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Introduction

WHEN I WAS ELEVEN, I BEGGED MY MOM TO BUY me an inflatable silver chair from Target. The year was 1999, and I had just started middle school and puberty. I saw it advertised on a piece of junk mail that hadn’t yet made it to the recycling bin, in among deals on tissues and backpacks and Halloween decorations.

I had never seen anything like it. A chair filled with air like a pool float? I just knew my life would improve if I owned it. It was so shiny and futuristic, with its rounded edges, like it belonged on a spaceship or something. It looked like it came from the new millennium, which would arrive in just a few months. Y2K was practically all anyone talked about, at school and on TV and in magazines. I had to prepare! If I got the silver inflatable chair now, I’d be ready before the clock turned to midnight and the future arrived.

“Are you sure this is the chair you want?” my mom asked when I rushed over to her with the mailer. “What about something more practical?”

“Mom, it’s really practical!” I insisted. “I’m gonna do all my homework in it!”

She paused, talked out her hesitations.

“I guess it’s only twenty bucks,” she reasoned.

“It’s a really good deal!” I said. “And I swear, if you buy it I won’t ask for anything else for a really, really, really long time.”

She agreed that we could probably go to Target that weekend on the way back from swim practice.

“Yes!” I exalted, jumping up and down. “Thank you thank you thank you!”

The chair came in a box that my dad—ever the engineer—cut open with his X-Acto knife. Inside was some folded gray plastic that looked nothing like furniture. He read the instructions while I fiddled with the hand pump. There wasn’t much to figure out, and pretty soon we were taking turns pushing the handle up and down. The chair was taking shape.

It was so lightweight that I carried it upstairs by myself. I put it in a corner of my room, where I had pale blue sheets with clouds on my bed and I slept under a gauze canopy that my mom (raised in a foreign service family in Afghanistan and Pakistan and Nigeria) recognized as mosquito netting when I had begged her to buy me that, too, at Bed Bath & Beyond.

“I guess it will come in handy if there’s a malaria outbreak in Northern Virginia,” she had said.

I loved that silver chair. When I first sat down it was cool to the touch, and my skin made little squeaking noises against it. When I wore shorts, the material stuck to my bare legs, and the seams left small red indentations. I sat in that chair while I talked on the phone with my best friend, Hannah, doodling with gel pens and balling up pieces of paper to toss in my purple Garbino trash can. I sat in that chair while I organized my Pokémon cards in a special binder. I sat in that chair while I played Smash Mouth’s Astro Lounge on my silver Discman again and again and again. This, I thought, was the future.

A few months earlier, we made a Y2K time capsule at school. Outside in the warmth of the early June sun, we sat on folding chairs while our principal gave her remarks.

She said the new millennium would be full of innovation, of technologies we couldn’t even imagine yet. We would all work collaboratively and celebrate multiculturalism, just like we were doing at school every day.

Beside her was the capsule. The three-foot-tall metal cylinder was filled with contributions from students, including letters from Mrs. Hathaway’s fifth-grade class, the ones we all had to write looking a decade into the future. Where would we be in the year 2008?

2008 seemed so far away. I would be twenty, an age that sounded impossibly old. I would, presumably, have boobs—another seeming impossibility. How strange it was that I would leave behind childhood at the exact moment when America (and the world it led) would seem to slip the bonds of history. Though uncertain about its specifics, I knew the new millennium would be good—for me, for America, and for the world. And so I typed the following in ClarisWorks on our family’s Power Macintosh:

In 2008 I will be in my third year of college at Stanford University in Palo Alto, California. They will have discovered a cure for AIDS by then and be close to a cure for cancer. By then most people will be watching their movies over the Internet. But the Internet will be even better than it is now. Instead of just viewing them on a normal computer that is about 1’ 6” wide and 10” tall, we will view it on a big screen computer and it will have full sound and everything.

They will have fixed up the New York Avenue area in Washington, DC. It will have a huge shopping mall that will be famous all around the country and people-mover conveyor belts, like San Francisco Airport, so that people can get off at any shop they want without walking. They will also have escalators like we have today, but the shopping mall will be about eight stories high. Smoking will have been banned in all public places including parking lots and sidewalks. They will have new drugs to help people stop smoking.

The environment will have become a lot worse than it is today, but we will start to realize that we are destroying our environment so people will be getting in the process of banning power boats and stuff.

The popular artists will be using computer electronic music and you will rarely hear their real voices because it will be changed by the computer.

Bye!!!!!!:):):);):););):)

I imagined a future fifth grader reading this in the cool bluish light of the new millennium, in a version of our elementary school where all the furniture had turned silver and white.

In 2018, I found a copy of it in a box at my parents’ house. I was about to turn thirty, and my life was a mess. After a promising start, my writing career had stalled. I had recently gone through a bad breakup, and my ex was engaged to someone else. Donald Trump was the president, and nearly every month set a new climate record. As I read, the memories came flooding back: the time capsule, the ceremony, the jubilant turn-of-the-millennium anticipation. It occurred to me that I hadn’t felt hope in years.

IN JULY 1997, THE cover of WIRED magazine read: “The long boom: we’re facing 25 years of prosperity, freedom, and a better environment for the whole world. You got a problem with that?” The cover was bright yellow. A cartoon smiley-face globe held a flower in its lips: a callback to the 1960s, when the internet was born in California in a liaison between DARPA* and the counterculture.

The headline summed up the mood of the moment. In 1991, the Soviet Union collapsed and the Cold War ended. American-led capitalism versus Soviet-led communism had been the defining conflict of the twentieth century, and finally, capitalism had won. Capitalism’s victory seemed to prove that it was the superior system, that its birthright was to take over the globe completely. Sure, there were some questions, but around the world everyone collectively exhaled, relieved to no longer live under the constant threat of nuclear annihilation. Political scientist Francis Fukuyama announced that we were at “the end of history” in a bestselling 1992 book of the same name.

In 1992, twelve countries in Europe signed the Maastricht Treaty and started the European Union. In this peaceful and collaborative new era, the trenches and the concentration camps and the Iron Curtain could all be forgotten. That same year back in America, Democratic presidential nominee Bill Clinton was elected on a “Third Way” platform of deregulation and privatization that borrowed heavily from Republicans. Why not? After all, history was over. In 1995 and 1997, his French and British counterparts Jacques Chirac and Tony Blair would bring the same type of post-politics to their countries. Poor nations, meanwhile, were transformed by free trade agreements, which brought manufacturing jobs outsourced from wealthy countries—a process which was broadly referred to as globalization. All these changes were part of the same single process: capitalism had, for the first time in its short history, taken over every part of the world and every aspect of life. It merged fully with politics, and it shaped how people saw themselves. In this, it was a psychological victory as much as an economic and political one. Nearly everyone—from public figures to regular people—operated under the assumption that we lived in the best of all possible worlds, that there could be no alternative.

Whatever you want to call it—the End of History, the New Economy, globalization, the neoliberal turn, the Washington consensus, the triumph of the capitalist world system, the end of politics—this process defined the 1990s. But what I will call the Y2K Era started around 1997 and lasted until 2008. The Y2K Era was defined by two things: the End of History and the rise of the internet. Like the End of History, the rise of the internet revolutionized politics, social relations, and our own individual self-perception. And both the End of History and the rise of the internet were fundamentally forward-looking. Together, they made the era feel ecstatic, frenetic, and wildly hopeful.

The Y2K Era was bounded by two economic bubbles. It opened, in 1997, with the dot-com bubble and it closed, in 2008, with the housing bubble. Both relied on stories about frontiers and endless growth, old stories that go back to foundational American thinkers like Thomas Jefferson. These stories looked only to the future, blinding us to warnings from the past.

The dot-com bubble lasted from 1995 through 2000 (though it really took off around 1997, the year WIRED printed its “long boom” issue). It fused the techno-optimism of the early internet with record-breaking stock prices. The internet, people thought, would not only connect the entire planet and let us buy kitty litter at home in our pajamas; it would launch stock values into the stratosphere, literally higher than they had ever been since good numbers became available in 1871.

All this wealth, it was assumed, would make everybody rich, even though labor protections had been dismantled and inequality had increased throughout the ’80s and ’90s. In the new millennium, we wouldn’t need pensions or unions or labor laws. We could just invest our mutual funds in the stock market, which would, of course, go up forever. Alternately, we could found or invest in a dot-com startup. The IPOs of Netscape, Amazon, eBay, Google, and PayPal minted a large portion of our current billionaire class, and they were covered by the media in a way that suggested anyone could take this route and get rich overnight.*

With all this wealth everywhere, it seemed like there would be no more wars, no more conflict between labor and capital, no more racism, and no more sexism. Deindustrialization? Who cares! Since capitalism and the internet made everything so great for everybody, there was no longer a need for politics.

This mood shaped popular culture. In 1997—the same year WIRED published its “long boom” issue—Puff Daddy and Mase released the video for their song “Mo Money Mo Problems.” The video, directed by Hype Williams, embodies the hopeful, futuristic aesthetic of the moment. Stylist June Ambrose dressed the rappers in half a dozen looks consisting of baggy, monochrome street wear: shiny red leather jeans and matching jackets, head-to-toe silver, high-visibility yellow and clear vinyl paired with matching goggles. They rap and dance and gesture into a fish-eye lens. They float in zero gravity on sets of white and chrome designed by artist Ron Norsworthy. Presumably in outer space, Puff Daddy and Mase have transcended history. The video is intercut with scenes back on Earth, with Puff Daddy transcending history in another way, by winning a golf tournament as a Black man, just like Tiger Woods really did at the Masters that year.*

Back then you couldn’t turn on MTV without seeing videos like that. Rappers and pop stars and R&B singers all seemed to be living in the future and having a great time. They wore futuristic clothes, used real or fictional technology, existed inside video games, and rode around on spaceships. In “The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly)”—another Hype Williams/Ron Norsworthy/June Ambrose collab—the fish-eye lens goes in close on Missy Elliott, who wears a shiny black bodysuit resembling an inflated garbage bag and a glittery helmet with red sunglasses attached. She looks like a dignitary from an alien civilization. Timbaland’s beats, too, sound like they came from outer space, or perhaps from a very sophisticated computer not yet available to the public. The year before, Timbaland and Missy produced Aaliyah’s album One in a Million. She sings over a collection of digital bleeps and bloops. In her videos she looks like a teen cyberpunk: silver sunglasses, baggy pants, crop tops showcasing incredible abs. “Your love is one in a million,” she sings. “It goes on and on and on.”

Jennifer Lopez’s 1999 video for “If You Had My Love” depicts a generically handsome man logging onto his computer, typing “Jennifer Lopez” into a search engine, and clicking on the singer’s website. The viewer is then transported through the screen, in between 0s and 1s of binary code, to a minimal, silvery-blue room filled with surveillance cameras. The singer walks in wearing a flowing white ensemble and shimmery eyeshadow, waves at the viewer, and begins to perform. The video cuts between Lopez—in different rooms and different white and silver outfits—and the man from the beginning of the video, staring pruriently at his desktop. We then see other online viewers: a group of teenagers, a young girl, all watching Lopez mediated through computer screens, the camera lingering on the slightly pixelated interface.

That same year, TLC released an internet- and email-themed album called FanMail. In the album art, T-Boz, Chilli, and Left Eye are silver-tinged cyberbabes.* Some of the typeface gleams white; the rest looks like binary code. The three women appear pixelated, as if conjured online. The album opens with a stilted digital voice that producer Dallas Austin created using Macintosh text to speech.

“Welcome,” the voice says. “This is a journey into life, love, and the future of music.”

The futuristic, intergalactic, and digital aesthetic permeated the entire music industry, from Whitney Houston, Cher, and Madonna to Destiny’s Child, NSYNC, and the Backstreet Boys. Cher popularized autotune in her rave-inspired dance track “Believe,” from 1998. The 1999 Backstreet Boys album Millennium featured the band members in matching white outfits against a pale blue digital backdrop. In a 2000 issue of American Girl Magazine, the album is listed as a good item to include in a millennium time capsule, alongside butterfly hair clips, a WNBA basketball, a bottle of glitter nail polish, and an i-Zone instant camera.

It wasn’t just music. Between 1997 and 2001, more and more products and spaces were white or clear, neon or silver, bathed in white or blue light. Everything was blobby and fluid, in motion like droplets of water. There wasn’t a sharp edge in sight. In the words of industrial designer Karim Rashid, whose self-described “blobjects” shaped so much of the era’s look, “If freedom were a form, it would be a never-ending undulating boundless shape that is in perpetual motion.” Rashid’s ubiquitous, award-winning Garbino trash can debuted in 1996, all curves and lightweight translucent plastic. Another common household object was Rashid’s Oh Chair, from 1999, made again of molded plastic, in white or hot pink or maybe lime green, with oval cutouts in the back and under the arms.

Round plastic iMacs were available in your choice of candy colors, ready to connect to the World Wide Web. First came Bondi Blue in 1998, then Strawberry, Blueberry, Lime, Tangerine, and Grape. The look of the iMac—rounded edges, translucent plastic, an array of colors—was taken up by every conceivable consumer good: PlayStation controllers, floppy discs, Game Boys, boom boxes, Tamagotchis, televisions, cameras, and memory cards. Even clothes began to look this way. There were silver wraparound Oakleys and silver puffer jackets and translucent raincoats and translucent handbags and white ripstop bondage pants and white nylon vests with hoods. Japanese, Chinese, and Hindi characters were incorporated into graphic tees and mesh tops, as if to signify that globalization was here, and it was beautiful. Hair was spiked and separated and chunky, almost pixelated, or worn in space buns, shot through with bleach or colored dye. Eyeshadow was silver and ice blue and white. Body glitter shimmered like the underside of a CD. Even cars were part of the vibe. The Volkswagen New Beetle came out in 1998, available in Silver Arrow, Techno Blue, and—most iconically—Cyber Green, a shimmering peridot. Though its design pointed to the future, it called to mind the ’60s, of course, and California.

Contra popular belief, a subsection of the hippies had won, and they gave us what appeared to be a capitalist techno-utopia. The future promised to us by the internet and the stock market and the fall of the Soviet Union and the turn of the millennium was one of seamlessness, of open borders and endless choice and perpetual motion. At the turn of the millennium, the future had no limits. Technology was fun. Technology was friendly. Technology was transparent. Its soft edges wouldn’t hurt you.

ON AUGUST 25, 2001, Aaliyah died in a plane crash near the Bahamas, where she had just wrapped up filming the video for her single “Rock the Boat.” She was only twenty-two. Her music had sounded like the future, and with her violent death, it seemed like a part of the future had died, too.

Her death seemed to foreshadow another plane-related tragedy that would happen just weeks later. On 9/11, hijacked jets sliced through the clear blue twenty-first-century sky, filling it with black smoke. It was a violent rebuke of everything that the blobject aesthetic and its accompanying ideologies stood for—the internet, globalization, free market capitalism. The possibility of a twenty-first-century utopia was over, and it had barely even begun.

Instead, American culture and public policy took an alarmingly atavistic turn. Flag buying became socially mandatory, radio stations banned songs that were not sufficiently patriotic, and the government openly celebrated its illegal 2003 invasion of Iraq, alongside torture and widespread domestic surveillance. A popular country song celebrated Americans collectively “put[ting] a boot in [the] ass” of, presumably, Osama bin Laden/terrorists in general, but also possibly just Muslims and/or Arabs in general.

The president told Americans to buy trips to Disney World. Other people told Americans to buy Viagra and Frappuccinos and Hummer H2s that got twelve miles per gallon, to buy issues of Us Weekly that said how fat or skinny Lindsay Lohan or the Olsen twins were getting, to buy McMansions, to buy Fiji Water. Jay-Z told us he was a hustler, baby, and Lil Scrappy said he had money in the bank and J-Kwon told us everybody in the club was getting tipsy. In New Orleans, a hurricane trapped families on roofs. In LA, Britney shaved her head when she could no longer stand the contradictions of trying to be a virgin and a sexy woman at the same time. This second half of the Y2K Era—2001 to 2008—was a kind of chauvinistic reverse of the optimism from 1997 to 2001.

It was in 2008—that fateful year I had attempted to predict for my school time capsule in fifth grade—when the Y2K Era truly came to a close. A decade of speculative investment in the American housing market resulted in the meltdown of the entire global economy. The Dow Jones Industrial Average dropped by 777.68 points—at the time, its biggest single-day point loss in history. US unemployment would reach 10 percent, and about 3.8 million American households would lose their homes in foreclosure. Around the world, pension funds lost 23 percent of their value. The Great Recession and its aftermath permanently altered the political economy and culture, in America and around the world. It ended the End of History.

In a post-2008 world, the future looks very different. It mocks instead of beckons. It looks hard instead of soft, sharp instead of round, solid instead of translucent. Between growing economic inequality, political breakdown, and escalating climate change, the future appears to get worse with each passing year. And the crises, particularly around the current and future habitability of Earth, appear not just bad but terminal. Temperatures rise over time, causing more breakdowns, in turn causing more breakdowns. This is, interestingly, very similar to how capital operates. The more debt you have, the more it generates compound interest over time, putting you deeper into debt. The more wealth you have, the more compound interest it generates, making you wealthier.

I’m sad about the state of the world, but I’m also disappointed with my own life trajectory. When I wrote that time capsule letter in 1999, it really seemed like I could have gone to Stanford. When I pictured “growing up,” I imagined I’d become a surgeon, a movie director, a research scientist, a classical trumpet player, a CEO. I imagined I’d be married, with children of my own. At ten, I never imagined graduating into a recession, struggling to pay rent, or moving back in with my parents. I never imagined that it would be so difficult to piece together a career or feel financially secure enough to have kids.

“MEN MAKE THEIR own history,” wrote Karl Marx in 1852. “But they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.”

I came across this quote around the same time I found the time capsule letter. It’s about the return of a dictatorship in nineteenth-century France, but it feels relevant to just about any problem in the twenty-first century. It could also, I realized, apply to my own story. Try as I might to shape my life in a particular way, it has never been mine to shape. Much of adulthood has felt to me like an accumulation of disappointment and despair. It’s historical, it’s personal, and I’m not quite sure where the one ends and the other begins. And it hurts because, as Smash Mouth says, “The years start coming and they don’t stop coming.”

Amid all this, I’ve found myself drawn back to the Y2K past. I shop for lettuce hem micromesh tops on Depop and silver platform shoes on Poshmark. I paint my nails peridot. I peruse scanned fashion editorials from turn-of-the-millennium issues of Vogue and Teen People. Smash Mouth’s Astro Lounge has become my most-listened-to album on Spotify. I stream You’ve Got Mail and Sex and the City and Men in Black and 10 Things I Hate About You and The Sopranos. I play every video I loved on MTV all in a row on YouTube: TLC and the Goo Goo Dolls, Crazy Town and NSYNC, Limp Bizkit and Fiona Apple and Lil’ Kim and Sugar Ray and Ludacris and Christina Aguilera and Destiny’s Child and Sum 41 and Mýa. Here, I feel safe, like the future is still full of promise, like my whole life is still ahead of me.

I first began to seek out these old pleasures as a kind of critical project, to see what they might reveal about how the present came to be. But along the way I became a connoisseur. I began to love this stuff in a way completely divorced from the intellectual, critical, and historical judgments I impose as an adult. I do historicize TRL and You’ve Got Mail and the blobject aesthetic, but this is kept separate from my true and genuine love for this stuff: the love of a preteen girl.

I’m not alone. Turn-of-the-millennium nostalgia has been a trend going on several years now. “Y2K” is a top search term on social media and clothing resale sites. Self-funded internet archivists like the Consumer Aesthetics Research Institute and Instagram accounts like @shes__underrated, @y2kdaily, and @discontinuedmakeup painstakingly catalog images of editorials, advertisements, consumer products, and video content from the era. Celebrity memoirs from Britney Spears, Paris Hilton, Pamela Anderson, and Jessica Simpson have topped bestseller lists. Ludacris did a State Farm ad. Gen Z kids who never lived through the Y2K Era post TikToks of themselves in body glitter and butterfly hair clips and low-rise flares. When I see this stuff, I see a marketing construct, as nostalgia runs on a twenty-to-thirty-year cycle (the amount of time it takes for the people who lived through it the first time around to become the adults who create culture). But I also see a yearning for a more stable world: by those who grew up in it, and by those younger generations who have only known entropy.

Though I indulge in nostalgia, I am skeptical. Don’t we all idealize our childhoods, whether we were kids in the ’90s or the ’50s or the Justinian Period of the Byzantine Empire? The past will always seem better because it always recedes from our grasp. For adults like me who are entering middle age, so much of our yearning comes from our sense of foreclosed possibilities, from our aging bodies, from our accumulated bitterness about careers and relationships and money and death. When we say things were better in our youth, what we often mean is that our parents were still healthy and our hearts hadn’t been broken and our backs didn’t hurt. We mean that the future hadn’t happened yet, that it could still be (in our minds, at least) whatever we wanted it to be.

While there is a timelessness to this yearning, it is also true that many things really have gotten measurably worse since my childhood: economic inequality, political instability, and, most of all, climate change. The costs of housing, health care, and education have gone up even when adjusted for inflation. There is a general sense of futurelessness pervading both politics and culture. It makes me want to reach for a tube of body glitter.

A FEW MONTHS after I persuaded my mom to buy it, a hole developed in my inflatable chair. It didn’t pop dramatically. Rather, air slowly leaked out of a seam until I began to notice that it was no longer taut and shiny but wan and flaccid. I tried to fix it with duct tape but another hole appeared, so it ended up in the trash: a flattened heap of gray PVC, unrecognizable. I blamed myself for not being more careful with it, but the thing was made cheaply. The structural integrity was the problem; it wasn’t made to last.
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Only Shooting Stars Break the Mold

ALMOST EVERY SUMMER WE TOOK THE SAME FLIGHT: United Airlines nonstop, Dulles to SFO. I chewed watermelon Bubblicious to keep my ears from popping, but they always did as we descended over the bay. It was an unusually steep descent, and as the flight attendants put up the tray tables babies began, inevitably, to cry. I wanted to cry, too, but instead I chomped and chomped, watching the water glitter into view. Soon, I told myself, we would be in the place that I called paradise.

Uncle Paul was my mom’s older brother, and he lived in the Bay Area with his wife, Aunt Caroline. When I was younger they lived in Los Gatos, a sleepy town in the southern part of Silicon Valley with a bunch of notable residents—most important, Steve Wozniak, the less-famous cofounder of Apple. Los Gatos consisted of a valley and dry Mediterranean hills where sequoias and eucalyptus and almond trees grew. Uncle Paul and Aunt Caroline lived in those hills, in a yellow stucco house with a red tile roof and a big sloped yard full of secret paths and bottlebrush trees. I ran through those paths barefoot until I got a sequoia needle splinter in the arch of my foot.

In 1996 Uncle Paul and Aunt Caroline sold their Los Gatos house for an apartment in San Francisco, on the top of Telegraph Hill. From the living room window you could see the Bay Bridge. Every evening the fog would roll in along the Embarcadero, and you could see it roll out the next day while you ate your cereal on the balcony. At night the cables on the Bay Bridge lit up like strings of pearls. You never needed a coat but you always needed a fleece.

Even then I understood that San Francisco was where it was all happening. It was California, yes, and therefore inherently special due to its comfortable climate and semitropical flora, plus the fact that you had to sit on a plane for nearly six hours to get there. But more important it was the headquarters of the internet. And the internet was where Uncle Paul worked.

His was a typical arc for a certain type of white middle-class boomer. He skipped two grades in school and got into Stanford at sixteen. At one point, Philip Zimbardo (of Stanford Prison Experiment fame) was his faculty dorm resident. But after a couple semesters Uncle Paul got bored. He got into smoking weed and experimenting with psychedelics.* He dropped out and lived in a van. He enrolled in an alternative college with no grades or majors to study music and two semesters of computer science. He learned to sail and took up aikido. He and a friend tried to navigate a sailboat from Georgetown, Guyana, to Miami, but ended up wrecking it in the Windward Islands. My uncle emptied his savings to buy a plane ticket home. After graduation, he toured the Pacific Northwest with his Americana band in between working odd jobs.

Eventually, Paul got sick of the bohemian life. So, like former yippie Jerry Rubin, my uncle put on a suit, got a haircut, trimmed his beard, and got a job at Intel when it was a new company and he could get stock options. He began referring to himself as “a born-again capitalist.” He moved up the corporate ladder. He bought a house and a convertible and took foreign vacations and managed his 401(k). He kept sailing and practicing aikido. And then he got into startup investing.

ON AUGUST 6, 1991—JUST a few months before the dissolution of the Soviet Union—the first website went live on the brand-new World Wide Web. It was published by a British computer scientist named Tim Berners-Lee at CERN, the European Organization for Nuclear Research in Switzerland. Berners-Lee’s site explained what the World Wide Web was and how it worked, from HTML to URLs to hyperlinks. There were ten websites online the next year, and by 1994 this number had multiplied to three thousand.

But it was in 1995 when the internet inflection point truly arrived, even though only 36 percent of American households that year owned a personal computer. On August 9 (the same day Jerry Garcia died), the computer services company Netscape Communications had its initial public offering on NASDAQ following the successful debut of its web browser Netscape Navigator. Netscape hadn’t made a profit yet, but by the closing bell, the company was worth $58.25 a share, with a market value of $2.9 billion.

“It was the spark that touched off the Internet boom,” wrote Adam Lashinsky of the Netscape IPO. “More than any other company, [Netscape] set the technological, social, and financial tone of the Internet age. Its founders, Marc Andreessen and Jim Clark—a baby-faced twenty-four-year-old programmer from the Midwest and a restless middle-aged tech pioneer who badly wanted to strike gold again—inspired a generation of entrepreneurs to try to become tech millionaires.”

And inspire they did. The late ’90s gave us eBay, Netflix (then a mail-order DVD rental service), PayPal, and Google. Amazon went public (though it was still primarily an online bookseller). These companies all seemed to be led by earnest, bootstrapping nerds and/or former hippies, a majority of whom were somehow affiliated with Stanford. People, in other words, like Uncle Paul.

By 1998, the dot-com sector was in a frenzy. It seemed like everyone—in the Bay Area especially—was trying to get a piece of the action. That year, online pet goods retailer Pets.com was founded. In 1999, the company was bolstered by an infusion of startup capital from Amazon, which obtained a 50 percent ownership stake. That November, Pets.com sponsored a float in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade: a thirty-six-foot-tall balloon version of their mascot, a talking dog sock puppet. In January 2000 the company spent $1.2 million on a Super Bowl ad to drum up excitement about their impending February IPO. The dog mascot was voiced by comedian Michael Ian Black.

The dot-coms kept coming. There was Webvan (an online grocery delivery website), eToys (a web-based toy retailer), and Flooz (a website that sold noncash tokens that could be used at participating retailers like Tower Records). Former US surgeon general C. Everett Koop founded drkoop.com, which made $88.5 million at its June 1999 IPO and quickly became the number-one-ranked health care information site on the internet. Profits spilled over from tech into other ventures: CGI animation pioneers Pixar Studios, cosmetics company Urban Decay (famous for their bold, metallic nail polishes and eyeshadows), and the educational children’s books company Klutz Press (famous for teaching kids to juggle and Hacky Sack in appropriate Bay Area fashion).

THE INTERNET CAME to my house in 1995 (we were among the 36 percent minority of computer-owning American households that year). One Friday night when I was in second grade (following our weekly viewing of Kevin Sorbo’s Hercules and its spin-off series Xena: Warrior Princess) my mom brought me over to the computer.

“Let’s go on the internet,” she said.

“What’s the internet?” I asked.

“It’s a new way to get all kinds of information from around the world on your computer,” she explained.

What information, I wondered, could I possibly need as a seven-year-old?

“We’ll use our phone to connect to the World Wide Web,” she added.

If this statement was intended to clarify, it had the opposite effect.

“Look,” she said, clicking the CompuServe icon.

A window popped up. She clicked the button that said SIGN ON. There was a dial tone, followed by what sounded like someone pressing buttons on a phone. There were some terrible beeps and screeches and static, followed by more beeps and static. I covered my ears.

When we were finished logging on, she typed www.yahoo.com into the bar at the top of the screen.

“Pick a topic,” she said. “Any topic.”

“Maybe Xena,” I said.

She typed “xena warrior princess” into the Yahoo search bar, and we waited. A list of bullet-pointed blue hyperlinks loaded on the screen. She clicked one. The computer whirred, and a bright yellow page with purple text began to load. ALEX’S XENA FANPAGE, it read. Below, a photo of the princess warrior herself began to blink into view, line by line. I clicked through the website’s sections: News, Photos, About Me. After a while, my mom said, “I think that’s enough internet for tonight,” and logged me off. I had to admit, it was cool that I could look at pictures of Xena whenever I wanted.

As the dot-com bubble inflated, I spent more and more time online. Back then, with dial-up, you actually had to log on. I’m going online, people would say. I’m surfing the web. And then you would sit, as I had, through that thirty-second cacophony. If a parent or a sibling picked up the phone, you’d be immediately booted off. “Hang up!” you’d yell. “I’m on the internet!”

I loved sending emails. I would write to my uncle in California, my cousin in Canada, my friend in Pittsburgh. I went in chat rooms sometimes, where I met kids from Texas and Oregon and England. I visited Beanie Babies fan sites and Pokémon forums. I perused the clothes on limitedtoo.com. For a school project on the geography and culture of Japan, I used the internet for research, listing websites alongside books in my bibliography. By middle school, I was spending hours each day on AOL Instant Messenger, talking to my friends about boys or homework or what was on TV (often, I had MTV going while I was logged on, and I would provide commentary about each music video as it aired). It was AIM, more than anything, that got me excited about being online. It made me feel like I lived in the future.

IN 1999, WHEN I was in sixth grade, Nokia bought one of Uncle Paul’s startups for $57 million.* That year for Christmas, he gave my brother and me $100,000* each of blue-chip Nokia stock. From a gift bag we produced two brown hats embroidered with the name of the company he sold.

“Oh,” I said. My brother directed his attention back to his new Playmobil set.

“There’s something else in there, too,” my mom said with a smirk.

I fished around beneath the blue tissue and produced two pieces of paper. I saw our full legal names, and then I saw the number.

“Oh my GOD,” I screamed, jumping up and down.

“That’s a lot of zeros,” my dad said.

At five, the significance of this moment was lost on my brother. Even the number meant nothing to him; he could only count to one hundred and he couldn’t read yet. He returned again to Playmobil. But I felt my entire world rearranging. I thought of all the things $100,000 could buy: CDs, Pokémon cards, candy, inflatable furniture.

My parents had other ideas. It was deposited into my T. Rowe Price college fund to pay, they suggested, for Stanford. That wasn’t the only place they wanted me to go: they showed me, too, the campuses of UVA and Georgetown; they suggested William and Mary, Reed, Amherst, and Berklee College of Music. But I specifically remember driving by Stanford’s Palo Alto campus, with its matching red roofs and red-tailed hawks, my mom telling me that one day, maybe, I’d go there, too.

Her logic made sense. I loved Uncle Paul, and he seemed like he had life all figured out. My idol Chelsea Clinton went to Stanford, as did this new golfer Tiger Woods who broke all the records. Stanford was where this new search engine called Google was invented, which my mom told me was the best one yet because, unlike Yahoo! or Ask Jeeves or Lycos, it used complex algorithms to give users better results. If I could afford it and if I could get in, why would I go anywhere else?

UNCLE PAUL RANG in the millennium in Bora Bora with his wife and a group of their tech friends. His friends took ecstasy under the Milky Way as the year 2000 arrived.* He retired at age forty-five, then took Aunt Caroline on long trips to Italy and Greece and London. He got multiple black belts in aikido. He went to art school. He was in talks with another guy about going halfsies on a private jet. He bought a second home in Sarasota, an eight-bedroom waterfront mansion that Aunt Caroline filled with antiques. The grown-ups were right, I thought. The new millennium really would change everything. If the internet could make Uncle Paul rich, the same thing must be happening to everyone.

These thoughts were not just the inferences of a child. Adults in positions of power were saying stuff like this in the media all the time.

“The US economy likely will not see a recession for years to come,” said economist and MIT professor Rudi Dornbusch in 1998. “We don’t want one, we don’t need one, and, as we have the tools to keep the current expansion going, we won’t have one. This expansion will run forever.”

You see, insisted Dornbusch, if we just think positively, we can change how the economy works with our minds.

George Gilder—a prolific author, conservative think tank affiliate, and Forbes contributor whose arguments against welfare and economic regulation influenced the policies of Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton—refashioned himself in the ’90s as a New Economy tech booster. In his 1989 book Microcosm: The Quantum Revolution in Economics and Technology—a book about “the overthrow of matter”—Gilder argues that silicon chips would allow humans to transcend the laws of physics, that “the powers of mind are everywhere ascendent over the brute force of things.”

There were books like Dow 36,000: The New Strategy for Profiting from the Coming Rise in the Stock Market, which argued that the Dow would reach 36,000 within three to five years, and that people who purchased blue-chip stocks could expect 300 percent returns on their investments. When the Dow crossed 10,000 for the first time ever on March 29, 1999, traders passed out hats on the floor that said Dow 10,000. New York City Mayor Rudy Giuliani and NYSE Chairman Richard Grasso wore them when they rang the closing bell. “1999 Goes Into the Record Book on Wall Street,” reads an L.A. Times headline from January 1, 2000. It seemed like the stock market would keep going up forever and ever, and everyone would be rich if they could just get in on the action.

Some commentators had a more critical take, but they could be handily dismissed as losers and spoilsports. “The Californian Ideology,”  a 1995 essay by British theorists Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron, falls into this category. It predicted the fervor of the dot-com economy when it was just beginning, along with many problems familiar to just about anyone living in the twenty-first century who isn’t a tech billionaire.

“In American folklore, the nation was built out of a wilderness by free-booting individuals—the trappers, cowboys, preachers, and settlers of the frontier,” they write. “For both the New Left and the New Right, the early years of the American republic provide a potent model for their rival versions of individual freedom. Yet there is a profound contradiction at the centre of this primordial American dream: individuals in this period only prospered through the suffering of others.”

You know this old saw already: the racist, sexist, imperialist myth of the frontier. But it bears repeating, not only because it is true, but because less widely understood is the way that, at the turn of the last millennium, technology and the stock market were the frontier. And the promise of the frontier, of any frontier, is a promise of a radical break with history, of life without limits. Where else could this have happened but California?

It was on Telegraph Hill where I thought I could best see the future. It was, in the words of Y2K-Era industrial designer Karim Rashid, a never-ending undulating boundless shape in perpetual motion. In the new millennium, we could all invest in the stock market. We could all invest in startups and take a buyout and retire at age forty-five like Uncle Paul. We could all log onto the internet with our Bondi Blue iMacs and check our portfolios, then hop in our New Beetles and cruise Highway 1, a Smash Mouth CD on the stereo.

IN 1999, SMASH Mouth released their second album, Astro Lounge. That summer (the one between elementary and middle school) its lead single, “All Star,” became a runaway hit. The San Jose–based former ska band united around a tightly produced, layered pop sound, at once retro and futuristic; the late ’90s does the ’60s. There are theremins and Farfisa organs. One song is a cover of the Four Seasons’ 1965 single “Can’t Get Enough of You Baby.” Another uses a riff nearly identical to the one in The Crystals’ 1963 hit “Then He Kissed Me.”

Astro Lounge was recorded in the same Los Gatos hills where Uncle Paul and Aunt Caroline had lived. The album is, implicitly and explicitly, about California, taking its melodies from surf music and ’60s dance grooves. In the song “Radio,” the band references being from San Jose. In the opening song, “Who’s There,” “a night out in California” at the movies is disrupted by the arrival of aliens.

This is the album’s other recurring motif: outer space. This wasn’t a particularity. During the late ’90s, there was a cultural fascination with aliens, specifically green ones with lozenge-shaped heads and large eyes. I owned a necklace with a charm in this shape that glowed in the dark. My AIM screen name was LilAlien2. When our fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Hathaway, asked us to vote on our class mascot, we elected to call ourselves the Aliens. Aliens were everywhere in the culture: The X
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