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PROLOGUE



JUNE 2010


A BLACK, CHAUFFEURED EQUUS was parked in front of the nameless, back-alley establishment when Stuart and Niraj arrived at the private club to which they’d been invited. A woman with porcelain skin and long silky black hair showed them to a nondescript room with a low wood table surrounded by leather couches. In one of them sat JS, dressed in an elegant suit, trim, impeccably groomed. A bottle and three glasses sat prominently on the table. JS poured, and they began the evening by each downing three shots of Ballantine’s seventeen-year-old whiskey, because that was how things worked in South Korea. Everyone had to be at the same level of inebriation so that no one was above embarrassing himself.


Stuart had already called Marie in San Francisco and told her that they shouldn’t bother speaking to each other before bed, as was their custom. “Be careful,” she had said. “You’re not twenty-five anymore, Stuart.”


Why did she always need to remind him of that?


Things got loose right away—why waste time?—and Stuart relaxed and reminded himself that he liked JS. JS was engaging and intelligent and, most important, down to earth—you would never know his family were practically South Korean royalty. JS and Niraj had been cohorts at the Stanford Graduate School of Business more than a decade earlier. JS had gone on to work at Cisco in San Jose for some years, before returning to Seoul to reengage in activities more appropriate for his status and rank. He knew networking and infrastructure, owned a variety of South Korean enterprises operating in the sector, and coveted Stuart’s technology acumen (if Niraj was Jobs, Stuart was Wozniak).


More shots went around. Plates of fresh fruit and dried squid arrived. They talked about the evolving state of technology, car clouds, open-source software; the death of Cisco, HP, and IBM; how cloud computing was changing the world and how Stuart and Niraj could be drivers of that change, and the great heights to which they could take their as-yet-undefined endeavor—if they played their cards right. JS had some serious ideas about the markets they should go after, the connections spanning far beyond South Korea he had to offer them, and the people he could introduce them to. At one point, and maybe it was the Macallan 18-point, Stuart got the sense that JS wanted a bigger stake in what he and Niraj were doing, one that went beyond introductions and connections, though this was not the place for such a discussion, just as it was not the place to discuss the crisis that had erupted that day at Korea Telecom, Stuart and Niraj’s first and only client, thanks to JS. The delicate matter of a rogue resource was what had brought them together tonight. But why taint the mood? No, no—all that could be solved tomorrow. For now, let the pretty Korean women arrive, which they soon did, pairing up with each of the men—for window-dressing purposes only—and the discussion about how they were going to change the world ended.





CHAPTER 1



JUNE 2010


THE DREAM TEAM, AS STUART had begun calling his three-string band of network engineers, had been working on the proof of concept (POC) for three months now, and the demo was almost ready, when suddenly Dr. Kwak, their client sponsor, called Stuart and Niraj into his office, all gaga about this cloud phenom he’d just heard about. This guy’s company had just secured $20 million in funding—did Stuart and Niraj know him? His secure cloud-to-cloud VPN? Could they get him over to Seoul for a meeting? Stuart cleared his throat, and Niraj listed to one side. Hadn’t they come to Asia to get away from all that Silicon Valley bullshit? Niraj, very carefully and before Stuart could open his mouth and unleash something foul, counseled Dr. Kwak that while, as independent consultants, they were obligated to remain unbiased and open to all vendor options, they were intimate with the Phenom’s platform and felt it had yet to be fully proven. Dr. Kwak nodded, as he always did, and then flew the Phenom over anyway.


What could Stuart and Niraj say? They weren’t even a company, let alone funded. They couldn’t say that the Phenom’s platform was a piece of shit—something Stuart knew because he’d worked on that piece-of-shit network component for the Phenom at one point in his illustrious—he used that word facetiously—career. Stuart never practiced in discrediting peers. He was a collaborator, and anyway, you never knew—perhaps the Phenom had fixed the issues by now. He wasn’t stupid, just an ass.


Fast forward two weeks. Stuart was kicking himself. Had he forgotten? Did he really believe that the Phenom would show up in Seoul with a filter? That he wouldn’t be the exact bombastic, fat-fuck Silicon Valley CEO that he was? One of the first spewers of cloud, a member of the clouderati, as they’d come to be called, a badge less of honor than of derision. Most of those spewers, full of shit to begin with, were just using the cloud as a means of self-promotion. And apparently, Stuart had forgotten. Not only did the Phenom show up at Korea Telecom (KT) knowing nothing about Korean culture and having made exactly zero attempt to garner any, but he proceeded to insult KT’s data management team directly to their faces in their first meeting with the CTO—a big no-no in a country that was all about saving face.


And then it got worse. KT had strict standards about how to enter the data center—the first of which was to take off your shoes—but the Phenom went in there with his cowboy boots on. The CTO was so pissed, he threatened to shut down the Dream Team’s POC and look at other vendor options. (Thanks a lot, Kwak.) Other options? There were none. Network vendors knew shit about cloud infrastructure, and cloud infrastructure vendors (of which the Phenom’s company was one) knew shit about networks. That was Stuart’s niche, what he and the Dream Team brought to the table that no other vendor could: they crossed borders between the two. It was one thing to build a distributed cloud, but to make network access to it secure and redundant was something else, not to mention at the scale and scope that a large enterprise like KT required. Even the Phenom couldn’t purport to offer that, though, thankfully, he got no chance to purport to offer anything—Niraj sent him and his cowboy boots packing back to Silicon Valley the next day.


Nevertheless, the Phenom had tainted the well, and for the next two weeks, Stuart and Niraj spent much of their precious POC time saving face with the Koreans—a lot of face. This meant many soju-sodden dinners with Dr. Kwak and his team and one ridiculously long karaoke fest. Relationships—deep and meaningful, soul-searching relationships—were how business was done in Asia. You should see these guys belt out their songs. It was both exhausting and exhilarating, especially a few mornings later, when Dr. Kwak, bleary-eyed and hungover, pulled Niraj and Stuart aside before their POC presentation and told them that the CTO had made a verbal commitment to Phase II. The Dream Team hadn’t even presented their findings yet or showed Dr. Kwak’s business managers their demo, and Stuart hadn’t given them his software-defined-everything spiel, but apparently it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the managers liked the Dream Team. They trusted them.


Be careful what you wish for, Stuart and Niraj chided each other on the way back to their corporate apartment in a cramped, kimchi-and-garlic-smelling cab. Six months, five engineers, $1.8 million. Now they had two proposals to get out this weekend, SingTel being the other one. The largest telecom in Singapore, government funded—and not just any government, but one that doled out ridiculous incentives for startups to come to its country and utilize its workforce and facilities and programs. Once they landed SingTel, this would all become real. Whatever “this” was, beyond the nebulousness of Stuart and Niraj’s passionate discourses about the future of “software defined everything” and the anti–Silicon Valley tenets with which they would rule this world, had yet to be defined. A startup? Fine, call it that if you must, even though Stuart despised the word. Javelina—their endeavor’s code name—was no startup. He’d been working on it for five thousand years. It was an old beast, as ancient as he was.


“We’re going to need a bigger boat,” Stuart said.


“Let’s not load up the boat before the boat can hold the load,” Niraj responded. Meaning, “Let’s not go on a hiring spree when neither deal has been signed yet.” While Silicon Valley believed in evangelicals (like the Phenom), Stuart and Niraj believed in customers, making sure they were solving their problems, adding value, delivering on what they’d promised, and generating a steady stream of revenue—yes, people, revenue—while doing it. Right now, that meant getting these two proposals out the door.


Back at the corporate apartment, Niraj went right to work on the SingTel numbers while Stuart began sketching out a proposed KT network topology architecture for the Phase II proposal. The rest of the Dream Team had already dispersed to their respective territories in the three-bedroom condo: Liam in his room, scouring security résumés; Franco in the living room, in front of the TV, configuring the demo server for scale; and Arman? Who knew what Arman was doing? Probably downstairs, smoking a cigarette. An Aussie, an Argentinian, and a Persian—Javelina project members 3, 5, and 27, respectively—had been toiling away in various corners of the world before Stuart, using their GitHub addresses, hunted them down.


The television was on, mostly to drown out the din of everyone’s idiosyncratic personal noises—a stomach groan, for instance, or the flushing of a toilet, a stifled belch, and other disturbances. It wasn’t until the clock struck 7:45 p.m. that Stuart and Niraj looked up from what they were doing and realized they’d not even had a drink. Hadn’t even thought about having a drink, one of those fuck-all, Friday-night-in-Gangnam kind of drinks, until this moment, when they threw on their shoes, left the kids to fend for themselves, and headed up the elevator three floors to the lounge on 29 because drinks were half off for only fifteen more minutes. They were on a budget, after all.


Dim, smoky, tall windows looking out onto a hazy city skyline, bottomless bowls of wasabi peas and boiled peanuts, the din of drunken Korean businessmen—this was where Stuart and Niraj came each night to debrief and decompress after another challenging, if not slightly bizarre, day at the KT’s offices in Seoul.


Two doubles were before them, just under the wire.


Niraj handed Stuart his phone. “Did you see this?”


Liam had posted the latest Gartner industry report on their “morons” Slack channel, and Stuart smirked. “Gartner—what a bunch of jokers.” He refrained from a verbal tirade and began typing it into his phone instead. He was in no mood for an idiot’s guide to the top ten strategic tech trends for 2010. Not after the past two weeks, not after the Cowboy, as the Phenom would now forever be called, had almost derailed them with those stupid boots. Stuart shot off a response, then flipped open his laptop and checked the Javelina GitHub project for any new code releases.


“Brilliant,” Niraj said, having just read Stuart’s Slack response, which essentially eviscerated those top ten trends. “Come on—fabric-based infrastructure? Virtualization for availability?”


“I’ve been writing about ‘hybrid fucking IT’ for more than two years, and no one’s been listening. Now Gartner gives it a name, and off we go.”


“The name means nothing until someone gets it, and no one’s getting it.”


“Least of all KT. These telecoms are sinking ships. We need gamers, data streamers, or traders, companies running multiple software-as-a-service platforms in the public cloud and in data centers, with offices all over the world. These are the guys who are going to see Javelina for what it can one day be: a way to optimize and manage distributed cloud infrastructure with redundant, secure connections.”


“Speaking of which, I’ve started the process of patenting our IP.”


Intellectual property, theirs consisted of code that the Dream Team was presently creating outside the Javelina project, code that would become part of a proprietary platform they would rebrand as COMPASS. Niraj already had fifteen patent applications open for it and counting, even though they were still three months from a beta version. Why wait? Stuart released a latent smirk. His partner did not mess around.


“By the way,” Niraj added, swallowing his drink, “JS wants us to use his guy on KT Phase II.”


“What guy?”


“A McKinsey guy.”


“What did I say about McKinsey?”


“McKinsey Korea. There’s a difference.”


“Not a good one.”


“Look, he’s a local—insurance that we don’t fuck up on the cultural front again. Blood is thicker than water, especially in Asia. He can help us maneuver through the maze.”


Stuart was just about to reassert his no-stuffed-shirt McKinsey policy, when his cell phone rang. He stared at the name, then at his watch: four in the morning in San Francisco. He stood up and told Niraj to order him another double, then paced off to the far window and picked up the call. “Go back to sleep, Marie.”


“I can’t.”


He pictured her naked warmth all tangled up in the sheets, hair everywhere, and his heart swelled, just like that. Ache and burden.


“How did it go?” she asked.


“They want a proposal for Phase II.”


“That was easy.”


“What can I say? They like me.”


A whooshing sound on her end. Movement, street sounds. “Where are you?”


“Here,” she said.


“What do you mean, ‘here’?”


“What I said. Here.”


He felt himself stepping backward from the window, the knowledge gripping him, consuming his eyes. God, he was tired. A different kind of tired than the Silicon Valley bullshit kind, but tired nonetheless. “Where. Exactly. Are. You?”


“I’m on the airport bus. In a minute, I’ll be walking into the InterContinental.”


A moment of white space before his brain took the signal. She would do this. “Stay there. I’ll come to you.”


He told Niraj, in a combination of nonchalance, panic, and uncertainty, that Marie had just shown up in Seoul and said he’d be back. Still not fully processing what was happening, he walked at a fervent pace three blocks through the sprawling maze of the underground COEX, an extravaganza of glossy stalls and shops and restaurants and delicacies and any other Korean kind of craziness you could imagine, to the InterContinental hotel, where he’d told her to wait until he came to get her because he was certain she’d get lost trying to make her way back to him through that COEX, where he and his team were staying at the much more economical but not entirely unglamorous Oakwood Apartments.


Was he ready for this? Where would she stay? With the five of them, jammed into their three-bedroom condo?


“YOU’RE PALE,” SHE SAID when he walked up. She was seated on a purple velvet sofa that sat starkly singular in the center of the cavernous, retro-decked lobby. Like a scene out of The Great Gatsby. A massive, ticking clock. Her heart pounding in her ears. She’d been so certain thirty-six hours earlier. “Bad idea?”


She stood up, and he pulled her into his arms. “You’re here. I can’t believe you’re here.”


Now, she was anything but certain. June, ninety-five degrees with the humidity outside, and yet Stuart felt cold, clammy. She fell further into his embrace, feeding him her warmth, though it soon became clear that Stuart was the one holding her up. He brushed his finger across her cheek, wet, and pulled back to get a look at her. “You’re crying.”


“I’m not crying.”


“What happened? Did something happen?”


It took her some more swallows before she could form words: “Nothing happened. I simply reached the conclusion last night that I had two choices: I could be home in San Francisco, alone, or I could be here, with you.”


He pulled a clean tissue from the back pocket of his jeans, the ones he kept on hand as a result of perpetual sinus issues, and handed it to her.


“I chose the latter, and yes, I’d had some wine.”


He held her again, until her breath steadied and her trembling subsided.


There was less of him, literally—his waist felt thinner. And he smelled of sweat and cigarettes and, now, tears. She looked up at him. “You don’t look well, Stuart.”


“It’s been a long couple weeks,” he said in a tone that meant he had made the understatement of the century.


And now he has me to deal with me. This is idiotic. Marie blew her nose with the tissue. “I can stay here, Stuart.” She nodded over at the hotel’s gleaming white reception area, imagining, after twelve hours of middle-seat coach travel, a gleaming white bed to go with it. Though she knew she shouldn’t. They shouldn’t. She needed to be frugal. There’d been times with Stuart when she’d not had to, but this was not one of those times.


“Come on,” he said, grabbing her suitcase.


The reality struck her—she was such a private person. “They won’t care, will they?”


“They don’t give a shit.”


“I’ll do my own thing,” she said, and then, “I don’t want to be apart anymore.”


He squeezed her hand in the whole of his until it hurt.





CHAPTER 2



TWO YEARS EARLIER, STUART had started the Javelina project as a ruse. A fuck-all Silicon Valley manifesto of sorts—if the VCs wouldn’t fund his Javelina platform, then fine, he’d give it away for free. He opened a project on GitHub, an online community where programmers freely contributed and shared code as they deemed fit for whatever their purposes were. In Stuart’s case, the code he threw out to the community represented three years’ worth of his mission to design a secure and reliable way for enterprises to connect their systems to distributed cloud infrastructure, a connection that went far beyond the flimsy public internet connections that had so far been the norm. His Javelina project garnered little interest at first—in 2008, enterprises could barely say the phrase “cloud infrastructure,” let alone see the need for a safe connection to one. Only a few techie rebels had glommed on and become avid contributors (Liam, Franco, and Arman, aka the Dream Team), plus some hackers, curiosity seekers, intellectuals, philosophers, haters. Open-source software projects had been around for decades by the time Javelina was born, but it was still anathema in Silicon Valley. You were not to give away software for free. Microsoft called open software projects cancer, if not outright communism. Stuart was no communist. He wanted to make a million just as much as anybody, had made a million, even two—and then there’d been that ten (on paper)—before he’d lost, not to mention spent, all of it in various ways, shapes, and forms, but that was another story.


Suffice it to say that for more than eighteen years, open software had been Stuart’s rebel cult. It was also how he’d met Niraj. In 1990, fresh out of Berkeley with an engineering degree, the first thing Stuart did was purchase a very old x86 machine and download a copy of BSD on it—which was not technically free at the time, but as a Berkeley grad, he had connections. BSD stood for Berkeley Software Distribution, an operating system based on Unix and developed by professors at Berkeley. It was the precursor to OSF/1, the first open-source platform to enable true portability and vendor neutrality, and on which a mentor of Stuart’s, Jack, had worked after graduating from MIT. Stuart had met Jack through online chat channels and made a cross-country bus pilgrimage to Cambridge the summer before his senior year at Berkeley just to meet him. He’d ended up bunking on Jack’s floor for three weeks, during which time they’d spent many evenings at the newly opened Cambridge Brewing Company in Kendall Square, discussing the virtues of open-source, how stupid AT&T and SUN were for not joining the foundation, and so on. (Jack had gone on to spend so much time at the brewery that his name was now engraved on one of the barstools.) Stuart stayed in touch with Jack through his senior year, charting the progress of OSF/1, which was released in December 1990, helping Jack with some of his implementation needs, specifically with the networking stack, which came from BSD, which Stuart was intimately familiar with, since he worked with it at Berkeley. That relationship was what solidified Stuart’s belief that open-source was the future of computing.


The problem was, he didn’t have the cash to upgrade the hardware on his x86 machine as his programs got more demanding on the system, so he went straight to the only person he knew who might own a more powerful x86 machine: a classmate from India he’d butted heads with a few times in one of his many failed attempts as a recreational cricket player. Wealthy, arrogant, stubborn, with a mountainous nose, Niraj had just graduated from the business school. Stuart showed up at Niraj’s dorm room to find him packing up his things and getting ready to spend his summer at home in Delhi, before returning to San Francisco to work as a management consultant for Price Waterhouse. It didn’t take much persuading to get Niraj to let Stuart load BSD onto his computer and begin playing around with the source code. It didn’t take long for Stuart to blow up the computer, either. Not literally, meaning, it didn’t ignite into a ball of flames, but for many days, Stuart could not get the machine to boot up again. Niraj left the machine with Stuart and said he would retrieve it, ideally fully intact, upon his return. And that was how Stuart, and Niraj by default, discovered the best thing about open-source software (which it technically wasn’t called at the time): the online community of rebels that came with it. Over the course of the next few weeks, with the help of people from all over the world accessed via Usenet, Stuart put that machine back together. From then on, especially after the advent of Linux a few years later, Stuart would never pay for a piece of software again.


Fast-forward eighteen years, and the Javelina GitHub project, after its slow start, grew to more than one hundred contributors and more than two thousand commits. Networks were exploding, and hacking had grown rampant, thanks to more complex and distributed clouds. There was no going back from Javelina, but Stuart was running out of money—and, by the way, he was not twenty-five and running out of money; he was forty and running out of money—and something snapped, Marie, for one, who’d been hinting about his getting a “real” job, and Stuart, for another, who, for the first time in his life, began looking for a “real” job. And then, just when he was about to land said “real” job at Chase Bank, he did what he always did in times of transition or uncertainty or, in this case, outright panic: he went to Niraj.


“You’ll last a month in the IT department at Chase,” was Niraj’s dead-eyed response.


To this day, Stuart wasn’t sure he even liked Niraj. He wouldn’t call them friends. Niraj was simply the guy Stuart had always gone to for straight answers. But on this day in 2009, Niraj had been in a particularly wound-up state. Burned out from what was now the behemoth PricewaterhouseCoopers and, as always, under pressure from his family to return home to Delhi, he very articulately and succinctly laid out for Stuart how he could package Javelina, rebrand it as COMPASS, and sell it to large enterprises—all those things he’d learned in business school that Stuart had no patience for. Amazon Web Services may have invented the cloud, but it had its heads up its ass when it came to delivering cloud to the enterprise. Cloud was complex, and companies needed help, which meant services, consulting, people. And what did Silicon Valley VCs hate more than people? Well, nothing. VCs didn’t want people; they wanted iPhone apps and energy drinks and CEOs under the age of twenty-five. Fuck the VCs, Niraj, who rarely cussed, had barked back at Stuart. He, Niraj, knew consulting; he knew how to build a services arm around COMPASS. They’d start with telecoms, because those companies were the first to look seriously at adopting cloud and knew absolutely nothing about how to deliver them. Telecoms in Asia were even better, since Niraj, through JS, had serious contacts there.


Six weeks, Stuart had told Marie. They’d been sitting side by side on their bed, staring into their hands, his suitcase by the door of their twentieth-floor SOMA tower apartment with the sweeping bay views that they’d long stopped being able to afford. Spending weeks apart was not new to them, so they’d been assuring each other on and off for the past few days. This was who they were. Own beings. Battling the pursuit. Fifteen years of it. Unmarried, childless, secure about their relationship as it existed, separate and apart from the world. They were to think of this as a repose, a way for Stuart to make some gig money and recover some of their losses.


“It’ll be over before you know it,” Stuart said, and stood up at last.


She noticed his golf clubs by the door. “You’re taking your clubs?”


He stared at the clubs. Then at her. A lump in his throat. He’d never felt so alone.


Six weeks turned into three months.


“Is everything okay?” Niraj lit a cigarette and examined Stuart through the smoke.


Unsure how to respond, Stuart fell into the lounge chair that still held his imprint and downed what remained of his scotch, before starting on the second one Niraj had ordered. It was the first time either of them, going back eighteen years, had made a direct inquiry about the other’s personal life.


“Everything’s fine,” Stuart quipped.


Niraj grinned, a grin that said, “We’ve no time for baggage now.”


If only the sobbing hadn’t unnerved him. Not to mention the fact that Marie had been in Seoul only one hour and he’d already abandoned her. He needed Niraj to know straight off that with her here, nothing changed, including these nightly status-scotch sessions. Nor would it change the fact that their weekend was basically shot, what with the two proposals due on Monday. Liam had just emailed Stuart some cloud network résumés; one guy from Juniper looked great, and he suggested they not wait, because this guy was hot and soon he’d be gone. Stuart and Niraj talked about it and other hiring options, but Stuart couldn’t focus.


He shot Marie a text: “Where are you?”


She’d wanted to shower and was then going to join them, but he knew her better than that. When he’d asked her if anyone knew she was here, her response had been “Who would I tell?” Marie, the loner. Had she always been this way?


“Someone told me drinks were half off here.”


Niraj startled. Even Stuart was a little surprised.


It hadn’t been easy, but she’d gotten her ass out of bed and gone to the bar. She’d have to be different. Better. Make an effort. Do as she was told. All those things. “Don’t mind me.” She plopped down into the oversize leather chair next to Stuart and facing Niraj, as if there were no need for introductions, even though she’d never met Niraj before. “I’m just here for the scotch.”


Stuart motioned to their server.


This was, after all, a work session. Stuart had warned Marie of that. And, true to form, Niraj continued their IP discussion as if she weren’t there.


HE HAD DARK EYES and lashes and thick, bushy eyebrows. A blazer and slacks, no tie, he appeared relaxed, if slightly weathered, like Stuart, from some recent storm. He wore an easy, entirely unreadable smile, and could barely look at Marie as he spoke. Part of her wondered if she’d flown across the world just for this, to meet the man she liked to call Stuart’s guru, the man Stuart refused to call his friend, even though they spent more time together than a married couple, especially these past three months at KT: sixteen-hour jaunts on planes together, business dinners, business drinks—lots of drinks—lunches, laundry. Still, Stuart claimed to know little about Niraj’s inner workings: where, for instance, he spent his evenings after they parted ways every night. Not to bed was Stuart’s guess—this was Gangnam, after all. “What happens in Gangnam?” Marie had inquired once, to which Stuart feigned innocence and asked how would he know?


She swallowed her drink and interjected, “What’s IoT?” if only for effect, if only to see Niraj glance at Stuart the way he just had. She knew what IoT was, the definition, anyway: internet of things, which meant things connected to the internet, like her thermostat, so that she could control it from anywhere. How could she not know this after living with Stuart for fifteen years, not to mention that she was, or had been, in her day, someone who knew her way around a technical document? Anyway, she just wanted to hear how Niraj might explain it to her, and he did, sans patronizing, with eloquence, clarity, and, above all, the kind of patience for her deep-dive inquiries that Stuart often lacked—“It’s not true just because you said it,” she would often have to remind him. Anyway, the guru had passed. After all, hers had been a test.


“Okay, I’m starving.” Stuart said finally, already craving her naked warmth beside him in bed that night. He stood up. “Let’s go eat.”


Marie stood, but Niraj stayed seated, staring critically at his phone.


Marie nudged Stuart, who nudged her back. She nudged him again, and he cleared his throat and said to Niraj, “We’re going to get some dinner. Join us?”


“Nah.”


“Okay.”


“See you.”


“Yep.” He did not look up.


THAT NIGHT, AFTER DEVOURING the Korean pancake, the pork dumplings, and the noodles made by the fat and sweaty Korean lady in her shop above the 7-Eleven that overlooked the Bongeunsa Temple’s Godzilla-size Buddha statue, after their long discourse on whether it was the Chinese or the Italians who had invented pasta, Stuart and Marie lay stretched out on their sides on the bed, facing each other.


“It’s going to be different this time,” he said.


She could smell the scallion on his breath and the pork on his flesh. She didn’t ask him what was going to be different. She’d already taken him down that road, and it had brought them to the bottom.


She closed her eyes.


Stuart rubbed her head until she fell asleep, her dreams erratic.





CHAPTER 3



JULY 2010


WHEN THEY LANDED SINGTEL as a client, Stuart flew Marie to Jeju Island for the weekend. Ninety percent rock and home to a dormant volcano, an hour by plane off the southern coast of the Korean peninsula, it was where the exiled had been sent in times past to live among the fishermen. They checked into a nondescript hotel and spent hours walking along the craggy, windswept shores.


When they spotted what they thought were seals floating in the jagged pools along the shore’s edges, Marie climbed far out onto one of the jettisoning rocks to see, Stuart following from a distance—he was not a strong swimmer. The waters were rough, and when he called to Marie to come back, she only scrambled out farther.


“They’re divers,” she said, returning at last.


He wiped the mist off her face and took her hand, wet, in his. They continued down the shore, until they came upon a bronzed statue of a woman wearing the same kind of bodysuit and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea breathing apparatus as those they had just seen below the surface. Sea women, they were called, according to the plaque. Once the island’s main breadwinners, these women were legends now, though a dying breed, what with the resorts having taken over, the women’s offspring having fled to the mainland for work.


They walked over to a tarp-covered outpost, where the few remaining sodden and ancient sea women sat crouched before buckets, cleaning their catches. Stuart went up to one of them and knelt beside her. Since he’d begun working in Korea, he’d become fascinated with the language—his love for decoding all-consuming and pervasive and beyond ones and zeros—and the fact that Korea’s founding fathers purposely made the alphabet easy and accessible to all their people. Stuart had found mastering basic proficiency easy and as such was able to exchange some words with the sea woman. Soon enough, he was walking away with a round, spiny creature in his palms, its bristles writhing, its body breathing, even after she’d slit it open. Marie’s face screwed up in both horror and delight when he came at her with it. He’d taught her to love raw fish in all its forms, but not like this. She put a hand over her mouth. “Now’s not the time to be squeamish, Marie.”


She removed her hand. “Are you sure?”


He dug his finger into the wet, tonguelike flesh and fed her.


The next morning, Marie woke at dawn to go back to the shore to watch the sea women. There were only a handful of them; she watched them squiggle and contort around the mossy rocks along the water’s surface, disappearing and reappearing with the crashing swells. Hunters and gatherers. One more succulent mollusk. Searchers of the purest form.


Marie. Her name echoed in a crashing wave. She turned. It was Stuart calling her to come back. Come back.


When he’d come to find her—he knew where to look—she was farther out on the rocks this time, staring out as if at any moment she might dive in, or as if she were waiting for a wave to pull her in. But then he’d called out and she’d turned, beaming and full of life as he’d not seen her in some time, her hair whipping in the wind, streaked amber in the morning light. She stumbled her way back, falling and catching herself and laughing.


“I thought you were going to jump in,” he said, smiling quickly, as if he might be joking.


“Oh, Stuart,” she said, their eyes holding. “It doesn’t matter, don’t you see? I’m done with all that.”


He didn’t see. Didn’t always want to.


She grabbed his hands. “I’ll go back to work.”


A wave sighed in the distant depths. He looked past her, toward the pale horizon. She’d been saying that since her mother had died. The two had grown unbearably close in the end, as Marie had let her career fall away, though she claimed that by then her career had long stopped being one. She pimped herself out on high-priced consulting gigs for an eccentric ex-boss who had a penchant for deals that never came to fruition. That was the “career” she’d left. She hadn’t worked in years, and, as enticing as her noninconsequential income might have been to them both, she didn’t want to go back to the fight, and he wasn’t going to make her. He loved her. He had vowed to take care of her. “But don’t you see? You don’t have to go back to work. Not if we live here.”


“In Seoul?”


“Singapore. I’ll take you, Marie. You’ll see. You can decide for yourself.”


He told her about their plans for COMPASS while the sea raged on, the great body of tumultuous gray, the clear white light of everything.


She had thrived. That was the thing. Part of her really did want to go back to work. The challenge and the pace. “You go show them, dear . . .” had been some of her mother’s last words. But the other part of Marie, no. No, no, no, no. The part she had kept from her mother, who came from a different era, where working was a privilege and there were no excuses; her mother, who never once did not work a day of her working-age life. Literally, she was seventy-two years old and headed to a board meeting when she pulled over onto the shoulder of the 101 freeway and rested her head back. She was done.


“I’ll go anywhere, Stuart. Just tell me where. Singapore? Fine. Singapore it is.”


“But you haven’t even seen it.”


“I don’t need to.”


She held his eyes, imploring him, with all her being, to read what she was trying to tell him, which was that there was no longer anything of her that wasn’t his. Children. That’s what she had meant by “I’m done with all that.”


He followed her eyes as they turned toward the sea. He did not want her to change for him. He loved her exactly as she was . . . and yet this thing about children. The fact was, he’d never wanted kids, though he’d assumed that would change with maturity, with age, as it had for his friends. And he had tried, for a while. He’d participated in her quest, which had turned into an obsession as she recovered from the loss of her mother, then desperation as the years stretched on and no child materialized. She had fallen into a black hole, one deeper, darker, and more distant than the others, and, honestly, he might have taken the project in Korea to be free of her. To get some space.


“I want to show you something,” she said.


He grabbed her arm to steady her as she led him along the shore, pointing out little rock pyramids here and there. Man-made, all shapes and sizes.


“What do you think they’re for?” she asked, and he said that perhaps they were prayers, offerings, of some sort.


She knelt, picked up a stray rock, and placed it on a patch of hardened ash from which weed and bramble sprouted. He did the same, and they kept on like that, thoughtfully placing one atop or aside the other, until the formation felt as solid as it did not. Complete. And ready to tumble over. Ready to be swept out to sea in the next storm.





CHAPTER 4



JULY 2010


WHEN STUART AND MARIE returned from Jeju, Niraj was waiting for them with a check from his father for $150,000, carrying certain unwritten terms with which Niraj told Stuart he need not concern himself. Stuart knew that Niraj came from serious money; that his father had founded one of the largest low-tech, cash-cow, steel-manufacturing-parts businesses in India; that Niraj, like Stuart, was forty, and, also like Stuart, should probably give up on frivolous passions, and, unlike Stuart, should return home to take the reins of the family business and settle into an arranged marriage. For years now, Stuart had heard rumblings about a fiancée back in India. Perhaps Niraj had made some sort of arrangement with his father and now his clock was ticking. Whatever the reason for the money, Stuart didn’t care. The point was that neither of them had more time to waste; what with Niraj’s receding hairline and the strand of gray Marie had discerned on Stuart’s pillow that morning, the window for making their mark was closing.


Stuart, wanting an equal amount of shares in the majority, cleaned out his savings to match Niraj’s father’s $150K. They hired two Singaporean network architects, plus a cloud engineer Stuart had worked with in the States, and opened up shop in a two-room space in a row of repurposed, single-story teahouses and mah-jongg parlors in Singapore’s old Chinatown, because the rent was dirt cheap and the country was English speaking and centrally located to their Asian markets. It took them a month to apply and receive the government’s matched funding, at which point they doled out options to the Dream Team, bought a few folding desks and chairs—comfortable, but no Aeron, mind you; no bean bags; no Ping-Pong tables or Hacky Sack balls, no balls of any kind—and began building a business around the second coming of Javelina: Vita, Latin for “life.”


Stuart, as CTO, took charge of building the COMPASS platform, while Niraj, as CEO, built the services arm, which included managing the ongoing projects at KT and SingTel and now, possibly, cross their fingers, Toyota. JS had arranged the introduction to the Toyota Cloud VP through a Japanese conglomerate with which JS often transacted in business and the exchange of favors. Stuart did as JS instructed and sent Stuart to Tokyo on a Saturday with his golf clubs. “Go easy” were his last words to Stuart—meaning, “Let them win.” Stuart, who was pathetic at all other sports beside this one, thanks to his father, was a two handicap. Or used to be, anyway—he’d not had time to play in a while and was rusty. And slightly nervous, standing outside his hotel near Tokyo Station in the dark at six in the morning as a black Toyota Highlander, fresh off the manufacturing floor, slid up alongside the curb. A round of golf in Asia, Stuart would soon learn, was not a casual Sunday affair. In the backseat were Fumitakasan, VP of Cloud at the Japanese conglomerate; Hideo-san, Toyota’s VP of Cloud; and Koichiro-san, the CEO of Dashi Corp Asia, a large data service provider JS had thought it in Vita’s best interest to befriend. All were dressed in blazers over polo shirts, pressed slacks, and fine leather shoes and matching belts that blended with the Toyota’s interior.


The SUV made no sound as the driver pulled away and headed for the exclusive course at which Fumitaka-san and Hideo-san were members. The Highlander was part of the new “connected” series, the first Toyota vehicles able to send data back to the company’s central databases, as well as share it with other cars. The issue was what to do with the data once you had it, hence the quotes Stuart always put around the word “connected,” for being “connected” was one thing, and converting mountains of data into intelligence that powered in-car services entirely another. For that, you needed the right cloud infrastructure, not to mention secure connectivity, and after some preliminary discussions with JS and Fumitaka-san, Stuart was certain Toyota didn’t have either. Meanwhile, Hideo-san was proudly pointing out the new cloud features that had been incorporated into the car’s GPS and voice recognition system, such as automatic crash notification and roadside assistance, all of which made Stuart feel less safe. Bells and whistles, he thought, wondering how long it would take him to hack in and change the radio station from that grating disco music. Yet he nodded all the while, with great intrigue.


An hour later, they were cruising into a serene suburban enclave of delicately undulating hills full of trees bursting with autumn. They pulled up to a ryokan-styled clubhouse, which stood elegant and unassuming before a vista of wide, perfectly manicured fairways. Lakes were positioned treacherously here and there, with floating geese and mist still lurking along the surface as dawn broke open the sky. They checked into the locker room, stored their blazers and bags and changed their leather shoes, and met in the dining room for a breakfast of steaming hot bowls of rice porridge flecked with bonito and whitefish. They went to the range for a half hour to warm up. It was nine o’clock when they teed off; the fog had lifted, the grass smelled pungent, and it was peaceful and quiet. Stuart felt so far away as to feel brought close again to his father and Fremont, the crappy public course they’d no money to play on, the one sodden most of the time because of poor irrigation. Carts were pointless. As they were here, apparently, but for other reasons. The four of them strolled along the fairways with caddies following, carrying their clubs. Noises of great admiration were made each time Stuart teed off. There were few other golfers out, so they moved along at a languid pace. It took two hours to play the front nine—every putt lined up and taken seriously on account of the betting—at which point they paused for a leisurely lunch back at the club restaurant and each drank a generous amount of Japanese beer.


Stuart didn’t play so well on the back nine, as had been his intention and for which the beer had been strategic. When they were finished with the round, they returned to the locker rooms to scour themselves clean in baths alternating between scalding, icy, and lukewarm. Back in blazers and fine leather, they met in the lounge to analyze each other’s swings, tally each other’s scores, and, of course, drink more beer. Stuart handed over 2,000 yen to Fumitaka-san, of whom he’d grown quite fond as they’d made their way around the course. Fumitaka-san was compact, fit, and a gentleman of the highest order. He took great care to point out to Stuart the areas of the fairway he should avoid, and which ways the putts tended to roll. His face was flushed from the beer now; it had been a nice day, and they were all having a good time. The beer began talking, and soon Fumitaka-san was telling Stuart, privately, about his boss’s request that he relocate to the States to run their Asian operations there. He admitted that he was somewhat daunted by the idea, as he was fifty-five, after all—news that shocked Stuart, who had guessed midforties—and admittedly had not the energy and ambition of his youth and would have liked to have taken it easier at this age. After some silence, Stuart asked what he planned to do, and Fumitaka-san said that there was nothing to do; when your boss asked you to do something, you did it.


Stuart nodded.


They were all slightly buzzed on the drive home. Kichirosan and Hideo-san were dropped off first. Next up was Fumitaka-san, red-faced from the beer and resting his head back on the seat. At one point, he roused himself to ask Stuart how he had become such a good golfer. Stuart told him that as a fireman, his father had received free tokens for the range down at the Fremont public course. He and Stuart had gone every weekend his father was not on duty. Stuart couldn’t help laughing as he described to Fumitaka-san how he used to drive his dad nuts. “Just relax and hit the ball, son,” his father would say. “You’re thinking too much.” Stuart, being Stuart, had applied an engineer’s mind to the whole endeavor. He ran the calculations of flight trajectory, speed, and club arc, and by the time he was thirteen, he’d made his own seven-iron, the only club he’d played with until he was in his twenties and working and could afford a set of his own. By that point, he told Fumitaka-san, his dad had had to retire from the fire department because of a knee injury and couldn’t hit balls anymore. Well, actually, he could hit balls, Stuart said—he just didn’t want to. He was unhappy about a lot of things by then.


The car hit a bump, and Stuart felt something move in his intestines. When the waiter had come to take their lunch orders, Stuart, going first, had ordered the bento box. Everyone else had gotten the burger with fries, and Stuart felt immediately idiotic, wondering if they had done so for his sake. When his box came, it consisted of rice, seaweed, pickled vegetables, and fried chicken, none of which surprised him and all of which he devoured, to the surprise of those around him. As it turned out, though, they’d ordered the burgers not for his sake but for their own. Since the war, the Japanese had become big beef eaters; in fact, the number-one destination for a meal in Tokyo was now McDonald’s. Stuart learned this as Fumitaka-san now, and in what Stuart presumed was a rare foray into personal detail, began to talk about his grandfather. Struggling to survive after the war, Fumitaka-san’s grandfather, living in a small village on the island of Hokkaido, got involved in helping to facilitate the Americans’ importation of beef into Japan as a push to rebuild. Through his scrappy hard work and cunning, his grandfather dug himself out of poverty, moved to Tokyo, and raised a family. Thanks in part to him, Japanese teens were now on average two inches taller than they were half a century ago.


The driver pulled up in front of Fumitaka-san’s house. By now, the fried chicken and the beer were raising alarm bells in Stuart’s bowels. He knew that it was far from appropriate, possibly even deal-breaking—even Niraj had never been invited into JS’s home; gaijin (foreigners), friends or not, were kept apart and separate—but the drive to Stuart’s hotel was still thirty minutes away, and there was just nothing else he could do. “Fumitaka-san, I must ask you this great favor. Please forgive me, but may I use your bathroom?”
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