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  ALGORITHMS OF THE HEART


  CHAPTER ONE


  One would think that a man who spent his days rescuing users from the perils of their desktop PCs would at least be adept at something like maintaining an email address book. Lyle Harrison, at least in this particular case, embodied the oxymoron “Luddite technician.”


  He dug up Carl Sanders’s telephone number from the well-thumbed Rolodex he still maintained from his college days. Melissa teased him about it all the time, but he carried the Rolodex from job to job like a good luck charm. From professors and frat brothers to bars and pizza joints, the numbers and addresses were all in there. When he sought his first job following graduation, he flipped through the cards and stumbled on the number of a high school friend he hadn’t heard from in years. On a whim, Lyle had given him a ring. One thing had led to another, and before Lyle knew it he’d landed a fat job at Anderson & Associates.


  That lasted until two months ago. He’d survived the bulk of the cuts when the bottom fell out of the IT industry, but thanks to the recent trend to move technical jobs overseas to reduce labor costs, the layoff axe found the back of Lyle’s neck. Another six months of this and he’d be able to tear the unemployment office’s address out of his Rolodex; no sense calling them after they stop handing out checks.


  The phone rang. Lyle lifted the cordless handset and glanced at the Caller ID display in time to see Melissa’s cell number scroll across the screen. He thumbed the talk button. “Hello.”


  “Hi, babe,” his wife responded in a worn voice.


  “Are you still at the hospital?”


  “Yeah, still in the pediatric wing, still waiting on test results.”


  “That figures,” he replied evenly. Inside, he wanted to scream. He quickly changed the subject. “How’s the little guy holding up?”


  “Gabe’s good. He’s sleeping again. All this excitement has really worn him out. They gave him some more ice cream for lunch, though, so he’s not complaining.”


  Lyle couldn’t blame him. Three middle-of-the-night ER visits in five days would take their toll on anyone, especially a kid just creeping up on his first year. Last night had been especially bad, and while the doctors managed to get Gabriel’s wheezing under control, they had to use a sedative to calm him down. It broke Lyle’s heart to see his son like that, and it sure didn’t help matters that his health benefits were long gone.


  “Well that’s good. Have you eaten?”


  “The nurses brought me lunch with Gabe’s. They’re a lot better than the night shift. How about you? Having any luck?”


  “I’m getting ready to call Carl.”


  “Carl? I thought you didn’t want to pester him again?”


  Lyle harrumphed. “I don’t. I feel like a leech. But at this point, I don’t feel we have much choice.” As he spoke, his fingers found the card and fished it out. The blue pen had faded some but was still easily legible.


  “I’m sure he’ll understand.”


  “What did the school say when you called in sick?”


  “They already had a sub lined up, just in case. They understand.”


  Maybe so, but her sick time was far from unlimited. Her salary and benefits carried them through, but without his health insurance to provide dual coverage, Gabe’s medical bills would tax her meager income to its extreme. Lyle feared that even if he found a job, he’d be denied coverage based on his son’s pre-existing condition—whatever that was.


  “Well, I better let you go. I’m going to try to catch some sleep while Gabe’s napping.”


  “Okay, hon. Do you want me to come down there?”


  “No, that’s okay. You do what you’ve gotta do. We’ll be fine, and I’ll call you as soon as I hear something.”


  “Alright, then. I love you.”


  “I love you, too.” She clicked off the line and he set down the phone.


  Gabriel’s physician had ordered a spirometry and the usual battery of X-rays and blood tests. One would think at least some of those results had come back. At least cystic fibrosis had been ruled out (thank God). He didn’t know if he would have been able to handle that one.


  He glanced at the clock. Almost one o’clock. He thought about driving down to the hospital anyway, but he had Carl’s work number in hand so he decided he may as well call. He just hoped Carl had fared better than he had in the IT slump.


  Carl answered on the second ring. “Yeah?”


  “Carl! How you doing? It’s Lyle!”


  “Hey, Lyle, how’s it going?”


  The instant recognition in Carl’s voice steadied Lyle’s nerves, and for the next ten minutes they talked as if they had seen each other only yesterday; in reality, it had been almost two years—not since Melissa got pregnant, if Lyle remembered correctly. The obligatory “how is everyone?” question came around, and Lyle tried to keep the worst of the doom and gloom out of it as he relayed his situation.


  “What have you been up to?” Lyle asked.


  “Same old shit, really. Sometimes I wonder why I got my degree in Computer Science in the first place, what with our jobs being handed to the dotheads.”


  “Yeah, I hear that,” Lyle said, thinking this is it, this is where you start your beg and pitch session. “Speaking of which, one of those dotheads just got handed my job. I’ve been out of work for two months.”


  “Are you serious? Damn, that sucks! I’m sorry to hear that.” The sincerity in his voice felt genuine, giving Lyle a pang of guilt.


  “I can’t find anything, man. Place I worked at moved the whole fucking IT division to India—programming, networking, help desk, software and web development, all of it. Shit, I think they would have laid off the technical writers if they knew they could find anyone fluent enough in English to write technical manuals.”


  “That’s a shame,” Carl said. “And it’s all gonna bite us on the ass sooner or later.”


  “Yeah. Listen, if you hear about anything on your end, could you let me know? Keep me in mind?”


  “Sure thing, man. Anything I could do to help, no problem. You still do web development?”


  “Oh yeah. I thought about doing it full time, but since the suits took all the fun out of coding HTML it’s not a great market to get into.”


  “You can say that again. Hey, you do any networking?”


  “A little.”


  Carl paused. Lyle could almost hear the gears turning in his friend’s skull. He pictured Carl at work, feet kicked up on his cluttered desk in some cramped cubicle somewhere in a Manhattan skyscraper, cell phone to his ear, fingers twirling a pen. “Listen, I may have something for ya. They’re looking for network administrators—Unix and Windows Server. I know you’re all big on Unix, but how are your Windows Server skills?”


  “Pretty decent,” Lyle said. He’d farted around with Windows Server enough at his last job to be Microsoft Certified, but no fucking way was he dropping fifteen grand into Bill Gates’s pocket just for a little piece of paper with Microsoft’s blessing to handle their product.


  “I figured,” Carl said. Lyle could hear him shuffling some papers around on his desk. “I mean the shit isn’t exactly brain surgery, right?”


  “Exactly!” Lyle laughed. Maybe he’d made the right decision after all.


  “Alright, you’re going to give Anita Martinez a call.” Carl rattled off a phone number with a 976 area code. “She’s our West Coast IT Division Manager. Tell her I told you to call her. I’m going to send her an e-mail right now, so she’ll be expecting your call.”


  “Who do you work for?”


  “Kaiser Development Systems.”


  “And you know for a fact they’re hiring?”


  “I see the job boards on our intranet. A new posting just went up this morning. Network Administrator, Unix and Windows Server, TCP/IP skills, IIS, yada yada yada, and all the other associated acronyms.” They laughed. Last time they talked, Lyle bitched about how the IT industry—how the entire business world, it seemed—was being overrun by acronyms. Corporate and technical glossaries were filling entire volumes on their own.


  “Really, I think you’d be a perfect fit,” Carl continued. “I’m doing something similar and I’ll tell you, it’s a piece of cake. I’m getting sixty a year just watching the little network lights blink, you know?”


  “Sixty?” Not wonderful in the Grand Scheme of All Things Technical, but still eight grand more
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