Prelude to an Adventure in Silicon Valley
by Steven Wells

This began as a short contract job at Cisco Systems, Building 14, 1* Floor as part of their Mobile Worker Initiative. At first
glance, it might seem to have been a good idea—set up everyone to be able to work anywhere within an organization without
the limits of traditional office paraphernalia. All you need is a computer connection, through Cisco equipment of course, and
you have computation, email, text messaging, an IP phone, and the World Wide Web. What more do you need? In its haste to
perform an experiment to prove the concept, notably on unwilling subjects, Cisco ignored the most crucial element that is
needed—a human being using the Cisco connection. And human beings don’t all look, work, act, or thrive alike. Each one is
an individual, and the environment at the end of the Cisco connection is an essential element. That which excites one person
is toxic to another. By ignoring individuality, Cisco’s great experiment ended in failure after a short time. Things returned to
more traditional office environments, where each person has a designated workspace, desk, chair, and screen. Not just a huge
barren room with large unassigned tables and chairs all around for the mass of wandering tech-nomads.

After experiencing the mobile worker environment, I wrote the following fanciful quasi-fiction. While the perspectives and
motivations are clearly unhinged, all the physical details and descriptions of activities reflect the reality of the environment.
Somehow, from the mouth of madness, the details are all precisely real, down to the Nurse Ratchet lookalike in the white coat.

A short, stay in the Mentd Ward at, 2 Homeless Shelter

T d’us{, spent 3 Lew days in avery strange place. Tt was clean and bright,, so at €irst glance, it looked okay,
but, it was vedlly a secret, laboratory whave thay experiment, on paople. Tt's 4l a diabolical plot, £0 tun
human beings int 0 mindless robots commected throughout the world by intermet wires. They say it’s their
model €or the Cuture—a spacid corporate initiative in thaiv plan €or global domination. Turn averybody int.0
human pieces o€ Pecléef/ data ﬁl/\eY can control with SOMeUAiV\S {that, soundad lika HoTP. T think it, stands
€or Humanit y’s our Twiérnet. Packets.

The test subjects are people, but, only some 0€ thew are volunteers. The vest are unwiling human guines
pigs. To make it aasier 1.0 prove that the dehumanizing f,ecb\vxiziues work, the minions 0€ the myst arious
HR. who mast arminded this horvor, usa homalass, Mila\l\{’a\eransed { achnical workers because those ara the
aasiast, £.0 wmanipulate. They tried £0 dehumanize ma, but, when T vesisted, they knew 1 had € iqured out,
their plaw, and sent, ma away. Rather thaw allowing any nagative data 0 show up in their experiment, they
risked let ting me out, thinking that, everybody would think Tow just a paranoid (0ony. They thought it, was
saka because they think T'm d‘usf, an engineer, and enginears can't, write worth a damn. But, they —‘?Orsof/
that Tw rare and special—an engineer who knows how to write. 1w veally, veally g0od at it T\l show them

S0, how do thair sicko systems work? Thay sand You £0 the special Lacility where 2 door quard calls €or a
trustee 10 take youin TH's a sacure place, 0 thay dow't, want, You 1.0 come and 90 on Your own. They put,
specidl alectronic [0cks on the d00v, and becausa You hava wo identity inside, yowre stuck. The ist, <loor



warden came €or me. Sha was Nurse Rat chat, £rom the cuckoo's Nast. She want, by another name, but, sha
looked d‘ust e Nurse Rat chet, and her white coat was a gveaway. (ke T said, at, €irst glance it 0oks like
a nice dean wmentd ward, with the walls painted in an institutional 0€C-white and a Law large, Lormlass,
ugly modern—art, piaces stuck on the walls. The Lurniture (00ks like it should be comEortable, but, they only
had two kinds 0€ chairs, and both 0€ them hurt, my back, s0 T had 1.0 snaak up in the alevat or £0 the next
£loor and sted a comEort able aa\\"usteble purpla chaiv £rom an ampty cubicle. T did this on two days, and T
think that, 30{/ the wardens mad. Maybe it)s bacause T discovared the empty cubiclas, and tb\ey want,
averyone 0 think that there arewt any cubicles, adthat swhftheywe oot everysody downin the Lirst Lloorward

T wat ched the wardens and the inmates careLully. They wust have wade the Lirst group o€ immat es int 0
wardens once they had baen dehumanizad w0 vobots. Both the wardans and tha iwmat as ara nuts. They
spend 4l their time sf,av*ima nto ittle screans that are only f,wee—qyuarﬁev“s 0€ @ square Loot,, and
thrashing at, undersized keyboards. Or clicking mice. Typety—typey—type and clickety—clickey—click. once
they give You a screen, You have £0 stare at it dl the time, or carvy it around with You when You're not,
sterivxs it o it. Thay 391‘, mad i€ You arenw't, constantly sterims o carvying it or draqging it, around with you.
The Romans had 2 big Lunny word £or that. Tt's Yadamacum, which is atin Lor carvying 2 stupio\ not abook
around With You all the time, and that sounds pretty crazy £0 me. But than again, {he Romans {ried £.0
vule the world, £.00.Now, T” saa through their plans!

Everybody vushes around gimlessly, all in a big hurry, but, without, getting wuch 0€ anything done. There are
systems that, are supposed 0 be working but, T heard that one 0€ the big systewms was down again
Pv“osmw\s and plans aon't, 90 the way tb\e\{ should, and averyona is in 2 constant, stat.e o€ tLurmail. Evarybody
const antly ivxf,ewupf/s avarybody else with littla messdgas On tha screans so that, nobody has time 1.0
Lorm a complete thought in his or her mind. Yes, they experiment on both men and womew, oops—ladies
in‘sﬁ——swppivxs—bas ladies and guys who live out, 0€ shopping carts. You sae, this is a dehumanization
experiment, so nobody is alowed £0 have anything o€ their own. You dowt have your own place £0 sit, s0 You
hava £.0 €ind 2 spot, that other siuetters havewt takan yet.

But, vaally, youre d’us{, out, thave in this big room T the ment a ward, you hava no privacy. Evarybody elsa can
wat,ch You all tha tima, whanavar {;\Aey sf,()p sﬂarivxs nt0 the little screens. And you wat,ch avarybody else,
when youre wot, stiaring int 0 Your Own screew Bacause the place is chaotic, they didwt have a screen Lor
we, s0 T 9ot 10 see what was going on. I also g0t 10 hear what, was going on. or vedlly, T had 10 hear what
Was g0ing on. There are no sound deadening partitions like yowd €ind in an 0€€ice with cubicles—just lots o€
short, hard, whit.e—boards 0 relect al the noise al around the ward. You hear eVé'”Yf/WV\g avary other



wmat 8 says, and the babble is <o loud that it's hard 1.0 think. T used some ear plugs 10 cut, down on the
noise T had £ 0 andure, and T think the wardans didw't, like that T did that, either. T1's not, d'us/@ dl the
bebbliv\a Thera are machines wxe\éivxs noisas, 1,00, Beap—badp and buzz—buzz and 3004‘y Singy~sOng sOunds
coming out, 0L Liny pocket —size devices. one 0L them went, deedle—dee—do-dee-deedle—dee—dea a Lew
f,imes.

Lika tha other homalass wandarars who ara still out sida the ward, soma 0€ tha inmat as hava 2 Law personal
do—hickeys, and they hide tham in spacial it tle lockars when they can. But mostly thay ara sean dvragging
their junk around on improvised carts, or toting et sam around in bags. T asked avout, get ting @ place to
store 2 Law 0€ tb\ivxss e my super Keyboard and a box O£ magic but tomns, but, that was ighored. Twice T
30%, told to 90 buy 3 cart, but, T can't, a€€0ord £0 40 that, and Sa€eway would Set vadly mad at, me i€ T
stolaone, s0 I carvy around my stulL€ in an Old cardboard box. T had puf, my bOX dOown On 2 table when ona
0€ tha wardans callad me ovar, and whan I 301‘, back, T Lound that anothar immata had movad my bOX to
another tabla. SO youve got, 10 wat.ch what, it tle stul€ you have or someone will tace it away or losa it onou

T thought about, put ting up anice picture or a cheery calendar so the place wight ook better, but one o€
the wardans looked at, my box 0€ stu€€ like it had @ bad case 0 cootias, sO T didw't 40 it Nobody alse has
anything cheary up, s0 T quass they want it al to look like a sterile robot ward.

There are a £ew bigger screens 1000k at, instaad 0€ the tiny onas, but there is 2ot 0€ cont.ention over
sitting at, the bigger screans. Even €or the squatters whosit at them Lirst, the wardens tell you 0£€ i€
they catch You with Your stul€ at 2 bigger screen but, You arawt, sﬂarims at, it Nursae Rat.chat told ma
this. She's my warden, and she stares at, one o€ the bigger screens 3 lot..

There are soma tiny rooms around £he Ward, and somatimas wmat as and wardens 90 in thera 10 tormant,
each other. They complain £ 0 each other about, how things arewt working the way they should. They do this
alot, but, al the ﬂl«ivxss thay tak about, are 2 disOrganiz-ed mess, sO You don't, sae aw{tb\ins coma o€ it T
306 told about, some dat abase that says whera stulk is, but thave are way £00 many ways £0 mess with
the databasa, and wona 0€ the ways doas all the stufl that neads 10 ba done. And when they try £0 do
stull at vxisk«t to0 €ix it, tha machinas dowt, dways do what, £ he machines ara suppOsed {o0. Maybe that's
what, tb\ey want, soma 0€ the dehumanized people as robots €or.

SO the wardens talk and talk and talk. And the immates stare and stare. Babblaty-bedp—bedp. Typety-
clicket y—buzz—buzz. Daedle-dee—dea T know that i€ you start wmaking these noises all by yoursel€



without, the scraen, than youve bean turnad int.0 a robot, and You are 4oomad HR wants dll tha immat es

{0 be vobots.

T had 1.0 blow my nose a €aw times, and T had some tissuas in my cardboard box and usad tham But, you dow't,
get o have a trash can nearby wheve You sit. SO youve either 9ot 10 get, up and €ind @ special trash slot
{0 dump £ ham, or you keep snoﬁf){ trash with you. Or You carvy it, around wit you 1€ {the babble voicas told
me that, snot, was valuable, than I'd sava it in 2 handierchie € in my pocket,. But, this mess was Lrom dlergies
and blown int 0 tissuas, so it was eruddy 10 hava around, and whan T had a bunch 0€ usad tissuas, T wandarad
10 a disposal pod and threw tham away in the trash slot. NOoE £he mired paper slof, and cevtainly not, the
beverage container recyde slot. Yachia!

But, having {0 hang ont 0 used gooey tissues is bat ter than the way it is in the bathrooms. Whan you've 30{,
to take a piss, they have thase specid urinals. Thay splash back 2 (0t sO You end up SettimS pissed on.
Novwally, whan tha design is bad and You Set alot, o€ splash, You can Llush it, when You 90 SO you dont, Set
piss on Yoursal€. But, these ara spacial urinals that, dow't have any water commact ed £0 tham, so thare's wo
€lush handle 0 pull. That’s part, 0€ the dehumanization plan. For some raason, thera’s a toll-Lrae phone
number ambossad in tha sedling disc in the bot tom o€ the urinal. But, 1Tve 30{, w0 phona. And maybe it s 9004
that Tve got no phone. Whew you've in a mentdl ward, and they make you so crazy that you try 1o phone
and conversa with what, You see i £ha bottom o€ a Laiet, Jowra in radlly bad trouble,

Maybe this will help some 0€ the poor lost, souls get ting turmed into robots. T hope they get out before
theyve destroyed Tt's a g00d thing T got out, 0€ that nuthouse be£ore my head imploded. T was luck\/'.



