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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ALEC'S IDEALS

          

        

      

    

    
      Every aspect of the day captivated Alec Chenais, from when he entered McGill University’s computer center until he and his mother departed late at night. The global impact and criminal intent behind the cyberattack on the university stunned him, but the security technology and the people wielding it impressed him even more.

      Mary Bethune Chenais, PhD, a full professor of computer science, had brought sixteen-year-old Alec in as a kind of “bring your precocious and naïve youth into work day.” She’d told Alec that she wanted him to learn what McGill had to offer to an undergraduate. His mother, as usual, pleaded urgent work as she led him into the big room where the systems and network engineers hung out doing whatever it was they did. Alec assumed she’d turn him over to some guy who’d bore him to death, then she’d leave and come back in eight hours, annoyed at having to find him.

      They halted at the door and peered into the room. It was a madhouse. People yelling at each other. Engineers typing furiously at their workstations. His mother looked around and spotted the supervisor.

      “Hey, Ralph. What’s going on?” She patted Alec on the shoulder. “I brought Alec in for you to show him the real world of computers. For college.”

      “Oh, Professor Chenais. Oh, my God. No. It’s.” Ralph, eyes popping, stuttered into silence.

      Mary grew a little impatient. “I can see things are out of control, Ralph. Here, you take Alec and show him how you do your job, cleaning up all this mess. All right?” Without waiting for an answer, she pushed Alec toward Ralph with a gentle nudge, turned, and walked out.

      Alec gave Ralph a big smile. Why not get on his good side? His mother’s attitude toward chaos was that of a firm teacher toward unruly ADHD students. Her leaving so abruptly told him that she had no formal authority over Ralph or his engineers.

      Ralph’s mouth dropped open in dismay as he looked Alec over. Alec stiffened, trying to look like a college student, although it would be two years before he actually was one.

      Ralph closed his mouth and looked a little wild. He burst out in Quebecois French. “Look, kid. I have a crisis on my hands. Your mother—well, you know what she’s like. If you want to stay, shut up and watch.”

      “What’s going on? Should I call you Ralph?”

      “Call me any damn thing you want, kid. What’s your name again?”

      “Alec.”

      “Bien. What’s going on, Alec, is a massive distributed denial of service attack on this data center.”

      “Someone’s overloading your sites with a huge number of requests, right?” Alec had had a computer nearby since he was six, and he’d learned a lot from social media. That was one reason he agreed to come to the computer center with his mother. He wanted to check out the pros, and to learn about some real technology.

      Ralph half smiled. “Oui, c’est vrai.” He patted Alec on the shoulder and switched to English. “OK, you can stay. Follow me around. You got questions, ask. If we’re too busy, we’ll ignore you. Have fun!”

      Alec asked, “Who’s attacking?”

      Ralph pointed to a web browser open on a nearby workstation. “It’s happening all over the world. The network security engineers think it’s some government doing a cyberwar test-run on random sites. We got lucky,” he said sarcastically. “They haven’t been able to trace it back to whoever’s responsible. Too many layers of anonymous servers and botnets. Vous comprenez?”

      “Oui,” Alec said with another smile.

      The DDoS attack lasted all day, with no rest for the weary engineers. Alec spent a lot of time with the security team, awed by their wizardry and arcane knowledge. It was like watching Gandalf at work, holding back the legions of Mordor. Alec itched to pitch in and help, but he quickly realized that he didn’t know enough. He had to get those skills. At university. It wasn’t fair to attack a university just to test some kind of criminal software.  All the people and research the denial of service hurt. And all the time the security team had to spend containing it.

      This was what he wanted to do with his life. With the right skills, he could help fight things like this cyberattack. Just…not at McGill. Not in Montreal. Not near his parents.

      His mother came to pick him up at midnight, later than expected and clearly annoyed. She was more understanding of Ralph. She and the other professors had swiftly grasped the problem as their research websites crashed. The security team had reinforced their firewalls and worked like dogs to contain the attack, which was petering out by midnight.

      “Well, I hope you learned a lot, Alec. That’s not what computer science is all about, it’s just a big pain in the ass. You’ll see once we get the quantum computer up and running. I’ll show you.”

      Alec rolled his eyes in the dark night. In the year of our Lord 2006, quantum computing was just a few months off. Sure it was. On paper. So were fusion and artificial intelligence. But quantum computing was his mother’s field, and she was a leading expert, so she must know, right? Alec shook his head. Wizards came in all shapes and sizes, and they weren’t always right.

      But most of the time they were. He’d seen that today. He wanted to be one of them, the real wizards.
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        * * *

      

      “Here, ti-cul, take this and show these bastards what hell is!”

      Alec Chenais involuntarily grabbed the bottle the masked Mohawk protester forced on him. He stepped back, the bottle cool in his hand but the flame at the top making his heart pound. Time slowed, his thoughts raced. The peaceful protest in downtown Montreal he’d joined with his high-school friends had gone wrong so quickly. The shouting and chaos enveloped him. He’d lost sight of the friends he’d so passionately convinced to come. It wasn’t what he had imagined.

      From an early age, his father had taken him to protests all over Canada, some in the States. The photo trip earlier in the year to the railroad blockades on the 2007 Aboriginal Day of Action had really fired him up. The poverty, the land grabs, the poor quality health care, the government betrayals; all of it made him shout slogans along with the Mohawks. His own white privilege, the generations of white injustice toward the Indians, snapped at his heels. But his father pulled him away, annoyed at his son’s upstaging of his organization’s support of the protestors.

      Alec’s hand closed around the bottle. Time stood still. Hell? He wasn’t ready for hell. He…held his future in his hand. Hell? Or help? Wasn’t that what he’d told his friends? We’ll be there to support them, to help them protest the injustices. Add our voices. But not with explosives. That wasn’t right. Wasn’t what he believed in. His stomach ached at the thought of it. These thoughts took under a second. He took another step back.

      Alec tripped on the curb and fell to the Crescent Street sidewalk, landing on his ass and scraping his back on the rough concrete. The bottle flamed through the air and smashed into the wall of a store. The glass shattered, igniting a sheet of flame that spread across the concrete wall, radiating intense heat and light before fading into nothingness.

      Someone reached down to help him. But no, it was a gloved hand. It was a cop. The cop, his face anonymous behind the shield of his riot helmet, grabbed Alec’s flailing arm and jerked him to his feet. The cop shouted, but the surrounding din meant Alec heard only the sound, not the meaning. He got the gist, though; it wasn’t hard. Fury coursed through his 17-year-old brain as the cop pinned him against the very wall he had just attacked, his hands secured behind his back with plastic restraints. Alec struggled, defying the injustice of it all. Just as he’d struggled when his father had pulled him away from the blockade. Was this his Oka moment, the protest that would change things forever?

      But as the cop pressed his face into the blackened concrete, rationality kicked in. The rage and defiance died as quickly as the flames. His life had turned upside down. The wall’s harsh, stony reality crushed his idealism, at least for that day. He wasn’t prepared for all this. The cop’s hand pushing against his back, pinning him to the wall, drove the zipper pull of his jacket into his chest in a painful hint of humiliation to come.
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        * * *

      

      Paul Chenais forcefully pushed Alec inside their house and slammed the front door. Stumbling, Alec fell against the hallway wall, leaving a black mark as his soot-smeared face slid against the white-painted plaster.

      “I’ll get your mother. This is….” Whatever it was, it was too much for his father to articulate. Alec slouched through to the living room and sat on the couch. His butt hurt. His wrists hurt more, from the cuffs. But his pride was unsalvageable. He unzipped his jacket and took it off. It, too, was unsalvageable, marked all over by the blackened remnants of the Molotov cocktail explosion.

      “I don’t have time for this,” said Mary Chenais, following his father into the room. “I have to get my paper off to the journal tomorrow, and it won’t write itself.”

      “Mary, we need to fix this,” said Paul. “Sit.”

      His mother lowered herself stiffly into the armchair. She inspected Alec’s appearance, making only one comment. “Get that filthy jacket off our clean couch, Alec. Now.” Alec lifted the jacket and held it on his lap.

      “What were you thinking, Alec?” asked his father, a rough edge to his voice. The edge came from the earlier shouting  and from lingering anger. Alec considered the best approach to getting through this without utterly humiliating himself. Explain that it was a mistake. Explain that his pacifist views would never allow him to throw a Molotov cocktail intentionally. Plead for mercy. Turn things around and justify his supposed anarchistic action by his support for indigenous rights. So many possibilities. None would change his father’s fiery anger or his mother’s icy irritation.

      “Well?” demanded his father belligerently.

      Alec strove for a cool, rational explanation. “Here’s what happened, Dad. My friends and I headed down Crescent Street in the protest, and this Mohawk guy came up to us. He pushed this bottle at me, I tripped, and the bottle flew out of my hand and into the building. Then⁠—”

      “Oh, Christ. This is the story? The best you’ve got?”

      “Paul, can we get to the part where you tell the boy what will happen to him? I need to return to my paper.”

      Alec eyed his mother. He approved the demand, if not the level of support. But he knew his father too well.

      “This is not how you help the cause of human rights, Alec.” And there it was. The Paul Chenais lecture.

      Paul Chenais was the executive director of a human-rights NGO based in Montreal. He cared deeply about every kind of human rights violation, including indigenous rights. Alec had absorbed this concern for justice all his life. It was why he’d gone to the protest. The Mohawks had endured such a long history of oppressive tyranny. His father’s organization supported them with funds and publicity. Alec had handed out flyers at school, and his friends were afire with support for them. But his father believed collective action at the global level was far more important than local protests. He said so. Often.

      And again. “You know that these tiny protests result only in arrests, not in progress, Alec. You are damn lucky to escape with only a fine. But I have to pay it. $700, Alec. Your allowance for six months. Of which you won’t see a penny. Alec: serious action for human rights costs money. Lots of money. You won’t get anywhere just pounding the streets. Or, God forbid, throwing Molotov cocktails. This is unacceptable. You’re grounded for six months, no allowance. Jesus. It’s unbelievable. How the hell did we get such a stupid kid?”

      Serious money. Alec, having absorbed his dose of reality with more to come, considered it ironic that his human-rights-champion father was now punishing him for standing up for what he believed in. Now he grasped the truth: it was all about money. Lots of it. Human rights work was more than street protests. His father wasn’t wrong. It needed to go beyond flyers and handouts for indigenous warriors. More effective, and more complicated. His mind turned from empathy with Mohawks to how to get the money to do something real, big, to have a serious impact on the world. His resulting abstraction and reawakening idealism did nothing to improve his father’s anger. But this punishment would not deter him, not in the long run.

      “Is that it, Paul? May I get back to my paper now?” asked his mother.

      “Yes, Mary, you may. Thank you so much for your help,” said Paul, voice now dripping with sarcasm.

      “You’re very welcome,” said his mother icily. She got up and left. Alec sighed with relief and thanked the journal’s editors for the deadline. He’d expected his mother to bring her icy and deadly disdain into play to make his punishment even worse. But the paper had spared him that. Not his father’s ire, though.

      “I ought to ground you for life. Go to your room,” said his father. “And take that filthy damn jacket with you.”

      Alec sighed and headed to his room. He stopped at his door, considering whether to slam it. But his mind filled with ideas and the means to bring them to life. He needed to prepare. Figure out what to learn. To get ready for his future. So, first up: college. Slamming doors was juvenile.
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        * * *

      

      The isolation Alec had earned with his flaming cocktail forced him to understand where his skills and talents lay and what kind of college education he needed. His mother, a full professor of computer science at McGill University, had encouraged his software development skills. The intricacies of puzzling out a program fascinated him. He excelled at ripping out code. His mother bought him a series of high-throughput computers and then ignored him, which was just as well for her peace of mind, or so Alec judged. His father just ignored him, not being the least bit interested in software. “People, Alec. That’s what’s important.” No doubt that’s why he’d grounded Alec for six months, to make sure he spent enough time with people instead of computers. More irony.

      During the 2008 college acceptance season, Alec eagerly grabbed the mail before anyone else in the household. His mother had taken advantage of the McGill staff benefit that waived tuition and got him in with ease. The letter from MIT had come next, its crisp paper and fancy modern logo impressive, but not good enough for him. MIT was great for hardware, electrical engineering, and chimerical fantasies like artificial intelligence.

      He needed serious software engineering and systems skills, deep ones, to make his mark in the software industry. The dot-com bust hit rock bottom, leaving only anticipation of massive growth in the software industry. With the skills and contacts he’d acquire in college, he’d take concrete steps to become a multimillionaire before the age of thirty, and he’d put those millions to good use. Effective use. A monumental change in human rights that would reshape the world. No more street protests, no more jail time, no more leafletting. Something big. But first, college.

      The MIT letter preceded a desultory stream of Canadian and American schools his parents deemed worthy—not of him, but of them. All acceptances, no rejections, a testament to Alec’s outstanding grades and achievements. These were fine, very satisfying to Alec’s ego. But his parents favored McGill, rooted in their attachment to Montreal. Of course, his mother praised McGill because it had shaped her career over the years, while his father loved it because it was free. But Alec needed certain things from college, and with today’s mail, they were within reach. Regardless of his parents’ wishes, he would make his own life’s choices.

      And there it was: Carnegie Mellon University. There were no fancy scrolls, ornate logos, or Latin mottos, just the name on the envelope’s return address. Founded by a dour Scots industrialist to encourage young men like Alec, CMU promised growth and opportunity, not fantasy. He savored the envelope, certain it contained his acceptance to the university he knew he had to attend. He weighed the envelope in the palm of his hand, feeling the heavy, high-quality paper that held the key to his aspirations.

      No other institution offered the software expertise he needed, not even MIT, especially in operating systems and network programming. Alec had meticulously researched the professors he would study with. He’d read and understood all of their journal articles. He’d even learned the names of most of the computer science graduate students because they’d be his competition for coveted mentorship opportunities. CMU offered everything he wanted to achieve his future goals, his life of altruism. And he’d go, regardless of what his parents wanted.

      Alec brought the mail in and unceremoniously dumped the mess on the table. He took the letter into his room and closed the door. Sitting at his small desk, he held the envelope in front of him and savored it. He smoothed his hand over the high-quality envelope and its embossed, name-only logo, his fingertips tingling with pleasure. This letter would expand his world.

      His letter opener slit open the envelope with a soft whisper. He unfolded the letter. “We are happy….”

      No happier than he.

      With sharp, precise movements, Alec refolded the letter and slid it back into its envelope. He was eager to embrace every challenge and opportunity on his way. The CMU letter had lit a fire in him. That fire would carry him through the rough road ahead in pursuit of his vision.
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        * * *

      

      “Think about it, Alec,” insisted Paul Chenais. He was at the kitchen table with a cup of tea, while Alec sipped his café au lait. The aroma of the freshly brewed beverages wafted through the kitchen, establishing an illusory sense of truce between the negotiating parties. Paul’s hands wrapped around his mug as though to absorb as much warmth as he could to support his argument. Alec paid more attention to the coffee than to his father. Paul continued, “Your mom went to a lot of trouble getting you into McGill. She’d be sitting here telling you the same if it weren’t for the Chicago conference. And the damn place is free, for God’s sake.”

      Alec’s gaze shifted to the unfolded letter on the table between them. He had deliberately brought only that acceptance letter, so as not to give his father any material leverage in the argument. He’d tossed the others into his wastebasket. And he didn’t need to pay any attention to his absent mother. The crisp edges of the letter only strengthened his resolve. He said, “CMU, Dad. Got to be. Nowhere else has⁠—”

      “We don’t have the money, Alec,” Paul countered, frustration coloring his voice.

      “I’ve got a scholarship that covers half. They want me, Dad. My acceptance is due at the end of the month.” Alec remained composed and kept his voice persuasive rather than expressing his own frustration. He remained resolute. He stretched out his hand and placed a tapping finger on the paragraph about financial aid in the letter.

      Paul’s voice rose. “I don’t give a shit about half. We don’t have the money. I run a nonprofit, for the love of God. And we have a mortgage. Montreal is not cheap. Attending McGill lets you work part-time for my NGO and make an impact. You’ve interned already. I’ll pay you a per-hour wage.” Paul drank the last of his tea and paced the floor, a scowl on his patrician features. Alec saw the anger growing on his face. “And whether they want you is irrelevant. Though why anyone would want you, I can’t imagine.”

      Alec ignored his father’s angry dig in favor of his own point. “I can get loans to cover the rest, live cheap, get a job.” Alec switched to French to hammer home the point. French had more fire to it than Canadian English. It might blunt his father’s anger, or it might let him express the emotion more elegantly, but it would certainly raise the tone of their conversation. “I must attend CMU to achieve everything I want for myself, for the world. The world is a dreadful place. Your organization publishes reams of paper about the people in jail, the people in refugee camps, the genocides, the wars. CMU will give me the knowledge and skills I need to excel in the software world. Once I am successful there, I can do something about human rights.”

      Paul responded in English, unwilling to yield to Alec’s emotion. “Software?” he said, the word taking on connotations of incredulity. He modulated into persuasion. “Work for me for a year, Alec, if you want to help human rights. Learn how human rights work is really done. Take a gap year. Then decide about college. I surely need the help. Just…no street protests, OK?”

      Alec couldn’t contain his frustration. The aroma of the coffee had dissipated, and the café au lait had grown cold while the argument warmed. He told his father the truth he’d learned interning at his nonprofit. “You need more than my help, Dad. It’s 2008. When have you busted someone out of jail in some rotten country? Maybe 1995? Or the guy who died from a hunger strike in Russia in 1989? All you do is generate campaigns asking for money, then use that money to generate more campaigns.” The kitchen table, with its contested terrain around the letter, had become a battleground of conflicting means and ends.

      The force and weight of Alec’s attack stung his father. Offended, he tightened his lips and resumed his seat with finality. “No CMU, Alec. That’s final.”

      But it wasn’t. Alec needed to win this battle at all costs. For his future.
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        * * *

      

      A year later, Alec sat at his usual corner table in the CMU student dining hall. He was slowly consuming the poutine he’d persuaded one of the kindly cooks to prepare for him. He’d given her the recipe he’d found on the web and argued her out of her objections to the nutritional disaster the dish represented. He’d OK’d mozzarella in place of cheese curds after a trial run. It was food therapy. The intense work for his class projects needed some relief. And some other things. The hacking.

      A voice broke into his reverie. “Hey Alec, can I join you?”

      Alec looked up and swallowed the bite of cheesy, gravy-covered chips. Stevie Tobin, the guy he’d met in the system programming class, carrying a tray of food.

      “Sure, Stevie.”

      Stevie stared at the gooey mess on Alec’s plate. “What the hell is that?” he asked.

      “Poutine. Canadian specialty.”

      “Jesus. French fries? Gravy? What’s the white stuff?”

      “Cheese.”

      “Jesus.”

      “It’s food therapy. Makes me less homesick.” Not true; he wasn’t homesick at all. The poutine just satisfied something deep within him in response to his freshman’s frustration with CMU.

      “This is about the hacking. Isn’t it?” Stevie said with a smile.

      Alec gave him a half smile. He’d told Stevie about some perverse upperclassman pranking him and having to redo six term papers. Stevie had just nodded knowingly and said, “I’ll check it out.”

      Stevie folded his arms and relaxed in his chair. Smirking, he said, “Tracked down your hacker, dude.”

      Alec forked another chip and chewed and swallowed. “Yeah? And?”

      Steve grinned and said, “Hacked him back. Anonymous ransomware hack. I extorted a promise to never hack a fresher again. He signed the agreement, and I unlocked his data. White hat stuff.”

      “Thanks? I guess?”

      Stevie gave Alec a hard look. “You don’t sound that grateful, dude. Anyway, you got to get up to speed on hacking, Alec. Woeful deficiency in your education so far.”

      “I don’t have time, Stevie. And I don’t really give a shit about hacking.” Alec ate another forkful of potato and considered. “But I’d love to learn how to stop it. Network security, HTTPS, server security; stuff like that.”

      “Can do, bro. You won’t get anything useful in class, so come by the house and we’ll take you through our cybersuite. The entire stack of tools.” He grinned and gestured toward Alec’s plate. “Let me try some of that stuff.”

      A small price to pay for invaluable knowledge. Alec had learned that classroom knowledge was not enough for a great software developer. He’d also learned that everybody liked poutine. Who wouldn’t?

      He grinned. “Sure, grab a plate and fork. And a napkin. Plenty for all.”
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            AAMNA'S CHOICE

          

        

      

    

    
      “B.I.S.E HSSC (INTERMEDIATE PART II) ANNUAL EXAMINATION 2008 RESULT WILL BE DECLARED ON AUGUST 08, 2008.”

      Aamna Jaffrey was among the anxious students on that humid August 8th in Islamabad, Pakistan. Her best friend, Reema Kathia, was with her. The girls had rearranged their busy social schedules on that Friday to await the results that would decide their futures. They waited in the computer room at the school, along with the other intermediate college students. Aamna found a corner of the harshly lit concrete classroom away from the others to keep her conversation with Reema confidential, so it wouldn’t get back to their parents. The echoing din of the crowd of restless girls awaiting their results helped to mask their conversation but did nothing to ease her apprehension.

      Although the examination results would be available online, that didn’t help Aamna or Reema. Neither girl had the luxury of her own laptop, even though they’d gone through the sheer hell of two years of studying computers. Why? Their parents felt that too much computer time would burn up their brains. At least, that was Aamna’s theory. Reema, being the more reasonable of the two, suggested it reflected their families’ Islamic traditions. Tradition had little room for modernity. Their parents thus refused to buy laptops for them. They had to use the computers at school for everything. And the attitude of their parents toward computers did not bode well for their future educational plans.

      “Have you told your parents yet, Aamna?” asked Reema.

      “Why, no, Reema. Have you?” Aamna, always the cool one, deflected her friend’s probe into her family life with ease. Underneath her bravado, she trembled for her future. The tension within her made it hard for her to breathe. The world often threw fairness and justice out of the window to its death. School exams were no exception to this. Doubting, Aamna put up a cool front. But Reema refused to accept Aamna’s deflection, sensing her inner turmoil. Aamna had told her too much about her plans and about her parents. Reema had always been a worrier.

      She pressed Aamna on her plans. “I will stay in Pakistan, Aamna. You must fly to America. How will you do that unless your parents pay for it? How will you make them pay for it without telling them you are attending MIT? And how will you get them to pay for MIT itself? None of this is free, Aamna.”

      As Aamna could not form any answers to such questions, she shrugged. “I will find a way, Reema. And I am receiving a scholarship.” One that would cover about 10% of her tuition.

      “A scholarship will not give you an airline ticket to Boston, Aamna. What are you going to do? Hike across Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, and Turkey, then take a boat?” Reema understood the geography of refugee life well. Her plans involved working with NGOs to help refugees, something her parents would never approve. Not really of much help. Also, Reema could be too sarcastic. But Aamna knew that she understood her dilemma. And her best friend was always there to give her solace and support. The need to confront her parents and convince them to support her filled her with dread. Her aspirations depended on so many things, exam results included. She took her friend’s hands in hers and squeezed her appreciation for Reema’s concern.

      “Aamna!” The shrill scream came from a friend over by the computer. “You got a first! Aamna!”

      Still not ready to believe in her success, Aamna trudged across the linoleum floor to the computer and inspected the posting. Yes, undoubtedly that was her picture and her roll number: “FIRST POSITION NAME AAMNA JAFFREY MARKS 1061.” It didn’t really matter. MIT wanted her regardless. And she wanted MIT. She wanted the freedom of America and the joy of controlling her own destiny. The joy was there anyway, filling her up to the brim. Now she had affirmation of her hard work and capabilities. She could breathe again. And surely this first would influence her parents when she told them she was moving to Cambridge in a month. The first made everything possible.

      Reema hugged her, then searched for her own name. MARKS 875. She had told Aamna she expected a 750, humble as always. Aamna hugged her friend back, and the pair went home to celebrate their success with their families.
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        * * *

      

      Reema Kathia walked up the three flights to her family’s small apartment, thinking only of Aamna and her first. Was she disappointed in not getting a first from the college herself? Why was she even asking the question? There had never been the slightest chance of such a thing. No, the tight feeling in her heart wasn’t disappointment, it was fear. Fear for Aamna’s future. The woman simply didn’t see the walls, the barriers that society would place in her path. Reema shook her head. Aamna was about to discover she was not as cool and collected as she thought. Reality would soon break down her walls. Her parent’s reality.

      Her own father was at work, and her mother had gone shopping, so she had the apartment to herself. She walked into the bathroom and eased off her dupatta. She looked in the mirror. Smiling, she compared herself to Aamna. Beauty and the beast. Well, not quite that bad. But Aamna’s face had a clear complexion, a beautiful color, a classic nose, and lovely eyes. Reema stroked her own cheek. The acne had left a few pits but was mostly gone now, but her eyes were a little lopsided and her nose was larger than it had any reason to be. Aamna’s lips invited kissing, while hers were thin and plain. And her hair was hopelessly frizzy.

      Reema averted her mind from Aamna’s lips, knowing the pit of darkness to which such thoughts must lead. No.

      Now that she had her degree from intermediate college, it was time to persuade her parents that she must find a profession. She’d already put out feelers to the local office of a Canadian NGO, and they’d offered her an assistant’s position for a pittance. It was a start. And she need only tell her parents it was an administrative job, very white collar, helping the poor children of the country find educational opportunities. It was an income, and her parents needed that income. They would look the other way as Reema moved from administration to field work to whatever she could find that could best address the ills of the world.

      By the time her parents realized what she was doing, it would be done.

      Reema’s thoughts again turned to her friend. Aamna’s wealthy parents would not accept her decision to go to America. Too traditional. Too status oriented. Entirely too, too, what—too rich? The rich never wanted to lose control of things. Look at Aamna herself. Never having to worry about a job, about bringing money into the family. Never questioning her own right to do whatever she wanted. Never considering the barriers to her ambitions. What was the word? Entitled. Aamna was entitled. In a good way. But entitlement only took you so far in Pakistan. It was not a blank check, not for unmarried young women of good families. Even if you were too rich.

      Exasperated with herself, with Aamna, and with the world, Reema changed her clothes and got out the vacuum cleaner.
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        * * *

      

      On her return from the college, Aamna found her parents in their living room. Tea things on the low table filled the room with the aroma of the freshly brewed beverage. The cool room eased the strain of the humid weather outside.

      A young man, a stranger, sat on one of the large tapestry chairs, legs spread like a dolt. He grinned a lazy grin, at home in a house not his own. His companion, an older woman dressed in traditional sari and dupatta, sat straight-backed on a smaller wood chair and eyed Aamna warily.

      “And who are these people?” asked Aamna.

      Her father rose from the large, modern-design couch, smiled, and said, “Aamna, this is Farazman Syed. He is to be your husband. And this is the matchmaker, Begum Rabia Safdar.”

      Farazman got up and said, “My word. No one told me she was this beautiful.” He stepped toward Aamna, who stepped back in alarm, backing up against a giant decorative pot that sat against one wall of the room.

      Aamna struggled to regain her composure, her jaw having dropped and bounced off the floor. She had rushed home with the joyous news of her first, only to find her life had moved on. She darted her eyes from this interloper Farazman to her parents to the matchmaker. There was absolutely nothing to be done, no way to ease her parents into the truth, no way to recover from this imposition of the weight of tradition. She felt the heat rise into her face, but she understood that anger would not help this situation. This was a battle she must not lose if she were to live a reasonable life.

      She declared in a firm voice, “I am going to MIT. In a month.”

      Her father smiled pleasantly, not comprehending her response. His mind was on other things. Those things involved traditions she wanted no part of. He must listen to her.

      “MIT, papa. In Cambridge, Massachusetts. In America.”

      Her mother rose from the couch, her face etched with sorrow at her daughter’s words. Her father made restraining motions to tell his wife that he would handle this unaccountable situation.

      Farazman grinned an even wider grin and said, “You have no need for further education now you are to marry me, Aamna. Your father’s generous dowry and my participation in my family’s business ensure you a wonderful and fruitful life raising our family.”

      The anger overwhelmed her, and she spat out her response loaded with venom. “Fuck you, you silly buffoon.”

      “Aamna!” Her father finally grasped that his plans for her life had run into a ravine, an unexpected and unwelcome obstinacy in the daughter he had raised with such care.

      Begum Rabia, whose interest in the matter was both a matter of reputation and cash flow, leapt into the fray.

      “Miss Jaffrey, you really must be more polite to your family and to my client. But clearly your family has not sufficiently prepared the ground for this announcement, despite my advice.” She glared at Aamna’s father, whose face turned from anger to helpless consternation. “Simply announcing the marriage is inadequate in this day and age. One must ease into it and develop the relationship between the parties in a civilized way. Perhaps we could start over? Surely we can find satisfying compromises.”

      Aamna, by the end of this exhortation, had stifled her anger, gathered her resources, organized her thoughts, and reasoned through to logical conclusions. She said, “Fuck you too, you meddling old biddy.”
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        * * *

      

      Mahmoud Jaffrey, his voice resonant with authority, declared, “Compromise, Aamna, is what makes our society possible.”

      Aamna understood her father well. She loved him and her mother and wanted to please them. But such feelings only go so far. Her life plans were at stake. And she knew her father’s authority was only a facade, a mask he wore to conceal his love and understanding when he considered discipline to be in order. His compromises started as diktats but always slid sideways into real compromise, at least with her.

      The buffoonish dolt and the wizened old hag matchmaker had left for whatever dens they inhabited. Her mother and father corralled their recalcitrant daughter in the living room. The subtle browns and reds of the tapestry decor softened the tension that filled the room. The parents deemed her brothers too young to understand the conflict to come and banished the two of them from the family council to the local cricket field. They departed with joy.

      Once they’d gone, Aamna summoned a Gandhi quote she’d learned in school. “Your compromise, papa, is all give and no take. I’m doing all the giving.” But she had no intention of giving on this one. Marry that buffoon? Not a chance.

      Aamna got her way with her father by playing on his emotions. This tactic never worked on her mother, so her strategy was to get her father alone and work on him until he broke. She ignored his words, focusing only on his delivery. She sought the warmth in his eyes that reflected his loving heart.

      But now, her mother took charge of the situation. She unleashed her tears and protestations the instant the family was alone and the boys were safely outdoors.

      “You are eighteen now, daughter,” wailed Asya Jaffrey. “You will not get any younger. There will be no children. You will be too old. Where will the family be? Where will you be? Oh, Aamna….”

      “Aamna, Aamna,” said her father mournfully, “how can you be so unreasonable? We didn’t raise you to become a professor. Nonsense!”

      “I have no intention of being a professor, papa,” replied Aamna, crossing her legs, stretching her back up very straight in the wooden chair, and looking him in the eye. “I intend to be a software developer.”

      Her mother and father stared at each other in dismay. Aamna wondered whether they even knew what a software developer was. But her father brought her down to earth. “Men do that job, not silly women like you, Aamna.”

      She exclaimed, “I am not silly.” Her father’s words stung. How could he have such outdated beliefs, modern business person that he was?

      “But, Aamna, my dear one!” Her mother’s tears trickled down her face. “What will everyone think? What will befall us when our family and friends hear of your behavior? I cannot bear it, Mahmoud!”

      Aamna kept cool. “You are not responsible for my behavior. I am.”

      “Speak to her, Mahmoud. Explain to her. I cannot.” Her mother, overcome, pulled up her dupatta over her face to wipe up the tears.

      Her father cleared his throat. “Aamna, my dear one. Society has certain norms, certain values that all must observe if society is to succeed. Arranged marriage is a tradition as old as time. It honors your parents as elders of the family. It honors me as head of the family. Our family does not take this lightly, Aamna.”

      Aamna had nothing but contempt for these out-of-date family traditions but did not wish to terrify her parents with her opinions. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair as a charged silence developed. The room smelled faintly of the furniture polish the maid used on the expensive wood. The house, once her sanctuary, now suffocated her with unmet expectations.

      She explained, “Papa, I need money to go to America and learn about software. You have reserved money for our university educations. Even for me. I simply want to use those funds wisely, papa. To build a successful life.”

      He drew back in surprise. “Those monies are for university here, or Oxford, to learn how to behave in our advanced society, Aamna. Not to, to work.”

      Advanced society? How far behind had her parents fallen? “I know you intend for my brothers Babur and Sohail to work. In your company.” Aamna smiled without humor. “You insisted they learn to read and do maths to prepare for university to learn what they must learn to help you build your empires. Am I not right?”

      “Mahmoud, explain to her. Make her see,” her mother cried, dropping her dupatta in her desperation. “She must not damage her brother’s lives in this way. Do not let her bludgeon your morals this way! Do not let her corrupt your sons!”

      “Now that’s enough of that,” said her father, impatient and annoyed at this defense of his honor that left him so little of it. He said to Aamna, “We must find a compromise on this, Aamna. Here is my offer. I can use those funds, instead of sending you to university, to give an extra dowry to the Syeds. That will establish you as a valued member of their family, both as the bride of Farazman and as a major contributor to Syed family wealth.”

      Aamna leaned forward a little. “I have no wish to become a valued member of their family. I thought I was a valued member of your family, papa. And that my value did not depend on selling me as a slave to some bunch of fools.” She rethought the metaphor and felt tears coming. “Papa, you are not even selling me, you are paying them to take me away, like garbage.” She allowed her anger to squeeze some tears from her eyes. Her voice broke as she exclaimed, “Garbage, papa! Trash for them to display on their family landfill. Is that all I am to you?”

      Her mother threw up her hands. Her father, appalled by the images she painted, shook his head in sorrow.

      Aamna gathered herself together and moved on to a determined response. “Very well, papa. You want a compromise. Here is my compromise. When you send me to MIT, I shall come back with my Master’s degree and then, only then, shall I consider marrying Farazman. I am sure he can wait a few years, as he will never attract a reasonable woman. MIT will challenge me, but I have a first in maths and science, papa. It will be but a short time. With or without Farazman, I can be a valuable member of Pakistani society. And I shall be someone you can be proud of, like my brothers.”

      Privately, Aamna believed her brothers would be lucky to get out of secondary school. Neither of them showed the least interest in learning anything other than the tactics of football and cricket. But then, the Prime Minister was an Oxford Blue and a retired cricket hero. In Pakistan, anything was possible. Even for her brothers. With her MIT degree, she could achieve anything, anywhere in the world.
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        * * *

      

      The room in the basement of MIT Building 32, the newish and very modern Stata Center, was dark and uninviting.

      “Hello?” said Aamna, cautiously easing her way inside, holding her shiny new MacBook. She had purchased it using the money she had finally extorted from her parents by badgering them until they gave in. She took advantage of the Apple educational discount over the web from Islamabad even before she bought her airline ticket. Aamna clutched the laptop tightly against her breasts with her left arm as she strained to make out the shadowy figures illuminated solely by dark-background monitor screens. The air carried a hint of mildew, strong coffee, and a faint odor of what she now called “weed,” having learned the word only a few weeks before.

      “Hi! Who’re you?” asked a pimply-faced kid. He leaned back in a seriously damaged office chair cadged from some junk pile. He looked too young even for MIT.

      “Aamna Jaffrey. Ricardo said I could find some people here who would show me….” Aamna’s voice trailed off as she looked around and found six undergrads observing her with big eyes and pale faces.

      “Show you what, AJ?” asked the biggest of the six, broad-shouldered, thick around the middle, and sporting a medium brown beard to complement his long brown hair. He stepped forward and grabbed her hand in a double-handed handshake. “Great to have you here, darlin’. I’m Jeff.” His accent was what Aamna associated with country, a musical form she had just learned about from a girl in her dorm. A southern accent. Hard-edged, not whiny or soft. Texas? New Orleans? AJ? She liked the sound of that and grinned. She lowered the laptop to her side, her grip not so tight.

      “Hacking.”

      “Well, shit, AJ. We can do that. Can’t we, fellas?” The boy brushed his long brown hair back and grinned widely, looking around at the crew of which he was clearly the leader.

      “Sure, Jeff.” The pimply kid looked uncertain. “But we’ve never had a girl here.”

      The crew’s snickers prompted Aamna—AJ—to set boundaries.

      She smiled and said, “I’ll learn whatever I can from you, but I’m not here to fuck, and I’m not here to suck up to a bunch of weirdo toads that can’t write a program on their best day. If you chaps have it, I want to learn it. Otherwise, tell me now, and I’m gone.”

      AJ’s first few weeks doing the social rounds at MIT had formed her opinion of MIT undergraduates: sex-crazed maniacs all. College life in the United States was not as she expected. Perhaps Oxford and Cambridge were different. More mannered. She had her doubts about that. The western world was indeed a corrupt place. She loved it. But she had things to accomplish, and sex would distract her.

      “God damn, I love that Brit talk,” said Jeff. “Have a seat, AJ. Tell me why you want to get into this stuff.” He pulled a chair around for her to sit in, which she did, gingerly. She held her laptop across her knees. Jeff sat facing her in another chair, backwards, arms over the chair back, grinning at her.

      “It’s a challenge,” she said.

      “So’s physics or mechanical engineering. Why us?” asked Jeff.

      AJ had never really considered why she wanted to learn to hack. She didn’t care about joining the club. She wasn’t rebelling against society. She didn’t think hacking was a way to challenge global power structures, or even local ones. She didn’t want to steal large amounts of money—at least, not yet. Nobody was pressuring her; her roommate was a heads-down aerospace engineer uninterested in anything but rocket engines. So, why them?

      “I just know, Jeff. I’m determined to learn and do this well. And I want the challenge. The way you can challenge me. Will you do it?”

      Jeff laughed. “AJ, we will teach you everything we got! Which is way more than you want to learn. Anyway, hacking is a lot more fun than fucking.”

      “Speak for yourself, dickhead.” The speaker was a reasonable-looking undergrad about twenty with socks that didn’t match and a bizarre accent. New York? “But, AJ, we’re all woke, you’re safe with us. Why, this is the safest space on campus for a beautiful woman such as yourself. My advice, though. Stay away from the robot folks upstairs, they’re incapable of restraining themselves. Artificially intelligent, if you get me.” This smooth response was marred by signs that the man used his T-shirt as a pizza napkin. This was another American innovation she had lately discovered—pizza, not the lack of personal hygiene. Her brothers had excelled at the latter.

      “I’m software, not hardware,” she asserted.

      “And if that ain’t a come-on line, I don’t know what is,” said Jeff. “Well, come on, darlin’, let me show you the tools.” He got up and pushed his chair toward a laptop in front of a huge monitor, screen dark with white letters and dense with graphs. Pimple-face turned and put big headphones on.

      AJ stepped forward into her new world.
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      Elliot Perry reviewed with pleasure the sale contract his corporate attorney had given him an hour earlier. He sat on a comfortable vintage leather sofa, hunched forward with the mass of paper on his lap. The lawyer, Tim Shorter, sat across from him in a chair, awaiting Elliot’s verdict. The faint aroma of Kenyan coffee served at their breakfast meeting filled the room. Shorter’s chair was an antique, Federal-era armchair that had once belonged to Thomas Jefferson, Elliot’s libertarian hero. It creaked under Shorter’s medium weight. Have to get rid of that soon. Jefferson had fallen from Elliot’s grace when the scientists proved he’d fathered children with a Black slave, Sally Hemings. That was a little too much for Elliot to stomach. Could there be such a thing as too much liberty?

      Elliot finished reading the contract. He knew he would sign it, but he gazed out the window. It was a second-floor window in an office building that fronted a park in downtown Palo Alto. A nanny with a baby stroller sat in the park, soaking up the sun. An illegal? Perhaps the nanny possessed a green card. Way too many of those out there, too.

      “Elliot?” Shorter’s medium baritone voice was soft in the quiet room.

      He brought his gaze down to his lawyer’s questioning face. Shorter was a medium man. Medium height, medium brown hair, gray eyes, a medium nose and chin, and a medium paunch. Middle-aged, somewhere between
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