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2010

Leo Grit walked toward the college campus in Greensboro, NC and noticed a crowd of students yelling and laughing with their cell phones lifted high. Easing closer, he watched two male college students punch and kick each other with singular ferocity, while the crowd egged them on. Sounds of flesh smacking flesh merged with the siren of Campus police who arrived just as Leo fished his phone from his pocket and started recording.

Instead of surrendering peacefully, one of the guys punched the cop while trying to hit the other guy. The cop landed on the ground and called for reinforcements as he stood slowly. Within moments shrill sirens pierced the air and students took off running in every direction. One fellow lay swollen and bleeding on the ground, the other swung on the cop and was wrestled to the ground.

Leo glanced at his watch, and grudgingly put away his phone as he hitched up his bag and ran to the Orion building for his appointment with the Committee Chair. “Excuse me,” he said to a student standing just inside the room as he tucked in his plaid cotton shirt. Moving with purpose he headed toward the side of the large classroom filled with rows of seats, tables and undergraduate students.

Chairman Pollock waved him over. “There you are, wasn’t sure you’d make it in time.” His dark brown eyes gleamed as he looked over the crowd. “Great turn out to complete the survey. You shouldn’t have any problems researching the social program and completing your thesis on time. I know you want to move on and start your company in the private sector.” Standing over six feet with a head full of white hair, Pollock’s thin frame vibrated with excitement. “This could be big.” He looked down at Leo, a plea for agreement in his eyes. The man only saw dollar signs and bragging rights for the University. 

When he initially presented his idea the program was a simple locating tool to help people in emergencies. It had seemed a fun idea when he started but with all the bells and whistles the Chairman “strongly suggested” including the name Cheat Sheet it wasn’t fun anymore. Pollock claimed they would appeal to more students using the cheating angle to gain more research participants and looking at the crowd, he may have been right.

Leo’s expressed concerns over the viability of marketing a program for the purpose of partners spying on each other were dismissed and replaced with the claim of a unique marketing niche for the program, catching cheaters. Despite his lack of enthusiasm for the changed project, Leo created the app and stood on the precipice of becoming “that guy” who helped relationships fall apart.

“Yes, Sir.” His gaze skittered over the audience and landed on a small group of females whose expressions clearly said they’d rather be anywhere but here. He decided to pitch the program as he initially wrote it and not play up the unsavory parts.

“But you need to be careful, avoid the mistakes of Zuckerberg, that whole Facebook things’ not pretty.” He leaned closer, his pointy chin appearing longer as his eyebrows furrowed. “Try not to include too many hands in the pot if you can, it’ll be smoother in the long run. A few others will want in on Cheat Sheet because it’s remarkable, revolutionary, but keep it small, hold it close. That doesn’t mean you can’t remember the university or faculty.” He slapped Leo on the back. “Ready to get started?”

Leo hoisted his bag up his shoulder, cleared his throat and wished he had the same level of enthusiasm as Pollock. Nodding, he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and ran his hand through his shaggy brown hair. “Yes, whenever you’re ready.” He patted his bag, felt the weight of his equipment and moved forward. “I’ll setup over here.”

Chairman Pollock grabbed his arm, halting him. “Look alive! Show some excitement, it’s catchy. Remember this is your thesis, the final step before receiving your MBA, make it count.”

Leo jerked at the barely masked desperation in Pollock’s tone and eyes. He nodded, turned and inched through the throng, listening to get an idea of what people really thought of Cheat Sheet.

“Did you see the guy? The cops held him on the ground,” a male voice said.

“After he hit him or something. Somebody caught it on tape, I saw it online a few minutes ago.”

“So did I, the cops held him on the ground with his foot on his face. That wasn’t right.”

“The tape I saw had him charging the cop, that was stupid. What’d he expect them to do? Hug him? I’m not saying the cops handled it right or wrong but this dude was crazy. My uncle’s a cop and if he’d come up against this dude I’d be all for him doing whatever he needed to do to stay safe. Cops aren’t always the bad guys.”

“No, the video I saw showed the cop mishandling that dude. “

“That’s not what happened, the guy hit the cop first, I saw that clip online too.”

When he reached his seat Leo looked over his shoulder. The three discussed the fight he’d seen and taped a short portion of, with hands waving, fingers pointing and animated facial expressions. 

Passion. 

Leo noted the determination in their expressions as they debated various points of view. How long had it been since he’d been passionate about anything? Not since he’d created his software, Venom a year and a half ago. 

Chairman Pollock tapped the microphone. The noise in the room dropped significantly. Leo’s two laptops synced to the cloud storage system as he sat in the chair prepared to record the session and use power point for his presentation.

“Please, everyone sit down.” The Chairman waved the students to the rows in the classroom. Once seated the screen behind Pollock flicked on and Leo started the presentation. 

“Thanks for volunteering to participate in the research and testing of a new social phenomenon, Cheat Sheet.” The logo, C and S in large green and gold letters, flicked on the screen.

“A grad student, Leo Grit created this program so I’ll let him explain it after a few housekeeping things.”

Leo wet his lips and kept his gaze glued to his laptop monitor while Pollock reminded everyone not to eat in the classrooms, and a few other things. Standing in front of crowds had never been his thing, and one of the reasons Chairman Pollock agreed to be here with him. He inhaled deeply and then released it slowly to bring his racing heart under control.  I’ve got to do this; Pollock’s not going to give me another extension. I won’t get my MBA. Get excited. Speak slowly; let the slides explain the program.

“Come up here, Leo.”

Leo grabbed the remote, ran his fingers through his short, thick hair and moved toward the podium, once again wishing for some of the Chair’s confidence. “Thank you Chairman Pollock.” He tapped the remote, changing the screen and with a robotic flair explained the capabilities of the app designed to locate, track and log information on someone. When he finished the ten-minute explanation, he allowed questions.

“We both need the app installed on our phones?” someone asked.

“No. All you need is their phone number,” Leo explained.

“What if I track them someplace and they aren’t there?” Another person asked.

“The program tracks the phone, it will take you to that location,” he said repeating what he’d said in the presentation.

“Don’t some phones track phones already?”

“You can track your phone, but not someone else. Think of it like this. If someone is lost, you can find them. If someone needs help you can get to them quickly. If they tell you they’ll be in one place, and wind up in another you’ll know. It’s just an added layer of information.” He paused and watched the frowns and smiles on the faces in front of him.

“This all hinges on them carrying their phones. If they leave their phones at home, we have nothing, right?” a female asked.

Glad someone listened, Leo nodded. “That’s correct. Studies show cell phones are fast becoming the one technological accessory 90% of the population refuses to do without. How many of you have cell phones?”

Everyone raised their hands.

“How many of you have them with you right now?”

Everyone raised their hands.

“How many of you take your phones with you every time you leave the house, not taking into account the times you mean to take them but forget.”

Three hands weren’t raised.

“As you can see, we all take that particular communication device seriously; so it should do more than just take pictures, and videos of random events. In the future, I believe we’ll store large quantities of information on our phones, like mini computers, that’ll make our lives easier.” He clicked the remote, the URL for the sign up page displayed. “Go to this website to sign-up and download the beta app.”

After the session he noticed the three guys from before leave the room. The fight he witnessed earlier replayed in his mind and he itched to check online for more information. Did both guys in the fight go to jail? Did they attend the University? Was the cop hurt?

As soon as the majority left the room he checked online. Within a few minutes he found several recordings of the incident and identified the problem the three guys had. Each one saw different points of views, probably out of order. Intrigued by the larger picture and his own taping of the event, Leo searched until he found information about the officer and older reports citing his humanitarian deeds. He didn’t sound like a bad cop at all. There were older videos showing the officer placing a pair of shoes on a small kid, and helping a homeless woman. Either the cop underwent a metamorphosis or the wrong story was being told. If the tapes were in order, everything would make sense. “I bet I could do that,” he murmured thinking of how he’d create a program to work with the videos.

“Well, how does it look?” Chairman Pollack asked stopping in front of him.

Smiling wide, Leo shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ll tally the results later. But look at what I’ve found. There was a fight outside and several people videoed it and put it online but the story’s confusing.” He shook his head to try to get the words right. “What I mean is – I believe there’s a way to show how events actually happen using cell phones. Think what that means, a massive source of free information funneled and targeted for a desired result. It would change how we use our phones and view data.”

Chairman Pollock’s brow rose and then dipped low. “Focus!” he snapped pointing his finger. “A lot of research has been done for the project you’re working on. The committee’s waiting for your presentation. We’re too close to the finish line to change lanes. I want your program completed before I retire at the end of the semester.” The hard look he gave Leo clearly said, “or else.” 
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