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            Chapter One
Blank Space

         
         There’s more to life than what you do for a living. At least that’s what your dad used to say before he died fifteen years
            ago, in the office, at his cubicle, of a massive subdural hematoma. He had been pulling another late night, and your mom found
            him the next morning, collapsed onto his ergonomic keyboard, when she went to his job to bring him a pick-me-up Caramel Frappuccino,
            just like he liked when he was putting in overtime. Ever since his passing, you’ve associated Frappuccinos, mochaccinos, macchiatos,
            espressos, lattes, flat whites, or anything coffee adjacent with death. The smell of cappuccinos makes you sob out loud. Every
            time you pass a Starbucks, you get to wondering about the afterlife. You turned thirty last month and you hated your job,
            and after your job started hating you right back you decided it was time for a change.
         

         
         You still didn’t think what went down at work was your fault, although with the benefit of hindsight you might have done things differently. But with the benefit of hindsight you would have bought Mee Corp stock early and often. Fuck hindsight. You had been working in IT at a nonprofit, Anthropocene Associates, that was trying to raise awareness about global warming, and it was supposed to be a transitory postcollege thing, but transitory transformed into five years, and you hadn’t saved the world yet and you certainly hadn’t saved any money. Raising awareness, you finally admitted to yourself, was something you were doing to get other people to solve problems you needed to tackle yourself. You decided it was time to grow the fuck up. 

         
         Leaving a job is like leaving a lover. When the little things start to drive you crazy, you know the big things will never
            be right again. You began to hate the crackle and hum of the fluorescent lights in the break room, the cardboard croissants
            at the morning meeting, the eternally ink-deprived printer. To distract yourself from the drudgery, you edited and wrote the
            in-house company newsletter, but the mundanity of it all began to eat at you like termites nibbling into a load-bearing beam.
            You hated that Patrick the executive director ran Ironman Triathlons in different parts of the world every season and that
            Sheila in communications attended Renaissance fairs on the weekend. But you didn’t really hate your colleagues or their side
            gigs; you personally had no problems with carb-deprived middle-aged men like Patrick trying to recapture their glory days
            by swimming twenty miles down the Volga, and if Sheila wanted to celebrate an era in which everybody got dysentery on the
            regular, that was her right. You just hated that your fellow employees chose to make their true passions secondary, and you
            hated it because it was a reminder that you were doing the exact same shit.
         

         
         Cynicism isn’t a feeling, it’s the absence of one. You wanted to feel passion, and, more than that, you wanted to feel that passion existed. But you couldn’t fake it anymore. So you decided to get someone else to do the talking about the office for you and you created a chatbot version of the newsletter. You modeled it after a friend from work who was gone. You figured it would be like bringing them back. What you came up with wasn’t exactly a large language model—you needed many more flops of computing power to do an LLM right, not to mention the backing of a company with a lot deeper pockets. Instead, you worked around scaling issues by tapping into datasets that were close at hand to get training material, like documents and videos stored on the company server and the conversation archive from the employee messaging app. Then you turned up the heat, focusing on creativity/randomness instead of accuracy/correctness. Everyone loved what you created—until it all went screwy. 

         
         Your friend Kenise reached out to you at 3:00 a.m. the night your little chatbot beta went live. You operated on different levels now, so you had to accept that you never saw her in person, but you were happy to hear from her via text. You and Kenise both went to Columbia together. You met at the Caribbean Students Association mixer during the first week of freshman year. She was born in Kingston and your grandparents had roots there, and she loved Jamaican black cake and Jamaican men with the same emotional intensity you felt about both. You and Kenise were connected in a biological way, like schooling fish swimming in synchronicity around a coral reef. Being a woman in tech is like being a Black guy in golf—even when you’re better than everyone they view you as the exception and not the default. You were always a great software engineer. Both of you would study together. Kenise wouldn’t have gotten an A-minus in Applied Machine Learning if you hadn’t spent two weeks drilling her on obscure regression algorithms and conditional probability. Kenise was the studious one, the sensible one, but you had that Roman candle craziness you both needed sometimes to score the really great grade in a class or have a really good time at a party. That’s why people in the computer science department gave you the nickname “the Big O.” The moniker confused you at first, but then Kenise explained that it was short not only for your first name but for “Big O Notation,” which, of course, is a tool coders use to describe the efficiency of a program. In other words, your classmates were paying tribute to your problem-solving skills, albeit in the most techie way possible. You and Kenise always supported and looked out for each other; when the Audre Lordeless world tried to tear you both down, you complimented and complemented each other. After you graduated, you spent many months traveling and bouncing around from gig to gig, and it was Kenise who helped hook you up with a stable position at Anthropocene. 

         
         
            
               
                  😱

                  ????

                  Open the attachment I sent

                  Kenise—why am I looking at a mugshot of Douglas from compliance and regulatory?

                  DUI from five years ago

                  Your chatbot sent it to everyone in org

                  Shitmotherfucker

                  You tell this chatbot my secrets? Like what we did at Club Duat?

                  What happens in Morningside Heights stays in Morningside Heights

                  🦁

                  So whatthefuck

                  Algorithm trained on dataset of publicly available info

                  Not potty trained evidently. Your chatbot 💩 the 🛌

                  Personal info must have been mixed in training data. Could also be hallucinating

                  AIs do love to hallucinate. They make up names, statistics, stories

                  I don’t know if storytelling makes them more human or just more fallible

                  People have an infinite capacity for self-hallucination

                  How soon can you turn off

                  Office is closed and VPN down. Monday soonest

                  You better check with Patrick before that

                  Fuck. Just tell me Kenise

               

            

         
         Kenise didn’t need to tell you, she forwarded a link that showed you. A chatbot is a pretty small and unintelligent chunk of code, so to turbocharge yours you had fine-tuned an open source LLM with all that data you had found sitting around on the company servers. Big mistake, because the datasets turned out to be a shit show, as you were now finding out. Employees had been routinely storing super-intimate photos, videos, and email attachments on their company-issued phones and laptops, and all of that had gotten backed up on the company servers. The result was a mess—your chatbot had uploaded a series of clips into the newsletter of Executive Director Patrick having sex with Gloria from legal, who had a side gig running a charity that purchased prosthetics for three-legged pets. Apparently, Patrick celebrated every Ironman Triathlon that he finished with intercourse on the completed course and in the most picturesque locations he could find. Gloria, perpetually in search of the next labradoodle in need of a bionic limb, was his go-to partner. There was a clip of Patrick going down on Gloria on Sugarloaf Mountain in Rio, another with the pair conjugating on the bank of the Yangtze River in Shanghai, and one more with them doing it doggy style near the Wai-O-Tapu sulfur springs in New Zealand, complete with a three-legged terrier, newly rescued by Gloria, looking on. Something about the sex tape left you disgusted and envious at the same time. You had never felt that kind of love or lust, much less the need to memorialize it on your phone. But you did know that you were going to get screwed for broadcasting their round-the-world fucks. 

         
         So you quit your job before it quit you and updated and uploaded your résumé to all the usual employment sites. You always
            hated those mass emails people send out to everyone in the office when they resign—they felt both extroverted and pitiful,
            like a flaccid dick pic. So instead you sent Patrick a text on Monday morning informing him you were stepping down and that
            they could keep everything you had left at your cubicle, including a half-empty tin of breath mints, a dog-eared paperback
            of Mary Oliver’s collected poems, a wilting potted hydrangea that you hoped one of your now former colleagues would give a
            proper home, and a striped pashmina wrap you always kept draped over your chair because, although Anthropocene Associates
            was dedicated to fighting global warming, the offices were ironically always fucking freezing. You didn’t feel triumph or
            relief over leaving your job, just a sense, like the chill in the air before a summer rain, that it was time to go. That existential
            coffee was coming for you, just like it came for your dad, and you wanted to lead a life that mattered before that life was
            over.
         

         
         The day after you quit, a few friends from the office stopped by to say goodbye and drink pinot grigio, but pretty soon the wine ran out and so did the friends. At least one of them brought you back your pashmina wrap. Nothing happened for weeks after that and you were getting worried, and to conserve your dwindling funds you were eating off-brand ramen noodles for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. You began to worry that employers had found out about the fuckup with the algorithmic newsletter—or that maybe thirty years old was too old to start over in tech—when out of nowhere you landed an in-person meeting with the most corporate corporation that ever incorporated: Eustachian Inc. Even Kenise, who was always your hype girl when it came to professional development, couldn’t hide in her texts that she was surprised you had scored an interview with one of the biggest tech companies on the planet. 

         
         
            
               
                  It’s harder to get into Eustachian than it is to get into an Ivy

                  I know that Kenise. I don’t want to fuck this up

                  You’re the best programmer I’ve ever met

                  You’ve got this

                  I hear the interview process is like the Spanish Inquisition times the bar exam.

                  Just do you

                  Why do people say that? Just do you? The whole reason I’m changing jobs is I want to be someone else. Someone who makes a
                     lot more money
                  

                  It’s not about changing who you are. It’s about getting paid what you’re worth.

                  What if I’m not worth that much

                  Don’t ever talk that way

                  You are a priceless child of Jah

                  Which is why whatever you do

                  Don’t take the first offer. Ask for 10 percent more

                  I haven’t even gotten any offer

                  I’m renewing my Eustachian subscription right now

                  I believe in you. Onward to Zion you go

                  Like I’m not under enough pressure 😓

               

            

         
         The position you had applied for was vague. Here’s how the job description started: “Are you a great storyteller and a great listener? Can you thrive as a programmer in an ambiguous atmosphere? Have you read the Dao De Jing, the Bhagavad Gita, and The Fountainhead?” The Ayn Rand nod was some bullshit squared, but the important thing was that the salary range, even at the low end, was
            three times what you had been making. You had been hoping for a marginal upgrade, maybe something with benefits and dental
            and, best-case scenario, a working printer. This, if it worked out, could be so much more.
         

         
         A job possibility in Big Tech was a betrayal of all your ideals, but it was also financially fucking phenomenal. Like most
            people who weren’t getting paid by Big Tech, you had this ephemeral notion that Big Tech was not the engine of modern life
            but somehow destroying it. That social media and search engines and artificial intelligence were somehow stealing human jobs,
            breaking the social contract, and turning the milk of human kindness into some curdled pretender liquid squeezed from oat
            or soy or a hazelnut, with no connection to love or lactation. But now that you had a shot at landing a Big Tech job, you
            were willing to reconsider all your biases against the industry. You were sick of off-brand ramen and you were tired of being
            broke. You were ready to trade your worn-out green values for a more lucrative shade of emerald. You felt you needed to do
            this before the inevitable arrival of that final, fatal Frappuccino.
         

         
         When you were a freshman at Columbia you took a class called Poetics and the Meaning of Life, and you read these lines from
            Rilke: “Death, especially the most completely felt and experienced death, has never remained an obstacle to life for a surviving
            individual, because its innermost essence is not contrary to us . . . but it is more knowing about life than we are in our
            most vital moments. I always think that such a great weight, with its tremendous pressure, somehow has the task of forcing
            us into a deeper, more intimate layer of life so that we may grow out of it all the more vibrant and fertile.” You changed
            your major from English to engineering within minutes of reading that passage. Your father’s death, just three years before
            you went to college, still haunted you, and you needed to use it to grow, like a flower sprouting from the dirt of a grave.
            STEM was a challenge, a goal, and switching from the humanities to the sciences would demonstrate that some change would have
            come about in your life from his passing. You had always been better at (and more interested in) math and science than liberal
            arts and The Canterbury Tales, and the Rilke epiphany pushed you toward your true path. It seems a contradiction, but there is something life-affirming about a funeral. Seeing the photos of your dad in his youth, at his wedding, at work, and with you and Mom, and hearing the truth-telling eulogy from your mother about his warring impulses, how he was single-minded but mercurial, family-oriented but a workaholic, was cathartic. Far from being a sad experience, the service inspired you, albeit with a three-year delay, to try to use his fully examined death to lead a truly examined life. 

         
         You sit down on the futon in the center of your studio apartment in the West Village in Manhattan. To get yourself in the
            right frame of mind for the interview, you put on your headphones to listen to some Noelle Swizzler. That wasn’t her name,
            but that’s what you called her in your head. You had run into her once at a restaurant on Waverly Place that was so expensive
            you ended up only getting an appetizer and the check. Well, you hadn’t exactly run into her run into her, but a waitress had breathlessly confessed to you that the Noelle Swizzler had made a real reservation under that fake name just the week before, and ever since that close encounter
            you felt like that pseudonym was a secret connection between you and the superstar you never met (and maybe the waitress,
            whose name you never got). You’re more into neo soul, hip-hop, and Afrobeats and artists like SZA, Kendrick Lamar, and Tems,
            but you find yourself listening to Swizzler’s music more and more lately, not because you like it necessarily but because
            you want to decode the secret to her success. Swizzler seems to have it all: artistry, glamour, business smarts. You would
            settle for two out of the three, even one out of the three.
         

         
         You lie in bed afterward unable to sleep. You weren’t a money person. You didn’t want a fancy car or fancy clothes or fancy anything. You understand that money, like race or beauty, is just a social construct, a tale that people tell themselves, just another fiction, like a ghost story, a bedtime story, or a Tinder profile. You had been seeing a psychotherapist before you quit a few months back. The therapist had dark, judgmental eyes that hovered above the rest of her face like an umlaut. After about a year of sessions with Dr. Umlaut, the only lessons you came away with were 1) you needed health insurance with a lower deductible, and 2) you needed more affirmation in your life. You want someone to tell you that you are worth more than you have been valued so far. There was this scene in that TV show Mad Men where junior ad executive Peggy complains to her boss Don that he never tells her thank you, and he barks back at her, “That’s
            what the money’s for!” You never really fucked much with Mad Men because you couldn’t stand the sexist (if historically accurate) way the female characters were treated, but that scene resonated
            with you. Money was a sign of appreciation and respect, and you wanted more of all three. Not because you were greedy but
            because you deserved it. Yes, Kenise was right, and you were a priceless child of Jah and all that. But your current weekly
            wages were far less than priceless.
         

         
         Tomorrow you were going to find out how much you were really worth.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Electric Touch

         
         You wake up to one thought: You are going to follow Kenise’s advice and you are not going to accept their first offer. This,
            you decide, is not a counting-your-chickens-before-they’re-hatched kind of idea. This is a positive-vibration thing. Breathe
            in, breathe out. This is yoga for the soul that you’re doing now. You are manifesting a good outcome to the day by assuming
            that at the end of it you will be fielding offers, not dealing with rejection. The only question is how big your win will
            be. As you get out of bed you notice spotting on your panties—your Mee Corp FloFinder tracking app was off, and your period’s
            arrived early. Breathe in, breathe out. You decide that this is a positive thing and the blood is a human sacrifice to the
            power you are manifesting. You are a goddamn fertility goddess, and you will make the whole tech industry go with your flow.
            You insert a tampon, get dressed, and prepare to seize the day.
         

         
         The apartment you live in on Waverly Place used to be your mom’s place. After your dad passed, she had used the death benefit from his life insurance to move out of the widow-unfriendly suburbs and buy the place. You lived there only about a year before heading off to Columbia, but you moved back in when you started working for Anthropocene Associates, because nonprofit salaries are an oxymoron. Part of your mom still seems to be there because the things she treasured are still there. There’s a magic to everyday objects. One of your favorite poetry collections is Pablo Neruda’s Ode to Common Things, where he pays tribute to stuff like socks and soap and saltshakers. One of your favorite songs is “My Favorite Things” from
            The Sound of Music, which is all about brown paper packages tied with string and snowflakes on eyelashes. And you like hip-hop that’s about
            real stuff, like sneakers and turntables, and about how much everyone misses hip-hop that was about real stuff like sneakers
            and turntables. Heroes in movies and fantasy books and video games are always going on heroic quests for magical shit like
            the Holy Grail or the sword in the stone. The best stuff is the stuff that’s already all around you, the lived-in things,
            like favorite chairs, neck pillows, and your go-to black dress. You don’t want a life full of new things that glitter and
            glow. You just want to make enough income to not lose the familiar things you already love. You needed to make a lot more
            money if you were going to keep living in this apartment, and landing a job at Eustachian was the only way you could see to
            make it happen. You decide you need some comfort food to steel yourself for this interview so you eat half a slice of Jamaican
            black cake for breakfast, brush your teeth, and then open the fridge and finish the other half because fuckit you deserve
            it.
         

         
         You head to the subway and transfer to a New Jersey Transit train. The location of your interview is Arkhaam, NJ, the headquarters of Eustachian, the global leader in audio entertainment products. It’s an intensely secretive company. When you arrive, you have to sign an NDA about signing another, more expansive NDA, and they even give you a retinal scan without explaining why. You are getting anxious, and you sometimes say things you regret when you get anxious. You make a joke to the epauletted guard in the lobby about the commute from Manhattan and how the E-ZPass toll booths should be paying you for going from New York to New Jersey, and the woman doesn’t laugh, she just stares straight ahead like one of the sentries with the furry Seussian hats outside of Buckingham Palace. “I was born and raised in East Orange,” the woman growls. You make a mental note: No more jokes about Jersey while in Jersey. Eustachian strikes you as a pretty tight-lipped place. All the stealth and mystery at Eustachian should turn you off, but instead they stoke your interest. You feel like you’re entering a strange new world in a hidden corner of Silicon Valley. In New Jersey, no less. 

         
         The company is located in a repurposed cathedral that had been the cornerstone of a thriving cultural center before white
            flight became a thing, Black unemployment boomed, and large masses of people of all races decided that God was dead. People
            look at buildings like this and say things like, “They can’t build them like this anymore.” It makes you question the forward
            march of progress when you hear things like that. You also can’t escape the irony that this mighty tech company is housed
            in an antique structure in part because “they can’t build them like this anymore.” Rising up from the back of the cathedral
            is an architectural acknowledgment of the modern age: a glass-and-steel column some thirty stories high that houses the bulk
            of Eustachian’s operations. The vintage glamour of the cathedral was, in many ways, just an anachronistic facade, and the
            real workspace was this tower of power, sleek and contemporary. The column thrust itself into the Arkhaam sky with what could
            be seen as enthusiasm or impudence—it was either an upraised hand from a teacher’s pet or a middle finger from an incel. Then
            again, like most things men build, maybe it was just a penis. The tower—you can’t unsee its phallocentrism once you notice
            it—is tippy-topped with a spire that makes it the tallest building in Milton County, NJ—though, as you would hear Eustachian
            employees joke, it was still only the 1,079th biggest dick in Big Tech.
         

         
         But the premodern cathedral part certainly made its own impression, with its twisted Gaudí-ish towers, flying buttresses, neo-Gothic archways, and stone gargoyles hunched evilly and medievally over every entrance. There are ogival stained-glass windows lording majestically on every wall of the facility, but instead of depicting religious figures, there are images in red, blue, and yellow panes of the divinities of technology, like Thomas Edison, Nikola Tesla, and Steve Jobs. You can’t help but notice that there are no women venerated on the stained-glass windows. Astronaut Mae Jemison didn’t make the cut, and neither did programming mastermind Ada Lovelace, computer maverick Grace Hopper, search engine trailblazer Elizabeth Feinler, computational linguistics genius Margaret Masterman, LED pioneer Vivian Wing-Wah Yam, robotics entrepreneur Ayanna Howard, or any of the sheroes from Hidden Figures. Even in a cathedral dedicated to modern technology, women can’t be priests. There are no images of men of color on the windows
            either—no tributes to video game entrepreneur Jerry Lawson, or traffic light inventor Garrett Morgan, or botanist George Washington
            Carver, or Bi Sheng, the Chinese commoner who came up with the idea of movable type four centuries before that Bible-thumping
            slowpoke Gutenberg. It probably wasn’t a coincidence that all these people of color were passed over for veneration on the
            walls of the Cathedral of Technology. The Founder of Eustachian had been born in apartheid-era South Africa. He moved to New
            Jersey as a child, and after his start-up really geared up, he established the headquarters permanently in Arkhaam. It was
            a great public relations move and a canny business decision, because labor and real estate in the city were cheap. And the
            fact that the entire city hailed the Founder as a savior didn’t hurt. He had been a bullied handicapped nerd with a funny
            accent back in Arkhaam High, but he had returned to the area as a high-tech hometown hero. All his scars had become stigmata.
         

         
         You arrive precisely fifteen minutes early for your nine a.m. interview and are ushered into a glass room on a floor full
            of glass rooms. A sign on the wall reads “Eustachian: We Get What’s Between Your Ears.” Another glass wall is emblazoned with
            the Eustachian logo, a giant green ear with a blue eye staring out of the ear canal. You feel as if you are on nonconsensual
            display, like a lobster in a tank at a seafood restaurant or a spectator caught on a kiss cam who just wants to watch the
            game in peace.
         

         
         As you wait, you pull out your phone and pass the time shitposting and doomscrolling. There’s a bunch of stories about the fact that Mee Corp, one of the largest companies on the planet, is rumored to be exploring a purchase of Eustachian, a blue whale trying to swallow a sperm whale. It was Wall Street whale-on-whale violence. If the deal went through, the buyout would give Eustachian a massive infusion of cash and the resources to swamp all its competitors. Training AIs, like training elephants, requires a lot of resources, so bigger companies have a scale advantage. Smaller companies were likely to get stomped on by the hungry, undisciplined pachyderms they were trying to disrupt. You take a selfie and post it with the caption “Is a picture still worth 1,000 words when you’re in the waiting room of a major audio technology company?” The observation is silly, but you want to memorialize your interview at Eustachian, and nothing feels real unless you photograph it and post it. A second after you post, you wonder if you just violated the NDA you signed five minutes ago. You put away your phone. 

         
         You are suddenly and intensely conscious of how you are dressed. You don’t know what the sartorial rules are in the tech world
            when it comes to interviews, and you didn’t ask anyone because you were kind of embarrassed that you had quit your old job
            before you had locked in a new one. Nobody these days wears suits, except for funerals, weddings, and television sportscasting,
            but you wonder if you should have worn something more formal to make a good first impression. You’re wearing a tweed button
            pocket sheath dress that used to be your mom’s, but you’re now second-guessing yourself. Maybe the outfit is too girly or
            too girlbossy, or maybe you should have shaved your legs, which you suddenly realize are as furry as a Muppet.
         

         
         “Octavia Crenshaw?”

         
         A thirtysomethingish Black man walks in the glass room holding a closed laptop. You were expecting someone older and techier
            and whiter. There’s a glint of gold, and you see he’s wearing four clunky gold rings and you hate that. One of them looks
            like a college ring, another is maybe a frat ring, and you don’t know what the other two are for, but they ain’t wedding rings.
            You hate jewelry on men, sorry but you just do. Four rings? You once had a bad date who took you to see a rereleased 70mm
            version of The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers and neglected to tell you that it was the second movie in a trilogy, and so you couldn’t tell what the hell was going on except it involved a lot of rings, which you’ve hated ever since. You couldn’t give a fuck about a hobbit or jewelry. Too many rings is a definite turnoff. 

         
         The Black guy sits down and smiles. It’s a slightly goofy smile, with teeth and a horsey flash of gums. This guy is a doorless
            refrigerator—no chill. This is the kind of guy who plays Fortnite on a Friday night, and stays to the bitter end of Marvel movies to watch the post-credit scenes, and debates why there are
            no zero-g scenes in Star Wars. He’s a Black Nerd, and the smile is evidence.
         

         
         “I’m Walcott,” Black Nerd says. “I’m so glad to see you here.”

         
         You relax a little bit. The way he said that he sees you sounded like he meant it not just literally or figuratively—he meant
            it Afrocentrically. When another Black person acknowledges your shared Blackness, it’s a good sign they’re not in the Sunken
            Place.
         

         
         “Are you not getting a lot of Black applicants?” you ask.

         
         “Well, I don’t know if it’s legal for me to say or not, but we’re trying.”

         
         “I guess the company needs to try harder.”

         
         “Listen, if this is about the whole Jungle Book controversy . . .”
         

         
         You sit up. “Jungle Book controversy?”
         

         
         He looks away. “Uh . . . Never mind.”

         
         You remind yourself to google “Jungle Book” and “Eustachian” and “controversy.” “I actually was referring to your DEI numbers . . .” Like any good applicant, you had
            googled the company before your interview, and the DEI shit turned up on the first page.
         

         
         Walcott sighs. “The numbers aren’t good with any of the Big Tech companies, and the courts have made it tougher to—”

         
         “That’s not an excuse.” You throw this out with a little more heat than you intended.

         
         Walcott is now on his guard. You can tell he feels like his racial bona fides are being challenged. His back is up and his Black is up. “I didn’t say it was an excuse. And I’m not saying this place is perfect. Every workplace is full of microaggressions. I don’t even call them micro in this industry, because they don’t feel small when they are happening to you, and micro adds up to macro pretty quick. I call them technoaggressions. And I’m the last person who’s going to defend the hiring records of Big Tech.” 

         
         You make a mental note of that coinage—“technoaggressions.” You are kind of feeling the technoaggression all around you right
            now. You know that as a Black woman with thick-ass hips and natural hair you don’t fit in here, and that out-of-placeness
            is spurring you to overcompensate and act out. Your natural default mode is bitchiness, but you silently castigate yourself
            for letting it show during a job interview. You usually try to hide your bitchiness until third dates and definitely until
            after job offers. But you can’t help yourself most of the time, because being a bitch is a necessary psychological coping
            mechanism in a world full of microaggressions and macroaggressions and mansplaining. You’d rather be sorry that you went too
            far than regret that you rolled over and took it. What you’re about to say isn’t going to help you land this job, but you
            ran out of fucks at age thirteen when your tits came in and you started clapping back to leering venture capitalist bros on
            the F train. Plus you’re officially anxious, and you say things you regret when you’re anxious. You hear yourself declaring,
            “So if you can’t defend Big Tech, why are you an interviewer for Big Tech?”
         

         
         Walcott’s eyes narrow. “Because I want to change things.”

         
         “That’s like a wildebeest thinking he can change things after the lion has swallowed him. Once you’re inside, it’s over.”

         
         “Why are you here then?”
         

         
         “I’m here to make money.”
         

         
         He looked like he had tasted something unpleasant but only realized how nasty it was after it was so far down his throat his
            swallow reflex had finished the job. “Isn’t that . . . shallow?”
         

         
         “This whole company is about to be sold. Isn’t that about money?”

         
         Walcott shrugs. “That’s just financial media speculation . . .”

         
         Your initial passion may have been performative—you wanted to show some spark—but your indignation is becoming realer every
            moment. “All I’m saying is this is a money-oriented company in a money-oriented world, and I want in. And I don’t think that’s
            anything I need to apologize for.”
         

         
         “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with making money. I just think it should be a side hustle and not your main motivation.”

         
         You shouldn’t have done this, but you wagged your finger at him. “I’m guessing your family always had it good. I bet your
            dad had a crystal stair.”
         

         
         Walcott couldn’t hide the flash of anger that passed across his face, lightning on a cloudless night. “There’s no time for
            this,” he says under his breath, more to himself than to you. Then he recovers, and the energy in the room shifts. The shared
            Blackness tone in his voice is gone, and suddenly he’s all business, as if he were processing your forms at the DMV. “Let’s
            reset. Why do you think your skill set would be a good fit for this company?”
         

         
         You clear your throat. “I worked in IT at my last job. That prepared me for this.”

         
         “How so?”

         
         “I have an engineering degree and I’m a coder. Eustachian is a digital entertainment company, and so my skill set is a great
            fit. But the job description was vague. If you could fill me in on details about potentially what my duties might be, I could
            tell you more about why I’m . . .”
         

         
         Walcott powers up his laptop to a chorus of electronic angels and types something.

         
         “Did I say something noteworthy?” you ask.

         
         “Apologies,” Walcott replies. “Eustachian has a highly sophisticated rubric of things they look for in a hire, and so I have
            to take notes so I can accurately tally a candidate’s final score. It’s really for your benefit, because it removes the subjectivity.
            It’s very data driven.”
         

         
         “What are some of the qualities that you’re scoring?”

         
         “The Founder created the questionnaire. If you get hired here, you may get to meet him—sometimes he surfaces at big events,
            like the All-Hands meetings. Last I heard he was on an Antarctic expedition with Greta Thunberg and Snoop Dogg. He’s a fascinating
            guy—when he was at MIT he didn’t major in anything scientific, he studied theology. Before he dropped out sophomore year,
            of course. He’s super-brilliant but he tries to be relatable—did you know he’s into Star Wars?” Then Walcott added, sotto voce, “But do not mention the prequel trilogy around him.” Then, in a normal voice, “The Founder is less involved in the day-to-day here than
            he used to be, but he reads all the interview notes. You ever heard of übersectionality?”
         

         
         “The social science thing?”

         
         “It’s a theory that seeks to unite all the liberal arts fields—from economics to sociology to psychology—under one umbrella,
            kind of like the grand unified theory in physics. Übersectionality can be used to forecast social trends for masses of people,
            but it’s useless for predicting the actions of individuals. So the Founder developed a variant, Microsectionality. It’s a
            proprietary mathematical modeling algorithm for business use that can predict how prospective employees will fare in a company.
            It’s 57.7 percent accurate.”
         

         
         “So it’s only 7.7 percent better than a coin flip?”

         
         “Fortunes are won and lost on margins like that.”

         
         “How come I’ve never heard of ‘Microsectionality’? Like ever ever?”
         

         
         “Because everyone that’s ever heard of it has signed an NDA. Anyways, all I need is for you to answer a few personal questions.”

         
         “How personal?” You shift in your seat uncomfortably.

         
         Walcott presses on. “What’s your biggest fear?”

         
         An image pops into your mind of a venti cappuccino. “Why would I tell anybody that?”

         
         Walcott types something on his laptop.

         
         You’re fucked. All you had to do was pretend you were someone else, someone a little less bitchy, for a couple hours, and
            you couldn’t even do that. Now this nerdy Black brother was dropping the Afrocentric bonding and putting you through some
            sort of bullshit business psychosocial profiling test like every other applicant. No doubt this Microsectionality exam is
            hella racially biased. “Was that the right answer?” you ask. Your voice sounds sheepish in your ears, like a little Black
            lamb bleating in a flock of white sheep.
         

         
         Walcott looks up from his keyboard. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

         
         

         Technoaggression #1: You go to the restroom between interviews. A young white woman begins talking to you in a familiar fashion. You wonder if this is part of the job interview. When she hands you a sheaf of papers, you realize she has mistaken you for someone else and you tell her that. “Oh my god,” the white woman says, putting her hand to her mouth. “You look just like this temp we had named Chloe—I thought she was back! She’s tall like you.” The woman walks away. You are not tall, you are medium height—and you are not a temp. You are certain Chloe is Black. 

         
         

         You endure a full day of questions. At first it’s like a television game show, but by the end it feels like the House Un-American
            Activities Committee. After Walcott, several other Eustachian employees come in to grill you about your life and career interests.
            Each one arrives armed with a laptop, dutifully taking notes and filling in a rubric that will summarize your worth to the
            company. And each one, at some point, poses a question that is head-scratchingly existential. What do you think happens after
            we die? Does free will exist? What makes any action right or wrong? How do you know that other people perceive colors the
            same way you do? Can you tell us one thing you changed your mind about? What is time? If the past is what we’ve lived through
            and the future is what’s ahead of us, then how long is now?
         

         
         You’ve always believed that standardized tests are a joke. They never measure anything other than your ability to prepare for standardized tests. In high school, you took the SAT three times and suffered through two years of prep courses until you got a perfect score and secured your admission into Columbia. Now that you know about this Microsectionality bullshit, you decide to game the system. People think data is objective, but it’s for damn sure not sentient. Data is always subservient to power. “Data driven” is something that people with power say to justify decisions they would have made without the data. But you’re an engineer, and you know how to skew results. It was time for you to be the Big O again and crack this problem. 

         
         Since the test was designed by a man, you figure he’s not really looking for the best candidates, he’s looking for the candidates
            who are the most like him—other men. You think about that Noelle Swizzler song “If Girls Were the Man” about how if she were
            a dude she’d be celebrated for all the things her critics rip her for. You try to channel that spirit. You are a fox turning
            the tables on the hunters. The human interviewers might not like a woman acting like a man, but the algorithm might just eat
            it up. You decide to answer all your interview questions like a man. You are arrogant. You interrupt. You speak boastfully
            of your individual role in projects you worked on that were actually team efforts. When you are asked to discuss your greatest
            failure, you sit in silence for a full thirty seconds until the interviewer moves on. You riff about the back nine at Augusta
            National, the brilliance of the first two Godfather films, your love for Grand Theft Auto. You monologue. You mansplain. You manspread on the conference chair. You can feel the Y chromosomes coming alive in all
            your lady cells. CRISPR technology ain’t got shit on you.
         

         
         After eight hours of this you have sweated through your tweed button pocket sheath dress and you are desperately hoping that
            1) your perspiration stains aren’t visible through the tweed, and 2) your deodorant hasn’t failed. Over the course of the
            day, you’ve slurped your way through so many decaffeinated Coke Zeros that they have to be adding up to positive integers
            at this point. At 5:15 p.m., Walcott comes back to escort you to the lobby of the building, where you sign another NDA.
         

         
         “You guys love your NDAs,” you say as you sign.

         
         Walcott doesn’t smile. “Eustachian is all about safeguarding data. We’re not just the global leader in audio entertainment—we
            support our customers.”
         

         
         “I saw the sign. ‘We Get What’s Between Your Ears.’ Did AI write that copy?”

         
         “That’s the company motto. NDAs are a part of fulfilling that promise and protecting personal information that belongs to the company and our customers.” 

         
         You hand him back the signed NDA. “Listen, about our interview . . .” you begin.

         
         Walcott raises an eyebrow. “What about it?”

         
         “Well, I said some shit I shouldn’t have said. At least in the way I said it.”

         
         He shakes his head. “That’s one of the worst nonapology apologies I’ve ever heard.”

         
         “It wasn’t an apology. It was more of an explanation.”

         
         “You’re incredible,” Walcott says. “Well, you can stop nonapologizing or whatever it is you’re doing. I’m not supposed to
            tell you this until a little later, but you’ve got the job.”
         

         
         “You know this already?”

         
         “It’s just math—you scored higher than any other interviewee on the Microsectionality algorithm. We like to move fast—one
            of the company’s mottoes is ‘Tomorrow Is Today.’”
         

         
         You suppress the urge to do a celebratory dance you recently saw on NikNak. You have never before had the urge to do a celebratory
            dance you saw on NikNak, much less had to suppress that urge, so you know that you’re feeling alarmingly gleeful. So you don’t
            dance at all, in part to preserve what little professionalism you have left, and partly because you’re wearing two-inch heels
            and your ankles are used to Nike low-tops. You know that you have successfully gamed the system, but you are still surprised.
            “Can I ask you a question?”
         

         
         Walcott nods.

         
         “Why in hell would a Big Tech company like Eustachian want to hire me?”

         
         “You’re really selling yourself, aren’t you?”

         
         “I’m just being real.”

         
         “Maybe the algorithm has a crush on you. It likes your life story and wants to follow it up close—I don’t know. Maybe the
            algorithm thinks you have a ‘particular set of skills,’ like Liam Neeson in Taken. Didn’t you create a chatbot at your last job?”
         

         
         Your face feels hot. You hate when people know more about you than you want them to know. You’ve got things you’d rather not
            tell just anybody. Shit, you’ve got things you haven’t even told yourself. “How did you hear that? I certainly didn’t list
            that on LinkedIn.”
         

         
         “Your chatbot was a shit show, wasn’t it?”

         
         You are worried now. Has he been waiting this whole time just to let you know that he knows you’re a screwup? You decide the
            only course of action is to admit everything. “Yes, it was a shit show. And on weekends, it was a shit matinee.”
         

         
         Walcott’s next words aren’t accusatory or angry, they are comforting and calming. “Do you remember John Lewis?”

         
         “The civil rights pioneer and congressman?”

         
         “That’s the one. Like he said, there’s good trouble.”

         
         “My chatbot newsletter was not good trouble—it was a total fuckup. I unleashed an AI that spilled everyone’s secrets at work.”

         
         “That was bad trouble, but maybe good trouble can come out of it. Our algorithm says that you’re perfect for this new position,
            and I trust the algorithm.”
         

         
         “About that—can you tell me exactly what the position is?”

         
         “Not yet, but soon.” Walcott’s expression turns serious. “I love my job, I’m not ashamed to say that, and I definitely don’t
            want to get fired. But you’re wrong about thinking the best reason to join a company like this is just for the money. I like
            money as much as the next Capitalist with a capital C, but Eustachian is something more. That’s why we’re in Arkhaam, New
            Jersey, and not San Francisco or Seattle or Brooklyn. You can do something here—we can do something. Black people have been shut out of tech for too long. People of color helped invent STEM—we were doing
            advanced mathematics in sub-Saharan Africa thousands of years before Pythagoras was born. And, by the way, Pythagoras visited
            Egypt and that may be where he learned to do real math. But I’m digressing. Tech is like this far green country, just waiting
            to be settled, and Black people have a chance to plant their flag . . .” Walcott shakes his head. “Sorry, I’m ranting.”
         

         
         You smile. “You are kind of ranting.”

         
         “I almost forgot!” Walcott hands you a slip of paper. “The most important part.”

         
         The offer—the moment of truth that Kenise texted you would come and that you manifested into being. You fight the urge to
            unfold the folded Post-it note that Walcott has just slipped you to unveil how much you are worth. Kenise told you not to
            take the first offer, and that’s exactly the advice you’re going to follow. Whatever they think you’re worth, you are worth
            more. Money is just another story, and you are taking control of the narrative. You are Scheherazade, motherfuckers! You tear
            up the slip and let the shreds fall into a nearby recycling bin.
         

         
         Walcott drums his fingers on top of the bin. His four golden rings click and clank in the silence. After a few beats, he says,
            “That was your compensation number.”
         

         
         “I want ten percent more.”

         
         “Yeah, I get that—I know how negotiations work. But you didn’t look before you threw the slip away. How can we give you ten percent
            more of a number you didn’t see?”
         

         
         “You work for a tech company, so I assume you’re good at math. You’ll figure it out.”

         
         “You are mental, has anyone else told you that?”

         
         “I’m a priceless child of Jah, and your algorithm picked me.”

         
         Walcott reaches toward you, and you instinctively jerk back.

         
         “Relax,” he says, and he seems to pull something out of the air near your ear. You see that he’s now holding the folded-up
            Post-it note in his ringed fingers. The same note you just ripped up and threw away.
         

         
         “Is that some sort of magic trick?” you ask.

         
         “Abracadabra.” He stuffs the note in his pocket. “So—ten percent more and we’re good?”

         
         “Ten percent more.”

         
         Walcott blinks, shrugs, and holds out his hand. “Welcome to Eustachian.”

         
         You shake his hand and try not to think about the rings.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Black Star

         
         You are dreaming about the last lecture you ever heard your mom give. It was a small talk in front of a dozen New York University
            grad students. Her mind was already starting to slip, but she was still an icon in the philosophy department. Your dad had
            always been the one with the unpredictable career; he had stints as a journalist, an internet entrepreneur, a children’s toy
            inventor, a realtor. He was always launching some new venture, watching it crash and burn, and then sorting through the wreckage
            to build something new. Your mom was the steady one—she had been one of the youngest instructors to ever get hired at NYU,
            and once she got there, she relentlessly rode the tenure track all the way to Grand Central Full Professor. As long as you
            could remember, she had the same NYU office at the same NYU address at 5 Washington Place in Greenwich Village, a historic
            six-story building that had been there since the days of Mark Twain, the Gilded Age, and the Benjamin Harrison administration.
         

         
         You were a sophomore at Columbia, and your dad had passed four years before, when you took the subway downtown from Morningside Heights to the Christopher Street station to meet your mom. You were going to grab lunch together after she finished her classes. It was a clear, warm day, and she had taken her students out of the stuffy classroom and to a grassy spot in Washington Square Park. 

         
         “What makes you really you?” your mom said, with the students gathered around her in a semicircle. “There’s a thought experiment
            the British philosopher Derek Parfit writes about that can help us get to the heart of what really matters. Imagine if there
            was a transporter beam that could beam you to another planet. The way the transporter works is that it dismantles all the
            cells of your body and transmits them, at the speed of light, to their destination. Would you get into such a transporter?
            If your body was taken apart, for even a short time, you might not regard your reassembled form to really be you. So we might
            say that continuity of the body could be important when it comes to identity. But maybe you’re okay with being beamed up.
            So now let’s say that the way this transporter works is that it destroys your body and reassembles an exact copy at the point
            of destination with different atoms. This is where you might finally draw the line and say no way, you refuse to be beamed
            up or out or anywhere. But you’re already in the transporter—because this story isn’t science fiction. Our cells change over
            the course of our lives, and yet we consider ourselves to be the same person. Every time we go to sleep or go under anesthesia,
            we suffer a break in our consciousness, but when we wake up, we consider ourselves the same person. The mind is not the person
            because people’s minds can change. The body is not the person because bodies change. Memories aren’t who we are because people
            can share memories and be different people or lose memories and remain the same person . . .”
         

         
         Your mom continued her lecture, warming to her subject, until a student raised her hand and began to speak before she was
            even called. “Professor, you gave this same lecture last week.” The class began to rustle like autumn leaves. “Are you okay?”
         

         
         Your mother froze for a second, sunlight on her face. You took a step forward, dropping your backpack off your shoulder, wondering if your mom needed your help but having no idea what you could do. Your mom’s eyes looked like they were focused on something far away—not on some skyscraper in the distance, but on a point deep inside her. Then the sunlight faded and she dismissed the class. You and your mom had lunch—a great West Indian place on Houston Street—but you never talked about what happened. And she never invited you to another one of her lectures. 

         
         

         Even the swirling roar of your blender mixing your morning pomegranate power smoothie can’t drown out the sound of the trucks.
            You look out the window of your kitchenette to confirm your suspicions. The trucks have the logo of Mee Corp on the side:
            the ink-dark eyes of Ines Mee, the daughter of the founder of the company. You’ve always found it ironic that the trucks have
            eyes, because they don’t have any drivers. Mee Corp is constantly delivering things to people’s houses: books, toiletries,
            furniture, groceries, whatever. The trucks arrive, the back doors roll up, and tank-treaded robots roll each delivery to the
            correct front door. The mascara-limned eyes on the trucks observe it all, unimpressed, unemotional, unblinking. They might
            as well be looking over a lake of ashes.
         

         
         The trucks and the robots make a lot of noise, but there’s nobody to complain to. You called Mee Corp customer service once
            to protest the racket, but the line kept transferring you to one automated operator after another. That’s what the world has
            come to—humans having nobody to complain to but robots about the bad shit that other robots have done. You live in a cave
            resounding with echoes. The sound of the trucks is just something everyone has to live with, like gerrymandering and global
            warming. You would think the trucks would be electric, but the company probably likes calling attention to itself. Most mornings,
            when you wake up, there are more Mee Corp trucks on the road than there are cars. The company exploits a hole in the system
            by using public roads for private gain. Maybe that’s what the eyes of its trucks were trying to say. The biggest crimes weren’t
            in the shadows, they were in plain sight.
         

         
         You down the smoothie, plop down on the toilet
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