video posted online. It featured Shotaro Makisumi, aka “Macky,” a Japanese cuber. He was demonstrating his other talent, juggling, tossing so many balls into the air it was difficult to count their number. What struck Tyson wasn’t the act of juggling itself—although that was no doubt impressive—but the background against which it was filmed.


Tyson had never met Makisumi. But in the insular world of cubing, he had heard of him. The official world record was still that set in 1982, at the first World Championship: 22.95 seconds. In the intervening years, Chris Hardwick, a teenager in North Carolina, created a place online for the next generation to post their best times. (It was later taken over by van Bruchem, on his website.) Hardwick called it the list of Unofficial World Records.


In the fall of 2003, Makisumi was near the top of the leader board. Tyson had always assumed he lived in Japan, because his nationality was listed as Japanese. Only there he was, in the video, juggling inside the 24 Hour Fitness in downtown Pasadena, just a few minutes away from Tyson’s dormitory at Caltech. “I went to go find this kid,” Tyson recalled, “because, like, I’d never seen anyone solve a Rubik’s Cube in seventeen seconds.”


That fall, Makisumi, who lived in Arcadia, a well-to-do suburb north of Los Angeles, had a strange encounter. He was just thirteen years old but already taking classes at the local high school. This is where Tyson, accompanied by Mark Polinkovsky, his roommate, a Moldovan-born physics student from upstate New York, found him.


The two of them asked Makisumi if he wouldn’t mind solving Rubik’s Cube. “It was ludicrous, right?” Polinkovsky later said. “Macky just looks at it and starts twisting, and, you know, twenty seconds later, or even less, maybe it was like fifteen seconds,” the Cube was solved. “The thing was just done,” he said. “It was phenomenal.”


With Makisumi as the centerpiece, Tyson put together a local competition in the student lounge at Caltech. “It didn’t strike me until later that it seemed weird,” Makisumi told me of Tyson approaching him. He was just excited to solve Rubik’s Cube. Across the Atlantic, in the Netherlands, van Bruchem kept tabs on the proceedings. The following summer, he and Tyson founded the World Cube Association.


  *  *  *  


More than one person told me that Tyson is someone who gets things done. He is a doer; he wants to build things, as they say in Silicon Valley. Not long after graduating Caltech in 2006, he worked as a consultant, but quit after a few months. He then took several jobs as a high-frequency trader, jumping from Beverly Hills to New York to San Francisco.


By the time I met him, he was working as a product manager at Zynga, the mobile gaming company. His job was to help oversee the poker game. “I’m trying to make it not a job,” he said, of his work organizing cubing competitions. In the past, he had traveled as far as Peru to help run tournaments. “I’m trying to make it take less time.”


The goal of the World Cube Association is, to quote the charter, “to have more competitions in more countries with more people and more fun, under fair and equal conditions.” When Tyson started organizing competitions, in 2004, only a handful of countries had ever hosted tournaments that would later be deemed official: the United States, Hungary, and Canada. Now the list includes dozens of nations on six continents, from Iran to Malaysia.


Each of these competitions, by rule, had to have a delegate present, a member of the WCA familiar with the regulations. The WCA is run a bit like the American government. There’s the executive branch—the board—which directs the organization. Then there are the delegates, the legislature, who take care of actually running the thing. Like the Senate, the delegates break off into different committees, one of which deals with regulations. None of these positions are paid, which is perhaps the WCA’s greatest strength and most potent weakness. It attracts only the most committed cubers, but has trouble retaining them.


Until recently, all decisions were made by the board, but the organization got too big—there were simply too many things to handle. It was a bit like trying to expand a religion: in regions where there were no delegates, the organization had to send them to spread the gospel of cubing. Which is why Tyson found himself, a few years ago, schlepping a suitcase full of Rubik’s Cubes to Lima.


He had received a message from a Peruvian man who wanted to host a Rubik’s Cube competition. The stars aligned—Tyson had vacation time—and he found himself helping to establish speedcubing in Peru. “There’s more than just, like, getting up to code,” he said. Natán Riggenbach, who would later serve as my judge at the World Championship, was the beneficiary of the voyage: “There are cubers in many parts of the country,” Riggenbach said. Riggenbach is tall and lean, with a deeply tanned face. Trained as an engineer, he runs a zip-lining business with his sister in the Colca Canyon. Before Tyson’s visit, his daughters got into cubing. The younger one, Jael, solved Rubik’s Cube in fifteen seconds only five months into her life as a cuber. Riggenbach laughed. “I’ve taught them all I can, you know?”


His next task was to spread the word himself. Ordained by Tyson, so to speak, he could host competitions. In relation to the countries in which cubing sprouted, Peru is very poor. “They cannot all go to Lima,” Riggenbach told me, of the cubers in Peru. “If I can travel to different parts, then we can have competitions in Arequipa and Trujillo and so on.”


  *  *  *  


Country by country, the organization expanded, until it was—well, I wasn’t sure what it was going to become, so I asked Tyson. Did he think speedcubing would turn into something like the National Spelling Bee, televised on ESPN?


He wasn’t sure. “It depends on the circumstances,” he said. Spelling, he pointed out, was a generic good—there was no trademark on words. ESPN was free to televise the competition, without fear of the lexicographical society sending lawsuits their way. Rubik’s Cube, by contrast, was privately held. He didn’t have anything against Seven Towns, Ltd., the company that had made Rubik’s Cube what it was. After all, if the company hadn’t brought Rubik’s Cube to the world, there would be no speedcubing at all. Seven Towns would likely have to be involved if cubing wound up on national TV.


Still, if Seven Towns were running the show, Tyson figured there would probably be less choice about whose puzzles got to make it onto the stage. “Imagine that, like, fine, you have it on TV, you have a competition,” he said, “but you have to use their Cube.” In fact, at the 2005 World Championship, Tyson said, the WCA acceded to their demands, and allowed only Rubik’s brand Cubes, which were, admittedly, then the best on the market. But there was a problem, he told me: not every country had access to the same puzzles. (In Japan, the 2x2 Rubik’s Cube was larger, which made it easier to solve, since you had more leverage.)
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