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            Epigraph

         
         
            Sooner or later, one has to take sides. If one is to remain human.

            —Graham Greene, The Quiet American
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            Chapter 1

         
         I am more than my physical body. I allow myself to swim in the sea of discomfort. My body was built to do this, I said to myself, my inhales and exhales short and shaky, as the nail tech kneeling at my feet began the work of scrubbing
            the underside of my arch with a pumice stone. It was excruciating, a cheese grater on a naked bed of nerves. Urrrrrrrghhhh. Every muscle of my body tensed. My legs and arms jerked. My foot, a full mind of its own, was threatening to kick the woman.
            I am more than my physical body! I started again, yelling internally now, frustrated at my inability to suppress the sensation, force my stupid body to chill out. The loop of mantras—bargain-bin hypnobirthing stuff I’d picked up in preparation to give birth to my son—were failing me
            as they had then: My birthing experience had culminated in a C-section.
         

         
         “You okay?” the pedicurist asked, peering up at me with a facial expression that hovered between pity and amusement.

         
         “Just a little ticklish!” I squeaked. I added a “haha” through gritted teeth as she resumed the work, really putting her bicep
            into it.
         

         
         The Google-issued Android phone on my lap buzzed. It was my friend Hunter, pinging from across the conference room: Are we relaxed yet lol

         
         It was 9:00 a.m. at YouTube headquarters in San Bruno, California, where my team—YouTube’s social media managers—had been
            summoned from all around the country for a mandatory day of “self-care.” This was, by my calculation, the twenty-fifth off-site
            I’d attended in my eleven-plus years at Google and my third that year alone, thanks to the steadfast commitment of my manager,
            Marion, to using every dollar of her events budget. “You don’t get a gold star for coming in under budget” was something of a mantra for Marion, which paired well with a memory I had of her at an off-site we’d once done on Alcatraz,
            the storied defunct prison-island in San Francisco, forking over her Google credit card at the gift shop to buy the team a
            round of sweatshirts that no one asked for or wanted. They were roomy crewnecks in a sooty shade of gray and depicted the
            “skyline” of Alcatraz, a phallic lighthouse jutting up from the block of cell houses (metaphor for Google?). I thrust it in
            the Goodwill bag as soon as I got home to New York.
         

         
         We were convening bright and early the Monday after Thanksgiving, an absurd time to ask people to travel, but Marion said
            we needed time together as a team to “level set.”
         

         
         “We could all use a bit of pampering after a hard year,” she said.

         
         That was an understatement. The contours of our team’s “hard year” had been meticulously measured, analyzed. Every year, the
            “happiness survey,” Googlegeist, run by a team of ultraserious data science and organizational psychology PhDs, came up with
            a picture of each team’s well-being by assessing confidence in leadership, stress levels, and how much we felt our work mattered.
         

         
         That year’s scores for my department, YouTube marketing, were abysmal, some of the worst across Google, which were incidentally
            also trending down. Management declared a code red.
         

         
         “We hear you loud and clear!” they chorused in staff meetings. “This is actionable feedback we’ll use to make systemic change!” This was an appropriation of the kind of language that had recently come into the zeitgeist via social justice movements; we were two years into the first Trump administration and brands and corporate cultures were still very much trying to align with “the resistance.” Regardless, I assumed the next “systemic change” coming our way was that the company would “sunset” Googlegeist. 

         
         Marion had asked me to give two presentations (despite the framing, this off-site, of course, was not all about self-care). The first: “Lessons Learned by Our Team in 2018.” It was comically broad, but I knew what she was looking
            for. After a decade in various Google communications and marketing roles, my corporate-honed voice functioned on autopilot,
            taking all the inputs, refining the outputs, snuffing out the summary, the actionable insights. I could always spin an optimistic
            narrative around brand crises, though those narratives were sounding increasingly empty and untethered from reality.
         

         
         The second presentation she’d asked from me was more surprising—bizarre, even. Could you share your learnings and insights from coordinating the Walkout? The Walkout—right, I’d become, I guess, a labor organizer. I’d played a big role in instigating and planning the Google Walkout, a mass protest over Google’s mishandling of sexual
            harassment at the company.
         

         
         That was barely two weeks before this off-site, and the aftershocks and effects, including on my career, weren’t clear yet.
            Still, asking me to talk about it in a forum like this was, in technical labor terms, a co-opt, another appropriation by management
            to reframe the conversation about something as existentially threatening as workers organizing for power—into something softer, company-sanctioned.
         

         
         But I don’t think Marion was thinking that deeply about this request—at least not yet. I think she’d seen all the headlines
            on the Walkout, the way the executives gushed over it, and been impressed.
         

         
         “We had Googlers do what Googlers do well,” the CFO, Google’s “top woman,” Ruth Porat, said when asked about the Walkout at
            a Wall Street Journal conference that week, framing it as emblematic of a culture that welcomed employees using their voice to “percolate up” issues. “If you can get cars to self-drive,” she said, “if you can solve all these problems through technology, why can’t you solve this?” She herself had walked out. Marion followed executives’ words and cues more closely than anyone I’d ever known at Google. Plus, the Walkout had done the thing that we always talked about on the marketing team but never achieved: gone viral.

         
         I waddled over to the podium for my presentations in bare feet, my toes webbed in foam dividers: My nails, in a grim shade
            of purple, were still drying. I scanned the audience—there were twenty-five of us—and reacquainted myself with NSFW, the biggest
            conference room in San Bruno. All the meeting spaces at YouTube were named for early internet slang and memes. Maybe that
            had been quirky and amusing once, but now the NSFW (“not safe for work”) room felt dead serious: a flat, lightless spaceship
            with gray carpets and a graveyard of stained whiteboards. The focal point was a jumbo Logitech projector screen for presentations.
            It was the most inherently “safe for work” place imaginable, and nobody was laughing.
         

         
         I cleared my throat, suppressing a tickle so intense I nearly gagged. I jammed my thumb on the space bar of my laptop to advance
            some rough slides I’d put together in an hour on my JFK to SFO flight the day before while my eyes kept drifting over to my
            neighbor’s seat-back viewing of Bridget Jones’s Diary.
         

         
         “We learned something very, very important in 2018,” I said, noting how weird my voice sounded as it left my body, as if I
            were listening to it back on tape. “Actions speak louder than words.” This actually was the main thing I’d learned in 2018 as a newbie activist, but it was also painfully relevant to my day job.
         

         
         It had been a year when the world was not buying what we were selling or signaling. As YouTube’s social media managers, it felt like everyone was mad at us: advertisers, creators, the general public, that is to say billions of people, split into two rough camps: those who thought we were irresponsible with our reach, poisoning the youth, making megastars out of bad influences like Logan Paul and PewDiePie, and those who thought we didn’t promote them enough, blinded as we were by our woke ideology or by the whims of the deep state. Regularly when we tweeted out the latest anodyne
            Carpool Karaoke clip, people would tweet stuff back to us like “I truly hate everyone at YouTube, from the CEO to the person
            writing this tweet. You should all fire yourselves.”
         

         
         I glanced over at Marion, who was absorbed in her laptop. I remembered one of the first things that had been drilled into
            us as young, fresh-out-of-college communications associates at Google: Effective PR hinges on tailoring the message to your
            audience. But who was I trying to reach anymore? For so long, my audience had been Marion, or executives, or maybe some amorphous
            idea of Google itself: distilling it down, figuring out what the company needed to reinforce its culture, or boost its image,
            morphing my voice into something maximally friendly, quirky, virtuous, Googley. But over the past year, something shifted. It was always a relief when the executives were out of the room and I could be
            honest with my peers—with myself. Our work of pushing out corporate pabulum was futile at best, actively harmful at worst.
            I didn’t have a solution exactly. This is what we were paid to do, but at least now I could acknowledge why it felt wrong
            or at least why my inner voice was screaming at me, like an email marked extremely urgent.
         

         
         I had no idea what to say about the Walkout, so I focused on the marketing of it. I clicked through slides of our iconography,
            the color scheme, screenshots of our tweets—talking about how we’d tried to keep the messaging consistent, touching on the
            finer points of the protest’s branding. It was, I figured, what Marion wanted to hear. But my delivery was flat. What was I imparting, exactly? A playbook for others
            to use to subvert the company’s hierarchy? Marion couldn’t have thought very much about what she was asking for. What was
            this audience supposed to do with this information besides clap politely at the clever cross-purposing of my Google-honed
            marketing skills?
         

         
         I spoke quickly, unable to tell how any of it was landing with my fellow marketing managers. Several of them were my people, my micro-kitchen commiserators, analyzers of the management, simmering with some level of discontent, living with the big existential questions about our work. Was this really the endgame, the holy grail? I had a lot to say to them: In this brief window, the dawn of the tech-worker movement, maybe we had a chance to do something good with our lives, something that actually mattered. And to the normies, too—the people who didn’t have any particular questions or qualms about Google, who didn’t know or care about the patriarchy, or “surveillance capitalism.” But under the watchful glare of Marion and the corporation, it didn’t feel right. I wrapped it up to polite, detached applause. I didn’t take questions. 

         
         “That’s all so cool,” Marion said distantly, as if she hadn’t heard a thing I said. She nudged a deputy, a girl named Victoria, who looked like
            me—a different model off the factory line—and handled all of Marion’s events, logistics, and swag orders, the way I handled
            Marion’s presentations and ideas. She was a much better soldier though: all in, no questions, no complaints.
         

         
         Victoria reached under the table and furnished a pair of white Doc Marten boots. “We wanted to give you something to commemorate
            your activism,” Marion said.
         

         
         I was speechless. I stared at the boots, befuddled, then down to my naked feet. How the hell had they figured out my shoe
            size? I guess after eleven years, I should have expected Google to have all my biometric data.
         

         
         I was missing the reference though. I found this on the Dr. Martens website later: As the ultimate protest footwear, Dr. Martens have played a part in the LGBTQ+ rights movement for five riotous decades. Adopted
               by global queer communities as a symbol for stomping all over the status quo.

         
         Well, I wasn’t queer, but I got the reference. What a joke—surely nothing said “stomp the patriarchy” like $200 boots your boss expensed. My transgressions were still, I guess, corporate-sanctioned. The message was nevertheless crystal clear: Let’s call the Walkout cosplay. Stay nested here, in the corporate line, no more stepping out.
         

         
         Could I keep my nose clean? The choice was in my hands. It was hard to admit, but of course I’d already made it.

         
         
      
   BookSharekh.com




      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Here’s my backstory—my wayback-story—in a nutshell, a snapshot: New Year’s Eve, 1987, Lafayette, California. My family is
            at a fancy restaurant: white tablecloth, cloth napkins in our laps, awaiting the next course. I’m tiny in a huge chair, dressed
            to the nines: poufy tartan taffeta dress, patent Mary Janes, opaque white tights. My espresso-colored hair is a little too
            short for a do, but still, not a single hair is out of place. My brother, Scott, is in a suit jacket with a bow tie. Not a
            crayon or kids’ menu in sight. We’re smiling like angels, or eighties catalog models, eyes on the camera, hands folded neatly
            in our laps. Scott would have been almost five; I was two.
         

         
         I came across this photo a couple of years ago on Christmas Eve. My parents have a handful of albums—clothbound Pierre Deux French-country revival, perfect eighties relics in and of themselves—on a shelf in an apartment where everything is new. They’ve moved houses a few times and shed and purged their stuff with gleeful abandon, so these are rare pieces of physical memorabilia that bridge my childhood to the present day. I had looked through this album—the fattest, fullest one—ritually, every couple of years, but didn’t remember ever stopping at this shot. It was maybe two years after leaving Google, when the wave of drama/suspense/combustible energy had crested, retreated back into the ocean of experience, but I was still hungry to make sense of it. I found myself scanning the albums like a microfiche: Were there clues, augurs of my fate? At what point did I become indoctrinated in the patriarchy, the professional managerial class, the Matrix, etc. . . . and could I locate the moment when I started to resist it? 

         
         I took the open album to the living room, stabbing the picture with my forefinger as I showed my mom. My own experiences taking
            my young sons—wriggly seal pups, both of them—out to dinner had been pure comedy of errors: little boys rappelling off furniture
            and knocking over glasses, or my husband, Shane, or me forced to take them outside in turns to run around as we waited for
            food or after we finished eating—fast. In a pinch, an iPhone sheepishly retrieved from a pocket to placate them. There had
            been no iPhones in 1987! What kind of supernatural powers did my parents have to make us sit in such picture-perfect compliance?
         

         
         Pam looked at me puzzled when I asked how she got Scott and me in line, Elle Woods being asked how she got into Harvard Law:
            What, like it’s hard? “You two were the perfect kids.” She’s said similar things before, helpfully chiming in while I flail around trying to contain my kids in a state of “big
            feelings” or general uncooperation. She’s not smug or judging; she’s actually befuddled: “What is this?” She says she wouldn’t have known the first thing about dealing with this kind of behavior, so “God bless you,” she’ll say as I spiral with shame and self-pity. Her own kids (it always syncs late, outside the moment,
            that she’s talking about me) never complained, never made a fuss, and most definitely never had tantrums. My parents will
            die on that hill—little Claire never had tantrums. Or maybe once, but I came to my senses after a minute. Or so the story goes. I have only a little personal experience with
            long-term parental memory, but I understand the gist of how it works: sometimes smoothing over the jagged bits, sometimes
            chiseling them to sharp points. But the proof is in the picture, I guess: By age two, little Claire was a very good girl.
         

         
         

         When my son Malcolm was about to start second grade, the two of us were strolling around our Brooklyn neighborhood, Bedford-Stuyvesant, when we passed a new bar. It was called Confessions—the temporary placeholder sign was handwritten imperfectly, almost like the work of a child’s hand, in big white letters and all caps—and reading it triggered something electrical, flicked the lights on in some dark room of my mind. One of the major developments of my life as a second grader—and I hadn’t thought about this in forever, my life having drifted so far from Catholicism—was that I started going to confession. “OMG,” I gasped, talking fast and gripping Malcolm’s T-shirted shoulder, eager to bring him along on this Proustian volley through time and space. “When I was your age, Malc, I started doing this thing every week where I went into a room with a priest and confessed all the bad things I’d done.” 

         
         Malcolm was appalled. “Why would you possibly do that?”

         
         Yeah, well, I had to agree that, put this way, it didn’t sound great, especially to a kid like Malcolm. He’s a natural skeptic,
            a little lawyer; he dismantled the Santa “concept” in kindergarten after a careful inquiry. How far afield his young life
            is from mine at his age. His elementary school days are an obscene stream of fun—open play, movement, free choice, art (so
            much art, so many types of art!), whereas I sat in one of those hard plastic chair-desk combos for at least six hours watching
            chalk dust accumulate and shed on a blackboard. Recess was the tiniest sliver of the day. We filed out onto a dull patch of
            blacktop and were made to do my most loathed type of play: ball sports.
         

         
         “If someone told me to do that,” he declared, “I’d just run away.”

         
         Yup. I smiled. “Oh, I know you would, big guy.”

         
         Malcolm’s decisive, assertive, and self-assured in ways that strike me as equal parts nature and nurture, gendered and generational.
            He looked me dead in the eyes and asked, “Why didn’t you?”
         

         
         Well, for starters, son, that would never have crossed my mind. The Catholic aspects of my childhood, inter-braided as they were with family, community, school, etc., held me more tightly in place than a seat belt. I wasn’t questioning much, to say the least. But here’s more: I welcomed the invitation to confess. There was a script to memorize (“Bless me, Father, for I have sinned . . .”), choreography to learn (genuflect here, sign of the cross there), and, of course, one had to reflect deeply on his or her sins. We got special worksheets for this labeled EXAMINATION OF CONSCIENCE. 

         
         My teacher, Mrs. McLaughlin (not a nun, but she might as well have been), encouraged us to dig in and really exhume the misdeeds.
            Saying you’d done nothing wrong was not an option—everyone sins!—and you couldn’t phone it in, either. The story of how you’d been bad had to be good. I felt the pressure. I didn’t have
            much material to draw on—I did what my parents and teachers expected, and my brother and I never really fought. I wouldn’t
            have revealed anything too personal—what was I going to say, that I’d had impure thoughts about Christian Bale in Newsies?—already having some instinct to keep some parts of myself off-limits to those in power, even if the rest was basically up
            for grabs.
         

         
         I had just started writing stories. Reading had only recently clicked for me in earnest, and with it, the ability to write—wow.
            Now there was the passion. The power. I would sit for hours on the family Macintosh II computer using a program called Creative Writer
            that cracked open the components of stories (character, setting, acts 1–2–3) as you were guided through a place called Imaginopolis
            with a wacky blue-skinned creature named McZee. I preferred writing longhand with my colored gel-ink pens, though, filling
            up clothbound journals at a stunning clip—hot, fast. Journaling interested me less than stuff I could share, using it to accumulate
            some audience. Earlier that year, I’d completed a book—in which a plucky girl named Hannah-Rose completed a rote quest with
            an equally plucky mouse companion—and it had earned me some notoriety at school; Mrs. McLaughlin arranged for me to go class-to-class,
            reading excerpts. And just like that, I understood creativity—my voice—could be a form of currency.
         

         
         Confession was another writing assignment. I concocted a story based on a kernel of truth—that I was jealous of my red-haired BFF Antonia for her fantastic dance abilities. I coveted them (religious vocab word, +10). It had bubbled up in me so intensely that I wished for her to make a mistake in her recital,
            to forget the steps—fall, maybe. I was really milking this. For the most part, Antonia and I had separate lanes, and I truly
            didn’t care if she was slightly better at doing choreo that was probably too sexy for little girls. But it sounded better
            than anything else I could think of. I scribbled it all down furtively in my school-issued composition notebook, then ran
            the lines a dozen times.
         

         
         When the time came for the big show, we trudged along the blacktop to the church, me in the school’s uniform for boys (I didn’t
            want to wear the skirt or jumper, and my mom didn’t force that particular issue): green school polo shirt with a hooded sweatshirt
            with our mascot—a menacing cougar, open-mouthed, mid-roar—and navy pleated pants. My mom ran after me with a brush every morning,
            but by the afternoon my long dark hair had been snarled to hell. I’m sure my scrubbiness only added to looking the part of
            repentant child.
         

         
         We waited our turn in the pews, letting the incense lull us into a state of theta waves.

         
         St. Perpetua didn’t have the traditional confessional booth: priest and sinner separated by a demure wooden screen. We sat
            face-to-face with the pastor in office chairs—even us, the line of innocent seven-year-olds filing in one by one. But our
            scene partner/audience was friendly and familiar enough: Father John Gilmore had an easy laugh and was probably younger than
            our dads.
         

         
         “Welcome, my child,” he said when it was my turn to enter, his eyes twinkling. “What troubles your heart today?”

         
         I spoke my confession a little too fast. I didn’t like how it came out, exactly; it didn’t feel natural. The performance needed
            work, but I’d have time to settle into it (we went every week for years after that; repetition would sharpen the practice,
            the prayer).
         

         
         He smiled at me, visibly pleased. “That was very good,” he said.

         
         Mrs. McLaughlin had said he might have some follow-up questions. “Did you know that was wrong? Will you do it again?” Not for me, though. He nodded and gave me my prescription: three Hail Marys. Score: That was bupkes in the scheme of penance.
         

         
         “Go in peace,” he said.

         
         In peace I went, skipping out of there light as a feather, and not because I’d been unburdened by sin.

         
         It would be revealed a couple of years later in a big local news scandal that Father John had had a relationship with a woman
            in a nearby town and fathered two children. The kids and mom had since moved to Southern California—probably the work of the
            church trying to cover it all up—but the story broke anyway. He was put on administrative leave and never heard from again
            (his life post–St. Perpetua is still completely un-googleable!). Of course it tracks that the most lurid secrets being kept
            by the town secrets-keeper, the moral standard-bearer, the representative of Jesus, for literal Chrissakes, would be his own.
         

         
         

         Suburban kids of the nineties, Scott and I had a lot of freedom outside of the confines of Catholic school. After I was born
            in Berkeley, my parents moved the family ten miles inland to a leafy, white-bread suburb called Lafayette—Pam had been spooked
            by rumors that kids were doing mescaline at the local middle school in our old neighborhood. (“Don’t take mescaline!” would be a persistent piece of parental advice well into my twenties. Proud to say I’ve never touched the stuff, not that—now
            that I think of it—it ever came up.) Lafayette might have been just thirty minutes from downtown San Francisco, but it was,
            for all intents and purposes, a world away. Our house, on a dead-end street called Tanglewood Drive, was surrounded by interesting,
            climbable trees and abutted a reservoir that had shockingly rich wildlife, including the odd mountain lion.
         

         
         Our dad, Frank, built us a real tree house, and we were allowed to roam the neighborhood with minimal supervision from the age of five. Scott was an adventurous Boy Scout, with carabiners on his belt loops, and following him around—in his hand-me-down polo shirts and khaki shorts—was my first mode of play. 

         
         My parents had a traditional marital setup—my mom ran the house, and my dad ran a business—and they were both intense masters
            of their respective domain. Pam, a glamorous, olive-skinned beauty, maintained a flawless personal appearance, tidy home,
            perfect kids; she loved fashion and celebrity. Pam’s parents were Yugoslavian and grew up in Oakland during the Great Depression
            and gone on to achieve a version of the American dream: My grandfather became a successful fruit broker, and they built their
            1960s dream house in Los Gatos, an affluent golf community a stone’s throw from where Google HQ would one day materialize.
            For my mom, homemaking, interior design, and fashion were all outlets for creativity—but also continuations of her parents’
            immigrant ethos, I think. The perfect outfit could be some protection, some key to navigating the world, belonging.
         

         
         Much of the family lore about my childhood centers around my various hustles, ventures, and moneymaking schemes. The summer
            after kindergarten, I convinced my feral neighborhood friend Elizabeth to go door-to-door with me hawking painted rocks for
            a quarter. We were a full mile down the road before another concerned neighbor called our parents and said it was time to
            wrap it up. We were nevertheless triumphant, loading into my mom’s car, our shorts pockets jangling with change. There was
            lemonade stand after lemonade stand, at the community pool, at trailheads, in front of the grocery store. By ten I was babysitting,
            passing flyers around the neighborhood marketing my $7/hour services. I was, of course, motivated by making money—being able
            to buy slap bracelets and PVC troll dolls at the bric-a-brac store in town without begging my parents—but the idea of work
            gripped me in bigger ways. It was the pathway to some masculine, heroic, independent energy I desperately wanted to harness
            and hoard.
         

         
         Even my play revolved around business: For years, in lieu of an imaginary friend, I kept up an imaginary corporation called the Banana Factory. It was part play, part performance: Much of my riffing on the Banana Factory happened on car trips, using the defunct car phone my dad never took out of his 1985 BMW. For the boss, a ruthless, out-of-touch woman named Patricia, I used a nasal New Yawk accent, periodically erupting into peals of laughter. It was pure pleasure—and a very early self-education in speaking in
            a corporate voice.
         

         
         It’s not so hard to see where this fascination with the business world came from. My dad’s company, an art supplies distributor
            named MacPherson’s, was practically a part of our family life. The seventh of nine kids, Frank had an unsupervised upbringing
            in Atherton—the tony backyard of Stanford University—in close proximity to the Bay Area’s burgeoning youth culture and music
            scene in the sixties and seventies. His closest friend from childhood was Lindsey Buckingham, who would go on to anchor Fleetwood
            Mac with their other Menlo-Atherton High classmate Stevie Nicks; his brother, Tom, was buddies with Bob Weir of the Grateful
            Dead; family lore has it that Joan Baez babysat the gaggle of Stapleton kids. Frank dabbled in long-haired hippiedom and dropped
            out of UC Berkeley to grow and sell pot. But his dad had convinced him to come work at the family business, and by his late
            twenties, his life had taken a hard left turn (or to be more accurate, a hard right turn: By the time my parents met in the
            1980s, my mom said he was wearing wing tips and preaching the gospel of Reaganomics). He’d bought his dad and siblings out
            and became the president, embracing the life of a businessman, commuting to work with a leather briefcase.
         

         
         When I learned about the tech-culture buzzword “high agency” last year—the idea that nothing is out of your control if you’re resourceful enough—I thought: Oh, this describes Frank Stapleton. Enthusiastic, energetic, utterly allergic to “the victim narrative,” Frank’s approach to management and life is underpinned by an endless reserve of positive energy and absolute faith in capitalism. When I started at Google, I’d be flooded with rhetoric about thinking like an owner. Taking accountability, engaging and investing in the company’s long-term success, etc. This was no stretch for me at all,
            after growing up in a house where I was mainlining the management perspective at all times. Frank’s a great storyteller, a
            persuasive raconteur. He was completely subsumed in his point of view and values, which basically boiled down to a fanatical
            devotion to (1) the customer and (2) the elimination of any impediment to innovation (he was born too soon—he would’ve done
            great in the gold rush of aughts Silicon Valley). Labor unions were bad. Employees were entitled, unless of course they were
            self-starters, low-maintenance. “Human nature will shock you” was one of his mantras, punctuating anecdotes about messy, complicated
            people issues. Leaders have the full view; they have to make hard decisions. Everyone below them has to trust them to do what’s
            right.
         

         
         Scott and I spent a few weeks every summer at Camp MacPherson’s, working various jobs at his office. We started off doing
            Oliver Twist–esque physical labor: My first memories from the job are emerging triumphant, my arms full, my bare legs scraped,
            my Keds caked in dirt, from under the enormous carousels of the warehouse where I was tasked with picking up any fallen merchandise,
            because no adult was small enough to fit down there. We gradually advanced to white-collar intern stuff, like creative services,
            where I’d help lay out Christmas mailers for customers. I always gave it 110 percent. Scott did approximately the bare minimum.
            He was more interested in his Game Boy or whatever door-knocker book he’d brought along, seeming to understand from even a
            young age that the rewards of being a people pleaser were so abstract and long game that you might as well save your energy.
            I couldn’t think that way; I was too caught up in all the potential gold stars—or the bigger golden ticket, being one of these
            self-actualized workpeople.
         

         
         One summer I discovered my brother was making $1.50 to my fifty cents an hour. I confronted my dad and his partner, Stu Beattie, an old-school, Stanford business MBA, all boys-club preppy, in a stiff collared shirt. I wrote and delivered a passionate presentation, including drawings of my brother doing Game Boy while I toiled at a desk. 

         
         “This isn’t just sexism,” I said, “it’s child labor. So make it right.”

         
         They were openly tickled by this.

         
         “She’s management material,” Stu said, nudging my dad. “She’ll be running the place in no time.”

         
         They never corrected the wage gap (this was probably one of my dad’s iron-clad management principles: Never give in to employee
            demands). My anger didn’t linger, though; the big show and its reception was its own form of payment.
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            Chapter 3

         
         It’s a cliché that little sisters idolize their big brothers, but Scott Stapleton was especially worshipable: cool and funny,
            a brain and a jock. He had dark thick hair, olive skin, heavy eyebrows—he took after Pam’s Yugoslavian side of the family
            more than I did—and an old-soul, seeker aura even when he was a little boy. He read constantly, voraciously: comic books,
            The Golden Compass, the gothic mysteries of John Bellairs, Siddhartha. That last one I always associate with young Scott—it summed up how he was already grappling with the mysteries of the world
            as a kid. It was like amid all the Nintendo and The Simpsons—we had plenty of that, too—he was curious about what it meant to live a meaningful life.
         

         
         I was the Robin to his Batman, reading everything in his wake, trailing behind him not just in years but in consciousness,
            trying to keep up. I copied everything about him, down to the way he dressed: polo shirts, drawstring shorts, Vans. I followed
            him up trees and around the neighborhood, desperate to be wherever he was, to do whatever he was doing.
         

         
         The question of where Scott was going to go to high school gripped the family. Scott’s precocious intellectualism stuck out in the academic environment of small-town Catholic school, so my parents embarked upon the process of applying him to more rigorous private schools. When he got into the College Preparatory School in Oakland, which has often been ranked as the top private high school in California, my parents bought a house 0.4 miles away from campus, and just like that, Catholicism faded to the background and academic achievement was our new religion. 

         
         I was all too happy to follow in Scott’s footsteps to College Prep a couple of years later, although it was a massive adjustment.
            Most of the kids at College Prep came from a handful of selective Bay Area K–8 feeder schools and were much better prepared
            for their type of educational rigor. The humanities classes emphasized intellectual debate and taking apart the texts and
            building new arguments. This was anathema to what mattered in Catholic school: memorization, obedience. How did people build
            arguments? Why would I be questioning a text that an expert—an authority figure—wrote?
         

         
         My creativity ossified a little in the ultra-high-performing environment of College Prep. I needed to understand exactly how
            an essay was constructed before I could think to riff on the form. I was a good student, but that took basically everything
            I had.
         

         
         The only thing resembling creative writing from high school came out of my second-semester senior-year poetry seminar. I loved
            the teacher, Nancy Steele, who wore dangly earrings and her hair in a Miss Rumphius topknot, and showed us poetry was everywhere,
            like the sunlight filtering through the eucalyptus trees on campus, or the lyrics of Counting Crows songs. I was totally into
            it—the pure, unabashed creative exercise of it, for no “purpose”—no grades, no performance, only images, being in the moment.
            In an old folder of miscellaneous schoolwork, I found a typed reflection on the class in which I confess I had such a massive
            inferiority complex in the group that I could barely do it. But eventually something cracked. I cited the feminist poet tour
            de force Lyn Hejinian’s My Life, which showed how a woman could construct a self through language, layering the ordinary and the profound until the distinction between them collapsed. It wasn’t autobiography so much as authorship—rendering one’s life, in all its mundane and not-mundane detail, as an act of resistance. “I’m so attached to the idea of myself as a poet,” I wrote. “No matter what I do for work, it’ll be how I see the world and myself in it.” 

         
         When I turned fourteen, I walked the long blocks of College Avenue, the commercial strip near our house in Oakland, and asked
            local businesses if they were hiring. Voilà: I scored a job at Rockridge Café, a high-traffic brunch spot. I’d proceed to
            spend nearly every Saturday of the rest of my high school career there, emerging with an extra layer of grease on my blotchy
            teen skin, reeking of french fries. I made $100 in tips most shifts, which I brought home in a paper lunch bag and lined up
            against the wall of my room. I don’t know why I was so committed to having a real job—it was no expectation of my parents
            (Scott certainly never had one, or at least a paying one—he spent his summers teaching inner-city middle schoolers in a program
            called Partners at College Prep), and while I was proud of accruing money, I barely spent it. My mother bought all my clothes,
            and my social life cost very little.
         

         
         It infuriated Frank. “Do something with it,” he implored me. “Take it to the bank or I’ll confiscate it!”

         
         I consolidated all the ones and fives into a backpack and hid it in the closet.

         
         I loved being in the flow of service—keeping a dozen moving parts in my head, anticipating needs, and performing a kind of
            emotional choreography with strangers. Waitressing was a crash course in communication: timing, tone, deference. Following
            orders, being a smooth, useful cog—that was its own reward.
         

         
         I was “successful” there. I quickly ascended from cashier to waitress, bypassing a set of twins around my age who’d been working
            the register for almost a year. I assumed I must have impressed Robert, the manager, a twitchy middle-aged man who wore a
            black turtleneck every day, even in the summer, with my quick study and cheerful attitude—the meritocracy at work!
         

         
         “No, no,” said one of the older waitresses, a glassblowing student at the nearby California College of the Arts, when we discussed it once. “You just look the part. Pale, thin, small face. Robert thinks it’s the most appealing to the customers,” she explained. “Haven’t you noticed we all look like sisters?” 

         
         My jaw went slack. Ewww. I was loath to think of myself as an object, or to be seen and observed like this. But I was already
            wondering: How do you challenge a system—things you know are messed up—when the system is rewarding you with paper bags of
            cash?
         

         
         Scott had known exactly what he wanted to do for college, the John Carroll Scholars Program at Georgetown’s School of Foreign
            Service, marrying his sense of adventure and interest in seeing the world with a clear academic path, a sense of purpose,
            a future career. I had no clue what I wanted to do, who I wanted to be. I didn’t get into Princeton. I figured I’d likely
            end up at Berkeley or UCLA—both excellent schools, and comfortably within reach coming from College Prep. Scott was the person
            who suggested I apply to Penn. He had two female friends from high school who’d gone there and liked it. They were cool and
            urbane, so sure, why not?
         

         
         Penn was not a “sure, why not?” kind of place. The University of Pennsylvania was—still is, I assume—a white-collar trade
            school. The kids came pretracked: engineering, nursing, business. Even most of the liberal arts kids seemed to sort themselves
            into either prelaw or premed. The Wharton School, which Donald Trump and Elon Musk and the CEO of Google, Sundar Pichai, all
            passed through, had just opened a gleaming, three-hundred-thousand-square-foot monument to ambition: Huntsman Hall. Its unveiling,
            as The Daily Pennsylvanian memorably headlined later, “Huntsman Hall’s Chode-Like Appearance ‘Not Entirely Incidental,’ Admits Architect,” pretty much
            set the tone.
         

         
         I was an English major (the original “What are you going to do with that?” major), but I sought out containers—structures that gave shape to my otherwise loose interests. One was 34th Street, the school’s weekly culture magazine. These were my people—offbeat and quirky, no Wharton types allowed (I met my still-to-this-day
            best friends, Yona and Yvonne, there). I wrote food and music reviews, and some digressive existential essays.
         

         
         I immediately found a boyfriend who seemed sturdy and serious. His name was Arty, which felt like a misnomer—he wasn’t creative
            at all. A classically handsome blond swimmer from Salt Lake City, Mormon-ish, polished, earnest. We met at the Christmas party
            of the secret society of rich Europeans he belonged to; what he or I were doing there was anyone’s guess. Our first months
            were a whirlwind, full of earnest, slightly performative declarations about how we’d found our soulmate.
         

         
         Arty brought out the most wholesome, buttoned-up version of me. Pam adored him—his manners, his deference, his blondness.
            Scott, ever the seer, wondered where the shadow was. “He’s The Importance of Being Earnest,” he said, “polite on the surface, hiding something inside.”
         

         
         That our relationship was so serious and committed seems slightly ridiculous now. He was a year older than me and had decided to spend his entire junior year abroad—which began only a few months after we started dating—in Paris. Once it was done, he stayed the summer. I followed, dutifully arranging an internship at Canson, the artist paper company (Frank Stapleton’s network!), stumbling through French corporate jargon (“le marketing”) while shoehorning myself into Arty’s new world. By the time he returned to Penn for senior year, the relationship had cooled. He was suddenly guilty about everything: drinking, sleeping over, the direction of his life. He faced a crossroads: Would he return to Utah, following the expected path and working at his family’s real estate business, or would he follow his dreams and move to Europe (to work for Goldman Sachs—only at Penn would someone’s madcap, bucking-family-expectations dream be to work in corporate investment banking)? Still, it never occurred to me to break up with him; I kept trying to make it work with my cold, preoccupied boyfriend. 

         
         And yet I never let him into my real inner life. His omnipresent patriarch dad, Jeff—a jovial, Diet Coke–fueled executive—clearly
            found me to be the wrong choice, not a “culture fit.”
         

         
         “My dad thinks you’re too much of a city girl,” Arty once said, which felt like code for not traditional wife material (ironically, Arty’s mom wasn’t, either: She had a PhD, ran a charter school, and, most tellingly, she herself never converted
            to Mormonism). Jeff mailed a copy of the Book of Mormon to my parents’ house in Oakland one summer with a chilling inscription
            that he knew I was serious about his son, so I needed to be serious about this, too. Even with my formative Catholic experiences,
            I didn’t know how to sit with this religious/patriarchal pressure. I read the Jon Krakauer book Under the Banner of Heaven, about Mormonism’s violent roots and sordid misogynistic history, feeling invigorated by the conviction that this wasn’t
            for me. The good girl comfortable existing within other people’s expectations was starting to have some more boundaries, ideas
            for her own life.
         

         
         The week of his graduation, I floated through small talk with his many-siblinged family, neither of us mentioning what came
            next. On the day he was leaving, he showed up at my apartment and broke up with me. He’d “prayed on it,” he said, and our
            lives were going in different directions. “You’d never be happy in Salt Lake,” he added. “You’re probably going to end up
            in New York City.”
         

         
         He was right—not about who I’d become, but who I already was. Why couldn’t I have done this for myself? Still, I wasn’t heartbroken—I
            felt pure relief.
         

         
         

         Senior year, released from the psychic shackles of my relationship, I was free to pursue my life and dreams as a single girl, however I wanted—yay! Oops. Scratch that. I immediately got into another relationship. I met Matt the day that Arty and I broke up. He was a New York City kid living in Berkeley while he got an engineering PhD—and the boyfriend of the girl whose West Philly apartment I was moving into since she’d graduated and was heading to San Francisco. 

         
         That summer I went to New York to work: half the day interning in the art editorial department at Time Out New York, the other half as a salesgirl at Kate’s Paperie, a SoHo stationery store. I infinitely preferred the latter. At Time Out, I was allowed to write a couple of blurbs a week, but my boss was mostly absent, and when she was there, she was cold. She
            rewrote my copy from top to bottom with no feedback, leaving me feeling like an inept loser. At Kate’s, I got to talk to people
            and click back into the satisfaction of being a useful cog. I became a ninja-level gift wrapper.
         

         
         Matt started writing me flirtatious emails, claiming his relationship with the girl whose apartment I’d taken over had fallen
            apart (of course it was more complicated than that; the overlap blurrier . . .). I was receptive but distracted—I had my wild
            city-girl summer to live!—but he was laser-focused in his pursuit. I conceded. Scott said I’d overcorrected: Matt had too
            much edge, too much shadow. Yet there I was, back at Penn for senior year, in another long-distance relationship.
         

         
         My senior year was the opposite of fancy-free. I was in a free-for-all spiral, actually. Matt was constantly putting me through
            loyalty tests: If I went on a trip with girlfriends or didn’t call him at 10:00 p.m. sharp, it meant I didn’t really love
            him. I was only half in—it must be said that his insecurity had “root cause”—but still, I couldn’t find a way out.
         

         
         The other major stressor was the thing I’d once thought would give me structure: my English honors thesis. I’d been entranced
            by Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 in a postmodern-lit seminar junior year. Written in 1965, it eerily predicted what was coming with the rise of technology and distributed systems of communication: the idea that the very networks meant to connect us would end up ruling us—isolating us, amplifying dysfunction, eroding truth, reality, even selfhood. Go off, king. 

         
         I Gchatted Scott in late-night panic that fall as the project grew unwieldy. My adviser kept tossing different things to read
            and look at: Gustave Flaubert, Edith Wharton, Kate Chopin—and could I read Goethe in the original German? I felt the need
            to chase every thread. I spent hours in the Fisher Fine Arts Library, a red terra-cotta Gothic tower, feeling safe and small
            in the stacks, even as I was otherwise lost and overwhelmed. It was a little like church.
         

         
         Scott became my coach and guide—my unofficial second adviser. I sent him my rambling drafts at night and woke up to his patient
            emails, gently pruning my wild bramble of ideas. He’d been my teacher long before I called him that—ever since I was the little
            sister scrambling up trees after him, reading his hand-me-down books. He was still trying to show me how to think clearly,
            how to find the signal in the noise.
         

         
         I also felt pressure to seek the safety and stability of a Real Job. Alongside my thesis, I applied in an anxious frenzy to
            substantial-sounding positions—consulting, investment banking—that made no sense for me; in one interview, a banker told me,
            brow furrowed as he studied my résumé, “I see the trajectory you’re on, and this isn’t really it.” I nodded knowingly. “Totally,
            I’m just exploring all the options.” As I left the interview, red-faced, I wished I’d asked him to elaborate: What trajectory
            was I on? Who could tell me? The face rashes flared.
         

         
         Scott was half a world away in India having his own crisis of path. After graduating from Georgetown, he’d gone to work for
            Infosys, the multinational outsourcing corporation at the center of Thomas Friedman’s bestselling book of that time, The World Is Flat. Scott had relished the book and was inspired to go experience the stuff he was reading and thinking about (globalization, the developing world) in the field. It wasn’t what it was cracked up to be, and he was disillusioned by the bureaucracy, the bullshit of the white-collar work, the wonky power dynamics of being a white new grad managing more experienced brown coworkers. “I’m also currently very much interested in writing,” he wrote to a friend who shared the email with me years later, “because I’m so uninterested in my job and disappointed in myself that I don’t do it very well. All my coping fantasies are around book ideas.” Yet he was simultaneously coaching me on finding my corporate path. Something practical. Why couldn’t we deviate from what was expected? 

         
         To encourage me to move to the Bay Area, Matt trawled the Penn student job boards for me and surfaced the San Francisco ones.
            In October, he saw one that had been posted on the tail end of the rush of college recruiting. Google. It was a communications
            job, which seemed to fit well enough despite my thorough lack of interest in technology. The job description wasn’t much about
            the role, other than some gloss about storytelling. Rather, it was all about the company: its distinctive culture and values,
            its world-changing products. The story was there, they simply needed people to help the world understand it, to look inside
            the magic factory. How utterly cool, I thought. A corporate-track job for a liberal arts major that sounded meaningful, purposeful, and prestigious? Ding ding ding.

         
         One of the application essay options was “describe a current intellectual interest.” Communications . . . technology . . .
            hmmm . . . I was in the thick of my thesis, so I couldn’t resist reconfiguring those same themes and material, so I wrote
            about how Thomas Pynchon and Don DeLillo viewed the rise of the computer age with fear, contempt, and skepticism: technology
            was destined to isolate and atomize humanity, putting all the power in the hands of sociopathic, controlling corporations.
            They were wrong, I argued. We needed change. We needed progress. We should be optimistic about technology—just look at Google’s
            mission. Information was going to connect the world. “Access to information could only help equalize society and elevate the human experience,” I said.
         

         
         It was my first attempt at corporate spin. Compared to my thesis, this had been a snap. I was hired.
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            Chapter 4

         
         “Dude, they’re like right there,” said the random Noogler (new Googler) to my left, referring to Larry Page and Sergey Brin, Google’s cofounders. The hundreds
            of us who started that week were all seated together, being ritually hazed with matching propeller beanies we got in orientation.
            We were in the multilevel, brushed-steel auditorium/food court/spaceship named Charlie’s Café in the heart of the “Googleplex,”
            as TGIF began, which happened every Friday from 4:30 to 5:30 in Mountain View. The crowd was thick with Nooglers, but there
            were plenty of rank-and-file engineers, too, lots of whom wore Google T-shirts. I’d never seen so many men in ponytails in
            my life. The faint yeast of keg beer wafted through the air.
         

         
         Larry and Sergey were bona fide public figures by then, self-made billionaires multiple times over, but they rarely spoke
            publicly—and seemed awkward and geeky when they did. But in Charlie’s eyes, they were idols. They moved as a pair and even
            matched, with their brown mops of hair and sweat-wicking athletic clothes and Crocs. Larry had a dopey perma-smile and a soft
            belly protruding through his T-shirt, and seemed delighted by everything, especially Sergey. Sergey was the straight man,
            his voice a deep tenor with a light Russian accent, with an acrobatic build that looked like he could launch into a handspring
            with ease.
         

         
         The room couldn’t have been warmer—we lapped up every word, laughed at every dad joke. Every week, after introducing the Nooglers, Sergey would deadpan, “Welcome to Google, now get back to work,” and the crowd would erupt in giggles like we’d never heard it before—which, for one-third of the audience, was true. Their charisma was unconventional, contextual; you had to be there. Because Google in the summer of 2007, when I joined, was more than a company; it was a full-blown cultural event.
         

         
         Merriam-Webster had added “google” (verb) to the dictionary the year before. Fortune had crowned it the Best Place to Work in America, with the cover depicting a woman crowd-surfing above a sea of ecstatic
            geeks: “The people are brilliant. The perks are epic. But can Google’s founders build a culture that doesn’t depend on the
            stock price?” Profits were, as the execs loved to boast, “up and to the right.” They’d struck gold with online advertising
            beyond Wall Street’s wildest dreams. When I started, Google was pulling in $1 billion in revenue every three weeks—a number
            that felt preposterous, unfathomable, a bubble bound to burst. (By 2025, it would be pulling in more than $1 billion every
            day.)
         

         
         Starting there felt like being inducted into a secret society, a world so magnetic that famous people came orbiting through
            of their own volition—Barack Obama on the campaign trail in 2007; Taylor Swift and Lady Gaga flogging Speak Now and Born This Way, respectively; Natalie Portman, the first non-Googler ever invited onstage at TGIF, promoting a now-forgotten website venture.
            For celebrities, Google was a credibility portal; for Googlers, proximity to star power only amplified our own collective
            ego.
         

         
         I have no idea what they talked about at my first TGIF, but I walked out high as a kite—on a pure hit of whatever intangible
            juju magic Google had bottled up. It was the only TGIF I’d ever attend as purely a spectator. By week two, I was working the
            event—cordoning off the Noogler section, handing out the beanies. By week three, I’d be writing swaths of Larry and Sergey’s
            script.
         

         
         

         It was a very hot, sunny summer when I started in Mountain View, and when I close my eyes and flip through the Polaroids—hole-punched printouts, warm happy hour wine, the struggle to come up with yet another fun fact about myself for yet another icebreaker—I can feel the hanging back, the sense that I was clinging to the periphery. We’d been encouraged by the “transition teams” to group off and move to one of the new housing developments in downtown Mountain View, but that didn’t appeal to me at all—so I sucked up the extra-long commute from my parents’ house in Oakland for months while I tried to figure out somewhere to live in San Francisco. 

         
         I immediately found the hierarchy and expectations coming at me from all angles heavy. We received feedback all the time—indelible
            in my memory from the first weeks is that after a routine Gchat with a senior teammate, she offered “It would be better if
            you replied to me with a crisp, professional sense of urgency, e.g., ‘How can I help you, Michelle?’ instead of ‘hey.’” I
            bristled at this, momentarily indignant, but I didn’t have to be told twice—I was like a rock being put through a tumbler,
            sloughing off all the abrasive bits.
         

         
         My favorite time of day as a new associate was the afternoon break, which I would take only when a senior member of the team
            would take a look at me and say, “You should take a break.” It never would have occurred to me otherwise. I was expected to
            keep my Google-issued BlackBerry on my person (“a Comms associate is expected to be friendly and responsive at all hours of
            the day,” the training manual said), but if my dress that day didn’t have pockets, I chanced it and left it at my desk. I
            would jump onto one of the retro beach cruiser bikes—in primary Google colors, naturally—strewn around campus and do a long,
            slow loop.
         

         
         Google’s offices then, despite the lore, weren’t impressive on their own. For the most part they’d been quickly converted from companies that had gone under in the last dot-com bust: squat, one- or two-level buildings with metal siding surrounded by a moat of parking spaces, a Google sign plunked into the patchy grass out front. But the sprawl was majestic: It was clear over a mile from the main Googleplex to the sales campus, which abutted marshlands. I’d pause there at the shoreline, watching the birds in quiet peace, stretching it out as long as I could before succumbing to the tug to report back for duty. 

         
         

         There were thirty-two of us “new-grad associates” hired to start in the communications department that summer, an unprecedented
            expansion of a team that had only one hundred or so people before that. It wasn’t clear why they did this—except that it was
            the trend across Google, a feverish rush to capture college talent—but they never would again. By the next summer the US would
            be in the thick of a recession, though Google would ride and weather it, no problem.
         

         
         The indoctrination into Google culture began months before we stepped foot on campus. We landed the job in the fall of our
            senior year, so by second semester, the PR—communications written for and launched at us as an entity and cohort—had begun
            with a weekly email from a man named Oscar Shine. What a name—I pictured him as a young Ian McKellen, elfin, tousled hair
            under a top hat, waiting to beckon us into the gates when we were ready—but it turned out he’d graduated from UC Berkeley
            and started at Google only a semester before us. His emails were comprised of Google news coverage, vibe-setting trivia (Q: [Department head] Elliot Schrage has three degrees; from which three universities did he graduate? A: Trick question. As Elliot will tell you, he went to “Harvard, Harvard and Harvard.” Groan), and talking points, ultimately reading like a training montage in a Marvel movie. Google isn’t just any company, and working here isn’t just any job. To really excel, you’re going to need a firm understanding
               of our history, our values and our business. Let’s get into it. . . .

         
         We were also sent a hard copy—by snail mail to our parents’ houses—of Larry and Sergey’s 2004 shareholder letter, Google’s Magna Carta, which they wrote and disseminated when the company went public. And that’s when I first read the phrase “Don’t be evil.” 

         
         Don’t be evil. We believe strongly that in the long term, we will be better served — as shareholders and in all other ways — by a company that does good things for the world even
               if we forgo some short term gains.

         
         We all might have made it to the professional promised land, but the quest to prove we were worthy of our spot wasn’t over;
            it was just beginning. It’s a strange utopia, the place just zings with dynamism, I wrote to my friend Chloé on Saturday morning after my first week, processing my experience by drawing a tidy picture—the
            “comms” discipline really did come naturally to me. Everyone is either an Ivy Leaguer who accrued the world’s most ridiculous résumé after graduating, or an Ivy Leaguer who got plucked for potential or whatever. I clearly saw myself as being in the latter category (though the nervous, cross-my-heart-and-hope-it’s-true energy wafts
            right off that sentence), but the rest of the cohort intimidated me deeply.
         

         
         One of the PR executives had gone to Penn and had insisted on doing some recruiting there, so there were three of us “Quakers,”
            but most everyone else graduated from Harvard, Yale, Princeton, or Stanford (HYPS). Their Ivy League glory wafted off them,
            their achievements seemed hyperbolic: Marya, a classics scholar, had overseen Princeton’s ancient archaeological digs in Cyprus
            the previous two summers. Calum, a Brit who’d gone to Harvard, had amassed an absurd number of awards (Harvard Kennedy School
            Institute of Politics Director’s award, Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies Goldman prize, Minda de Gunzburg Center
            for European Studies Krupp Foundation award). Victoria, from Yale, had been an English major like me, and mentioned that she’d
            taken classes with legendary literary critic Harold Bloom. “W-what?” I sputtered, incredulous—I’d quoted Harold Bloom’s scholarship
            in my ill-fated thesis. “Did you get to know him?”
         

         
         She pulled up her résumé on her laptop and tapped at the bottom of the screen, an “endorsements” section. “Incisively brilliant.” —Harold Bloom.

         
         “He is very over the top with praise, honestly,” she said, trying to walk it back.

         
         I smiled, nauseated. Dear God.

         
         But all these people, young Pete Buttigieg and Usha Vance types that they were, would be gone in a year or two, leapfrogging
            to Harvard Business School or Yale Law, or pre-IPO Twitter or preacquisition Instagram, their résumés and personal brands
            ever evolving, chasing the next prestige marker or pot of gold.
         

         
         We’d all been hired as general “global communications and public affairs” associates, so the first week we got our sub-team
            placements. I’d groaned when I learned mine: Internal Communications. I had assumed I’d be doing external PR and had a rom-com
            vision of what that would be like: placing stories in The New York Times, or pacing the office floor in a headset while tearing into a rogue reporter, “We’d agreed that would be off the record, Jim!”
         

         
         Internal comms just sounds less interesting and relevant, doesn’t it? I wrote to Chloé.
         

         
         Yeah, totally, it sounds like a made-up job function.
         

         
         Shit. I groaned. Now I felt even worse: I hadn’t yet considered the possibility that this dream job (someone’s, if not mine)
            could be bullshit.
         

         
         My newly assigned manager, Sally, the director of internal comms, presented at orientation. Her first slide posed the question
            What the heck is internal comms? I sat up straight and turned to a fresh notebook sheet for this: thank God this crucial question was going to be addressed. The chart explained it was like PR, except instead of shaping the narrative and transmitting the company’s key messages for an external audience—the world—internal comms’s audience was employees. We had a couple of key channels for communicating: internal news, a newsletter and intranet blog run with the utmost seriousness, and TGIF, a weekly all-hands meeting that internal comms planned, hosted by the founders, Larry and Sergey. Having no frame of reference for comms or companies or this particular corporation, I had no idea what a hugely important function this was: This was the inner sanctum, where Google defined and replicated itself. 

         
         Sally was small, freckled, and funny—I liked her immediately. She was very much in the HYPS mold—Yale undergrad, JD/MBA from
            Stanford, because why not do both while you’re at it—but more than I could say about the other overeducated, overqualified
            types I was encountering, she was a real person. She was a single mom (by choice) to an adorable ginger toddler named Wyatt,
            who occasionally showed up with her at the office when childcare collapsed. She was always running late to meetings or asking
            to be patched into the conference room landline from the car (she lived in one of the northernmost neighborhoods of San Francisco,
            so the commute to Google, forty miles south of the city, was especially long). She was perpetually in the midst of a crisis
            and absolutely did not have the bandwidth to manage someone brand-new to the workforce.
         

         
         So instead, I leaned on the many other people on the team to show me the ropes. I was good at the internal news voice—light,
            irreverent worship of Google culture. A couple of months in, I wrote an earnest “trends piece” about Google employees with
            famous names, assembled through hours of trawling the internal directory: “Will Ferrell, Robert Kennedy, Steve Young, a pair
            of James Bondses, two Jennifer Lopezes: though they’re fixtures on Google campuses worldwide, they’ve never been able to find
            themselves in a Google search unless they scroll way, way down.”
         

         
         TGIF was the main show, though. I’d been dead wrong about internal comms not being interesting and relevant—TGIF was a cornerstone
            of Google’s whole deal, particularly during the company’s rapid growth phases.
         

         
         TGIFs were a weekly direct line between Googlers, Larry and Sergey, and the executive team. That summer we began broadcasting them to every office, recording them for the far-flung time zones. Anyone could submit a question, and Larry and Sergey answered unscripted, even on product flops or company controversies. The vibe was electric. It felt less like a corporate meeting than a weekly revival—part stand-up set, part science fair, part sermon. The air in Charlie’s Café buzzed with collective belief, the sense that we were building something bigger than ourselves. You walked out high on the Kool-Aid. Even the adversarial questions were absorbed into the Google spirit—it all melted into laughs, love. TGIF was the beating heart of the company, the weekly stage where Larry and Sergey’s star power—and the spell we were all under—solidified and grew. No matter the new-hire frustrations I’d weathered during the week, it was sort of impossible to imagine the spell ever breaking. 
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            Chapter 5

         
         Sally also oversaw some streams of external comms: One of her reports, an ultra-high-energy woman named Sunny, was the head
            of “culture PR,” a.k.a. Google’s press strategy to promote its novel workplace practices. In addition to my TGIF duties, I
            was also assigned to spend a portion of my time supporting Sunny, where I started to pick up my first press requests, which
            at first meant touring foreign journalists eager to see the “Google experience” firsthand around the Mountain View campus.
            Sunny gave me access to a massive document called “MASTER WORKPLACE TALKING POINTS” maintained by PeopleOps (Googlespeak for
            HR) to use to deliver the gospel of Google, the mission-values-culture.
         

         
         “People spend more time working than doing anything else. Google believes that work could be—and it should be—something more.” I learned the tour route quickly, and while I’d barely had time to ingest the corporate rhetoric before evangelizing it, I excelled at the delivery; it was a performance I found easy to embody, even if from my first tours, I could feel the spin. There were cool things to point out—the painstakingly sourced natural materials, the massage rooms and juice bars, the dinosaur fossils, the oddball sensory-break touches like ball pits, swings, and yoga balls (even if no one actually seemed to use them). But the campus itself was plenty crappy in parts, and it felt like we were using the high-minded rhetoric to make it seem more interesting—more compelling—than it was. The foreign journalists saw right through it, especially about stuff like the laundry rooms and lunch-break haircuts—which I’d heard described early on as “letting Google be your housewife.” 

         
         “This is all a big plot to control ze workers, no?”

         
         I learned to deflect these kinds of questions and pitied the askers a little bit for their cynicism. But I had to wonder if
            they had a point.
         

         
         For one, my own experience was not that Google was “pancake flat,” like the talking points said. The new grads—in my department
            at least—were acutely subject to hierarchy and power imbalances.
         

         
         I had a very weird experience at work yesterday that is making me question EVERYTHING, I wrote to my college roommate, Becky. In August, a few weeks after joining, all the new hires had a scheduled feedback
            session with Debbie Frost, a longtime Googler turned consultant who’d been brought in to run our training. She was British
            but had spent most of her life, including her Google tenure, in Hong Kong, which gave her an unplaceable accent and an air
            of general jet-set sophistication. She had a sleek razored bob and wore stilettos. For the one-on-one sessions, she had collated
            feedback for each of us from the various people we had “interfaced” with in our first few weeks. I was nervous—my manager,
            Sally, had barely been around, so I had been given small projects with a few different people on the team of varying degrees
            of readability and friendliness—but confident enough that I’d been appropriately diligent, deferential, etc.
         

         
         Debbie consulted her notes. “You’re doing well . . .” she said, but the way the “well” trailed off into the air, not capping
            the sentence, I could tell a “but” was coming. “People think you’re very cheerful.” (Her voice was laced with something—mocking?—that made me feel stupid.)
         

         
         “It’s easy to be cheerful in this incredible place,” I supplied cheerfully.

         
         “Yes, yes,” she said.

         
         “You’re going to have fun here. Isn’t it fun?” she murmured.
         

         
         I was in an abject panic now.

         
         She turned over her notes and looked me straight in the eye. “I need to give you a word of warning, though, darling.”

         
         My stomach clenched.

         
         “You need to think more carefully about what you wear to work.”

         
         I froze.

         
         “You don’t want to be known for having a great pair of legs. You want to be taken seriously.”
         

         
         I wasn’t sure if I’d ever felt so much shame in my life. But the anger was right there behind it.

         
         You remember me, right? I wrote in the email to Becky right after, the words flying out of my hands. Librarian-looking, the occasional skirt? I felt completely taken aback, unbelievably self-conscious, and not a little insulted.
               dare I say harassment? (Can you just comment on people’s appearances like that?) I really have to find out if this opinion is shared by others, but this is a BIG DEAL.

         
         My anger metabolized within hours. What power did I have to do anything with it? All I could do was strenuously avoid this
            impression in the future, make myself as unobtrusive as possible. Sunny told me that the root of Debbie’s comment was that
            I’d worn a skirt while biking around campus—someone reported this back to her (imagine being such an insufferable narc).
         

         
         Sunny put a pragmatic spin on it. “Once you’ve established yourself enough, people won’t care if you wear a skirt while biking.”

         
         I scoffed at that—what happened to this being the progressive workplace of the future? I barely wore a skirt or dress again
            for years.
         

         
         I analyzed all of it with Scott. He had moved back to the Bay Area from India at the same time I did, continuing to work at Infosys, which had an office in the South Bay, while getting his ducks in a row to apply to grad school. My relationship with Matt didn’t survive the move and the new job—he would go on to date Nicole Shanahan, who later married and had a baby with Sergey Brin, and, in one of those surreal Silicon Valley plot twists, took her divorce-settlement billions into becoming Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s presidential running mate. (Cue Taylor Swift’s “Invisible String.”) 

         
         For me, Scott was at the peak of his big-brother powers: the person helping me figure it all out, keeping me tethered to the
            world outside my stressful new job and freshly minted identity. He and his girlfriend, Laura—whom I loved—moved into an apartment
            in Hayes Valley, a central neighborhood with a Google shuttle stop a couple of blocks away. We hung out constantly, and saw
            a lot of our parents and grandparents, too.
         

         
         Scott wasn’t susceptible to rhetoric or propaganda—I envied this in him. He came out of our hyper-structured upbringing more
            skeptical of authority, more convinced that the answers came from within, plus he had a clear bullshit meter. As I started
            bringing him my work questions—how to approach something with Sunny or Sally, what to do about Debbie Frost, etc.—I borrowed
            his lens on things. His worldview was actively evolving. He was disillusioned about work, somewhat, and the world—had gone
            to India with an idealistic spirit that had been tempered by the bureaucracy and bullshit of the Indian corporation, plus
            Indian culture’s insistence on meritocracy as a way to enforce classism. He often pointed out the corporate propaganda of
            Google—the bullshit—to me.
         

         
         Two months in, Google made all the new comms hires attend a two-day training on “Conscious Business” with a guy named Fred
            Kofman (an executive coach who “made Sheryl Sandberg Sheryl Sandberg”) that was, theoretically, about living your courageous
            values in a complicated world. But ultimately it was about shaping the young people of the corporation to take radical accountability—which, in practice, sounded a lot like never questioning the higher-ups, the system, or the structures themselves. The message reiterated over and over was that there were two kinds of people in the world: victims and players. You wanted to be a player at all times, never blaming your circumstances, which was a way of reframing language (“The traffic made me late!” versus “I didn’t leave enough time, given the traffic”). It was painful. I wrote to Scott: Today I learned that if my team is dysfunctional it’s my fault.

         
         Congratulations, padawan, he typed back. You’ve arrived in corporate America.

         
         But the binary split of victim versus player had sunk its hooks in me. It would be very hard to shed.

         
         Sunny was more or less the personification of the rom-com version of PR I’d imagined before I started: She was loud, quick,
            and perennially pacing the office on a headset while tearing into a journalist. She’d gone to Yale for undergrad (and Harvard
            for grad school), but was from the South and foregrounded her football-loving, down-home Tennessee roots. Before Google, she’d
            worked as a campaign operative for Al Gore and General Wes Clark, and she brought that war room energy straight into Mountain
            View: Everything needed to be red-teamed, analyzed for threat.
         

         
         “We’re paid to be paranoid,” she’d say, half joking, but mostly not.

         
         The world was an opposition campaign. My easygoing nature, usually my greatest social asset, irked her—I wasn’t paranoid enough.
            It was a liability.
         

         
         Things came to a head when I shepherded a Marie Claire fashion shoot during my first fall at the company. Sunny wanted to pass, but I thought it was desperately cool for the Google
            brand, a way to show off how forward-thinking our workplace was to a totally different audience. Sunny was typically skeptical:
            We needed to hyper-manage the Marie Claire team, she coached me, to make sure this would be a “net-positive opp” for us. She insisted we negotiate that there would be
            a spread of all the female executives at Google, which Marie Claire reluctantly agreed to. The team, run by a glamorous British fashion editor named Zanna Roberts Rassi, descended from New
            York. We spent the weekend scouting locations.
         

         
         The shoot took two days and was pure stress from start to finish. Sunny inserted herself frequently to try to influence the optics and the Marie Claire team, who prided themselves on their creative brilliance and thought of us as their location managers and not brand handlers,
            found it ridiculous. The model, Britni, was a quiet, spacey, bleached-blond alien; she’d also recently turned twenty-two,
            and I related to her, both little girls being bounced around by a million people and told what to do.
         

         
         There was a separate brouhaha when they photographed Britni in a short suit in a glass conference room and an engineer stormed
            in, declaring the shot to be sexist. A mini mob formed, and we talked them down, but Sunny agreed with the optical concern:
            People were going to think the shot was a reference to the “glass ceiling,” the invisible systemic barrier that prevents women
            and minorities from rising to senior-level positions within an organization (though what the shot was saying about that was
            anyone’s guess). She insisted we convince Zanna to agree, in writing, to pull the shot.
         

         
         Zanna ran it anyway. Sorry, darling, we had to, she wrote to me when the issue went out a few months later. The short suit was designed by an advertiser she couldn’t disappoint.
            Sunny was furious, naturally, even though the shoot looked beautiful and all the captions hit the “master workplace talking
            points” to a tee. The fashion assistant wrote up a little first-person account of how amazing the campus was. “I will never
            forget my two days on a different planet deep within Silicon Valley. I now understand what it takes to be a Googler: a lot
            of hard work supplemented by the best amenities a company can offer, providing the incentive for ultimate dedication. We may
            imagine them as a bunch of playful West Coast ‘Internet hippies’ . . . but they are just as serious as what we decide to wear
            during Mercedes Benz Fashion Week!”
         

         
         As I went to share the link around to the department—as was customary when new coverage was published—Sunny told me to keep
            it strictly neutral and add something like Fashion shoots are VERY different than our typical business coverage. I battened the hatches as I clicked send, preparing for people’s outrage that I’d tanked the Google brand and undone decades
            of feminism while I was at it.
         

         
         My comms colleagues all loved it. And so did Googlers, when it surfaced in the “industry-info” LISTSERV where Googlers discussed
            press about the company. If it convinces some people that Google is still cool/sexy/modern that is an excellent thing for both our brand image and
               continuing to attract top talent, an engineer wrote (exactly—he got it!). No one pointed out the glass ceiling thing.
         

         
         I had clocked a win. My own instincts about how to frame and buoy Google were emerging; my voice was starting to take shape
            inside the corporate machine.
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            Chapter 6

         
         In late July 2008, after my first anniversary of working at Google, I woke up to an email from my brother about The Dark Knight.
         

         
         Scott was in Turkey, a couple of days into a motorcycle trip around the Black Sea with one of his best friends from high school,
            Russ. It was a big adventure, a last hurrah for his San Francisco chapter—he’d been admitted to grad school at the London
            School of Economics, where under a scholar he admired, Saskia Sassen, he would study cities, globalization, migration: the
            interests sharpened by his experience in India. After the trip, he’d meet up with Laura in London to look at apartments.
         

         
         Scott had always loved Batman—he never outgrew reading and collecting comic books, and as a young adult the archetype and
            mythos of Batman still gripped him. He took Batman comics as seriously as literature. I don’t think I can be a very good critic of this book, he wrote me once about War and Peace, because I’m just always scanning for the intellectual self-important gentleman scholar adventurer, aka Ahab, Odysseus, Ivan Karamazov, and of course Batman.
         

         
         He’d been hyped for The Dark Knight, the second installment of the mega blockbuster Christopher Nolan trilogy; a still of Christian Bale as Bruce Wayne from the trailer was, for a time, his Facebook photo. It opened the day he was supposed to start his trip, so he arranged a midnight screening with all his local friends the night before he left. I’d had to miss the screening to see a friend visiting from out of town, so I went the next Wednesday by myself after work so I could talk to him about it. It was a dark, moody, intense film—the specter of Heath Ledger, who’d died before the film was released, floating through it like smoke. I wrote Scott an email immediately after. BATMAN!!! I said. I loved it. What was up with how passive and reserved Batman was? Morally ambiguous?!??

         
         The next morning, I was so happy to see that he’d replied an hour later—he’d had only intermittent internet access in Turkey.

         
         CLAIRE!!! I know! He’s like the philosopher king that knows better than anyone else. I liked Michael Caine’s Burma story.
               Heath was so good right . . .

         
         

         Except for Fridays in Mountain View for TGIF, most days of the summer I worked out of the brand-new San Francisco office—half
            the comms team had been moved there. It was an easy, scenic two-mile walk from my apartment. As I made my way to work that
            morning, I thought about the Burma story from Michael Caine’s Alfred, trying to locate its meaning before I sent Scott another
            email. It was a parable in a monologue—he recounts how as a young man in Burma, he heard about a bandit who went to great
            lengths to steal jewels from Burmese government caravans, only to discard them later. “Some men just want to watch the world
            burn,” Michael Caine said. The meaning was about meaninglessness, right? That there’s inherent disorder, irrational actors,
            and how complicated heroism becomes in the world. But I needed Scott to tell me why that mattered or, more important, why
            it mattered to him.
         

         
         It was an utterly prosaic Thursday morning. I grazed over the TGIF script, which was always locked and emailed to executives by the end of Thursday with a summary of what Googlers were talking about that week. We recapped an open-source hacker event in London, the expansion of the Ann Arbor office, the ongoing internal testing of Android (Google’s first phones would hit the market that fall). Google was on autopilot by 2008, a machine running, humming. I wandered into the quarterly all-hands meeting—a piece of internal comms I was not involved in—listening to execs talk about the financial and technological goals of the quarter, zoning out. 

         
         I walked back to my desk. Since the San Francisco office was so new and underpopulated, my officemates and I—three other junior/midlevel
            communications staffers—scored one of the most prime spaces, our four desks lined up to the window, looking out into a breathtaking
            view of the Bay Bridge. “Lucky girls,” anyone who popped in would remind us.
         

         
         I checked my phone as soon as I had settled. There were three missed calls from my dad and a text, too. Give me a call when you get this. Scott’s been in an accident.
         

         
         Here’s where all the color and sound drains out of the memory; everything in the office goes grayscale, and I can see myself
            move in slo-mo, like I’m walking underwater. A coworker drove me home to my parents’ house in Oakland in a dark blue Volvo—a
            wordless ride, I could barely mumble out “Thank you,” my lips so heavy it was like they were magnetized. I learned what happened:
            Scott had been hit on his motorcycle by a reckless driver going the wrong way in the middle of the day. They were trying to
            get him to a hospital.
         

         
         For the next hour, the three of us—my mom, my dad, and me—moved around the house, three metal balls in different orbits, never
            touching. My mom scratching her scalp—her go-to nervous habit—and futzing in the kitchen. My dad on the landline and his cell
            phone, one on each ear—calling everyone, struggling to make it through—to Russ, to Laura in London, to local authorities in
            Ankara, the closest city to Scott’s remote location. I moved between seating areas in different rooms—listening to the scraps
            of conversation from another room, not thinking, not able to think.
         

         
         I was on the piano bench in the living room pressing the pedals with my feet when I heard my dad’s howl in another part of the house. That was it: Halfway around the world, the closest hospital had been too far; there was too much blood. He was gone. The noise level shot up a few decibels. My mom was screaming. I said nothing, thought nothing. I went upstairs into my room, slipped into the sheets with my clothes on, and closed my eyes. 

         
         

         My friend Chloé told me recently that she was thinking about how she spent hours at our house that August helping to address
            in memoriam cards my dad had printed. We sent it out like a Christmas card to “announce” Scott’s death. I said I didn’t remember
            that at all.
         

         
         “People wanted to see you perform a productive version of grief,” she said.

         
         Did they? We did it of our own volition. It kept our hands busy. It was something we could control. It was something to communicate.

         
         My memories of those first few weeks, the abrupt transition to A.S. (after Scott), play like a grainy montage of myself, a
            fake documentary in Super 8. Most of the moments look like the performance of okayness. I looked like I was holding it together.
            Looking out at the overflowing church for his funeral service as I gave a reading, my disembodied voice surfing a poem someone
            chose for me. I can see myself a few hours later at a reception at our high school, laughing too loud as I chatted up my neighbors—a
            gregarious family with teenage kids I used to babysit—as they told me about their summer vacation, a glass of wine crashing
            against the walls of my empty stomach.
         

         
         Some friends insisted I have a party for my birthday—I turned twenty-three on August 8, barely two weeks later. I wore a black
            minidress and took big smiley pictures with everyone, drinking a lot, dancing to the Ting Tings. Becky faithfully uploaded
            an exhaustive album to Facebook. “Sooo cute. HBD Claire!” someone commented as if nothing had happened.
         

         
         

         I had always seen my big brother as a kind of demigod—his strength, his depth, his discipline, his coolness, his kindness. But the outpouring after his death added more angles to it. He had so many friends. I knew this already—his circle widened every year, and everyone overlapped and intersected through him. He hated phonies, but loved pretty much everyone else: misfits, nerds, jocks, brains. Characters, all of them. Two old friends of his, Nickie and Natalie, collected tributes to him and had them bound together as a book. I had trouble opening it—I still do—it’s like its wattage is too much to look at directly. But when the girls first delivered a copy to my parents’ house, I brought it up to my room—door closed, again—and, steadying my hand, went through it page by page. I had only my relationship to go by with him, so it was something new to see all these bits and pieces of firsthand friendship rendered, stitched together. They were eclectic and sad, often funny. There were lots of copy-pastes of Gchat conversations. 

         
         “For as much as he had going on, he always asked important questions of each of us—how were we? What was our opinion on this
            or that?” a guy named Lawrence said.
         

         
         “He was one of the only people who I felt truly understood me, with every contradiction and hang-up,” said Phoebe, a friend
            from Georgetown. They had sparred at first—Scott the only (and outspoken, opinionated) man in a feminist film seminar. But
            ultimately, she said, he’d become one of the closest friends she ever had. At least a dozen people—maybe two dozen—said the
            same.
         

         
         Scott had meant so much to so many people. But the loss was the most acute for my parents and me. How could anything ever
            fill the void? And he was the only person who could’ve possibly understood.
         

         
         

         The Gmail account keeps the score. Within days of Scott’s death, I was upright at a computer, working on Scott’s obituary, tagging in his most writerly friends to help edit, signing emails with “Thanks!” like I was at work. I shifted into comms overdrive. I responded to every condolence email with cheerful professionalism. The performance of it looks exhausting to me now, but maybe it kept me afloat then. One email sticks out to me from that time, which I wrote to a friend from college named Fanny, not a particularly close person, but someone whose opinion (or maybe more accurately: her perception of my life) mattered to me. I opened with an apology for not writing back to her heartfelt condolence note sooner. I told her I’d been starting to move forward, that I felt strong and supported. Maybe I did feel that way then. I don’t know, but it’s hard to imagine that was the full story and not just a good headline. In the second paragraph, I launched into a list of what I’ve learned from this tragedy, how I’ve found a whole new framework to experience life: 1/ a real connectedness to others, ones who’ve experienced this kind of loss, but really anyone who’s felt real sadness or
               pain; 2/ the whole life of this wonderful person to unpack as lessons on living my own; and 3/ just a completely different
               meaning to life, a new appreciation and set of priorities.

         
         I realized that I had become someone who managed my life like I was in a permanent performance review—I’d plug myself into
            the approval matrix of what other people, or Google itself, wanted from me. I knew, whether consciously or not, that what
            I could offer Google—in disseminating its culture, its ethos, its aspiration and norms—was valuable to the company. I might
            have been a cog in the wheel, but I was an important one.
         

         
         I forwarded this email to my parents with this note: Dad asked me how I’m doing last week and I really didn’t give a very thoughtful answer. Anyway, on the shuttle to Mountain
               View I am replying to emails from 4 weeks ago. Thought I’d share this one because it’s more coherent.
         

         
         I saw my parents’ pain openly and often. I spent so many nights and weekends at their place, seeing them (and Laura, too,
            who stayed there for a while) in the shit of it, in the lying-in-bed-in-the-middle-of-the-day. In the struggle to function,
            not the sewn-up picture. I wonder if I thought that my carrying on as normal helped them.
         

         
         Laura was baffled by it. “How are you able to thrive outside the Staplewomb right now?”

         
         I told myself I was helping by keeping it together, by performing functionality for the rest of us. Maybe I was. But even
            then, some part of me knew: The act couldn’t last forever.
         

         
         

         I went back to work after two weeks. Why not? My inviolability cloak was up and running, ready to be tested in the real world.
            The entire context of work had changed overnight. I needed Google in new ways now: for the routine of it, the size and gravity
            of it, and, increasingly, the identity.
         

         
         I would later often say that I felt so indebted to the company for how I was supported after Scott died, but after the nicely
            written condolence notes from coworkers, and the big bouquet of flowers they sent to my parents’ house—it was pretty much
            never mentioned again. The machine ticked along, and I let the steady rhythm of corporate life carry me along, forward. Sally,
            my manager, went on a long vacation that August; Sunny, my pseudo manager-peer, took a sabbatical to work for the Obama campaign.
            I took on Sunny’s job in her absence and maintained my regular TGIF management responsibilities, showing up every Friday to
            hand a printout of the script over to Larry and Sergey, who certainly had no idea what I was going through. It was mostly
            that Google existed, and that I worked within it. I could be safe and small in there, the albatross of my tragedy left outside
            when I badged in every morning.
         

         
         There were cracks, though. I’m getting set off by the smallest things, I wrote in an email to a friend in September. The small thing I was describing that time was a CBS News Sunday Morning producer telling me sharply that he didn’t like the interviews I’d set up for him—he wanted more senior people, the household names, which I had no power to pull for this minor press opp. When I got the email, I shut off my phone and computer, I told the friend, and locked the door of my apartment. I had a temper tantrum like I was two years old, a paroxysm of weeping, the whole nine yards. The temper tantrum I never had as a kid, perfect child that I was reputed to be. But what was actually happening was letting
            the real stuff—the real sadness—come out. Or rather, not being able to stop it. Give me a day, or a night, and I could sew
            it back up, though. The next morning, I replied to the producer brightly with some other ideas.
         

         
         Meanwhile, the comms department had a new boss, Rachel Whetstone, who’d been promoted from the London office. “Rachel’s a
            force of nature,” people said reverently. She was the perfect manager for my year of hyper-compartmentalized magical thinking.
            Her motto was Crack on, her pace brisk and efficient. She’d just had a baby, but you’d never have known—she was reed thin and worked, according
            to office lore, “twenty-five hours a day.” She preached total self-sufficiency, no pity for anyone or anything, just get on
            with it—her own patrician British-horse-girl flavor of the “girl boss” era that had the white-collar workforce in a choke
            hold then.
         

         
         Rachel put approximately zero stock in her personal appearance. She had a couldn’t-care-less uniform: plain T-shirt, Converse
            sneakers, faded skinny jeans. Her long red hair looked permanently unbrushed. When she did wear anything that drew attention,
            it almost seemed like a joke—a sweater (jumper, rather) with a big dog knit on it, a pom-pom beanie, a comically oversize
            scrunchie. Her disregard for presentation only made her more magnetic. She had that particular British mix of irreverence
            and authority, the kind that made people lean in, eager to impress her, to be in on the joke.
         

         
         Years later, I came across a Tatler profile that captured the mythology about her: “Rachel Whetstone: The Posh Girl Loved by the Valley Billionaires.” The piece
            noted her aura—her personal power—and the network of influence she moved within. Rachel had been a rising power player inside
            British Conservative politics, an adviser trusted by figures like Michael Howard and part of the party’s modernizing brain
            trust.
         

         
         Her husband, Steve Hilton, is a fascinating right-wing figure in his own right—once a key adviser to David Cameron and so synonymous with Tory spin culture that Armando Iannucci has said the slick PR operator Stewart Pearson in The Thick of It was partly modeled on him. Hilton’s career reads like a case study in surfing conservative waves. In California in the 2010s,
            after leaving Number 10, he recast himself as a techno-skeptic crusader—famously claiming for years not to own a smartphone—while
            his wife rose to be one of the most powerful tech executives in the Valley. From there he evolved into a MAGA-adjacent, anti-establishment
            Fox News firebrand, railing against corrupt elites on behalf of “the people,” and eventually into a Trump-endorsed candidate
            for governor of California championing affordability from the grounds of their Atherton mansion. (The brand is anti-elite;
            the lifestyle is anything but.)
         

         
         Rachel’s political lineage stretched back a couple generations and felt like a way of decoding Silicon Valley’s ideological
            DNA. Her grandfather, Antony Fisher, founded the Atlas Network, a global constellation of libertarian think tanks that shaped
            the intellectual scaffolding for Margaret Thatcher’s free-market revolution.
         

         
         At Google, where Rachel ran policy and communications—the twin engines of the company’s campaign for ever more operating room—she
            carried forward a sharp, polished version of that same logic. Policy managed the regulators; communications shaped the narrative.
            The throughline was simple: The company should be left alone to change the world. Regulation wasn’t oversight but obstruction
            of the amazing innovation that Google and its band of boy-genius coders were benevolently bestowing upon the world. Critics
            were cynics or competitors in disguise. And technology, like the market, would sort everything out in the end.
         

         
         As a boss, Rachel was clear, cool, and decisive. But it was by watching her that I realized that all of Google’s bluster about “pancake flat” structure really was just that—bluster. One of Rachel’s first orders of business was to shut down the San Francisco chapter of the comms team and move us all back to Mountain View. If she had to uproot her posh Notting Hill life, surely the rest of us could make it our beeswax to commute to HQ every day. 

         
         We were stunned—we’d loved working from the city. Sally, in particular, was devastated: more commuting, more time away from
            her son. We had a big video conference with Rachel to discuss it. Some of my peers posed challenging questions about the rationale,
            pressing her for room to compromise. I watched, rapt, proud of them for speaking up, though I didn’t dare to step a hair out
            of line myself. So much for an open culture of debate and valuing every voice: It was a done deal, end of story. Then Rachel
            sought out each and every dissenter and reprimanded them. A director emerged from her meeting red-faced and trembling, muttering
            that you should never bother speaking up—it’s bad for your career. “Rachel hates whiners,” she said.
         

         
         I’d already heard this in the Conscious Business seminar: To be a “player,” not a dreaded “victim,” you had to accept whatever
            happened to you, no matter the circumstances. “Radical accountability,” in the corporate lexicon, meant taking responsibility
            not just for your actions but for the conditions around you—absorbing blame upward and outward until there was nothing left
            to question. It was like being a child, where safety came from compliance. Questioning authority wasn’t righteous or necessary
            for a healthy culture, it was whining.
         

         
         At the time, I admired Rachel completely. She radiated competence, and I took that for moral clarity. I thought I was observing
            her up close, part of her orbit. But really, I was outside the system she embodied, watching a kind of power dynamic I didn’t
            yet have the language to name, much less operate within.
         

         
         

         Four months after Scott died, Obama was elected. This was new, fresh energy, and Google was at the center of it: American industry, American dreams, the hope and promise that all the big problems of the world were going to be solved. 

         
         I’d also been learning more than to shut up from Rachel. Watching her was a master class in control—how to command a room,
            how to pivot an argument, how to turn a crisis into an opportunity—and building power and influence. A little over a year
            since I started, I was promoted to the next rung: senior associate. Maybe a third of the new-grad associates were elevated: It turned out that academic success wasn’t a one-to-one correlation
            with ability to climb the corporate ladder. People were already making plans: going to law school, Harvard Business School,
            maybe chasing a bigger fortune at newer companies like Facebook or Twitter. I was fine sheltering in place. In exchange for
            pushing all the grief down, or locking it in a drawer, strenuously performing the role of perfect unassuming young person,
            my performance review that year—delivered nine months after Scott died—was all about how amazing my attitude was: “Claire’s
            the model of calm, poise, professionalism.” Constructive criticism? No problem. “She is also the best on my team at receiving
            feedback. She immediately gets the point being made and quickly and with a mature ‘no problem’ attitude, corrects the behavior.
            She has no issues with acknowledging that she could have done something better or differently.” You’d never know this person/worker
            had experienced life-cratering loss and grief in this “performance cycle.” How perfectly I’d polished the veneer, tucked everything
            messy away from the company. But I had no ambivalence about this trade-off. I was simply happy for my efforts to be seen this
            way. Perfect. My parents were so proud.
         

         
         

         On New Year’s Day in 2009, Laura and I went to see a movie in the Mission, then wandered into a nearby bar. A group of guys who looked vaguely familiar were gathered near the back—Penn alums, a year ahead of me. They had all been in a frat called St. A’s, part of a preppy social orbit I’d never really entered. I noticed Dave immediately. He was super tall with striking movie-star looks—angular features, tousled hair, huge turquoise eyes set deep in the head. 

         
         I don’t even think we talked. But when I got home, he’d already friended me on Facebook. In the morning, I sent him back a
            music video on YouTube (Crowded House, “Don’t Dream It’s Over,” apropos of nothing), and our story was underway.
         

         
         If Rachel was the ultimate boss for the year after the worst thing that ever happened to me, Dave was the boyfriend. For starters,
            he didn’t live in San Francisco—he was in LA pursuing screenwriting and doing the Hollywood-assistant thing in the meantime
            (for much of our relationship, he was working for Mike White in the era of Enlightened—the Laura Dern show about a righteous corporate employee who refuses to play along, foreshadowing I couldn’t even begin to
            sense, invested as I was then in contorting myself into the system).
         

         
         Dave was from DC, shy, funny, culturally omnivorous. I’d never dated a writer before, and I’d describe our rapport as hyper-verbal
            and extremely online. All day long at our respective offices we volleyed back and forth: Gchats, links, observations, ephemera.
            It was the era of Tumblr and Google Reader and we erected a private world within it, layering over our own dialect, nicknames,
            inside jokes.
         

         
         We saw each other one or two weekends a month, which tilted toward me going down there—I was all too happy to tag along in
            his raucous LA postcollege world of concerts and comedy shows and music festivals, the summer share house in Topanga, Penn
            homecomings. Even in San Francisco, he had a crew of home friends living their best millennial hippie revival lives, their
            Peter Pan lifestyle loud enough to drown out the creep of my profound sadness.
         

         
         For as much as we talked, it was easy to avoid the gaping hole at the center of my life: Scott. I didn’t even tell Dave about
            him until a month in, which is crazy to think about now—we started dating less than half a year after Scott died, you’d think
            it would’ve “come up” immediately. I was still in the thick of grief, theoretically, but I never showed it, which tracked
            with how I was at work.
         

         
         There were land mines everywhere. I winced and steeled myself every morning as the Google shuttle route passed Fell Street in San Francisco, where Scott’s apartment was. I stopped going to yoga because, once, I’d started spontaneously weeping in the momentary guard-down of savasana (Scott was, naturally, a dedicated yogi). Even my Gmail inbox wasn’t safe—I searched for “Chabon” to pull up an author event reminder and found a conversation with Scott about how he’d run into the author himself browsing comic books at Dark Carnival, a beloved shop in Berkeley—the story he told in two lines of Gchat (Scott: I told him i loved his new book because i don’t think anyone read it; me: did you? Scott: well I read the NYT review so I got the gist) was so prosaic and funny and him I was back into the paroxysms of weeping again. I missed him so much.
         

         
         For the most part, Dave offered fresh terrain untouched by grief. He was gentle and kind and I’m sure he would have tried
            his best to support me emotionally if I’d ever asked for that. But the distance helped us keep the relationship at a sparkling,
            reference-layered altitude where nothing too raw or too real could filter in to “kill the vibe.”
         

         
         For a while, it worked—the neat boxes, the tidy compartments, the performance. But grief, like truth, resists containment.
            Eventually, it would have to find a way out.
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            Chapter 7

         
         A couple weeks after I left Google in 2019, feeling bereft and a little bored, I wandered into the Hacker News forum, a message
            board where engineers congregate online. I’ve always loved chatter and obsessively seek it out as much online as off, in Twitter
            replies, YouTube comments, and Reddit, always Reddit. I especially love how engineers do internet chatter—precise, crisp sentences;
            incisive, skeptical. Even when engineers are arguing and being smug know-it-alls, it’s mostly straightforward and sincere
            and somehow warm, punctuated with a friendly “:)”. Maybe it’d be easier to say that, generally speaking, engineers chatting
            is no bullshit. While at Google, the long, digressive discussion threads on email lists like eng-misc and industry-info were warm, comforting spaces I frequented, visited like a coffee shop on my afternoon break.
         

         
         Low down on the page was a post someone made about stupid, inauthentic things corporations do to boost morale. I clicked it
            eagerly—corporate hypocrisy and broken promises had become somewhat my beat. The poster recounted a time working for Vodafone in London during a tense, difficult period for the company; with talk of
            layoffs swirling, management hired actors to circulate through the open plan and break into song and dance about how brilliant
            the company was.
         

         
         People chimed in with their demoralizing stories of company morale initiatives, like bosses hiring third-party consultants to write the company values and having them blown up as motivational posters (so organic and authentic!). My mind drifted to a sales conference at Google in the 2010s where executive Nikesh Arora, the chief business officer, dressed up as Elvis. Later Susan Wojcicki, the head of the ads business (later the head of YouTube), did a mortifying rap about sales targets (something like “Customer focus, that’s the real MVP / Building trust and loyalty, for you and for me!”). Another time, for an annual awards ceremony, our PR boss Rachel had insisted on rigging up balloons to fall from the ceiling, which was complicated, expensive, and required a full team of people to execute. I knew firsthand how these things come about: The more corporate a company culture becomes, the more out of touch the executives become, and the harder it is for subordinates to say, “No—that’s a bad idea.” 

         
         I kept scrolling, and, down the thread, I was shocked to see my own name. Someone chimed in about the term “Googleyness.”

         
         The word “Googley” used to mean something when I was there. It was exemplified by, among others, Claire Stapleton, who would
               post incredible little stories to go along with TGIF announcements. Retaliating against her for organizing a walkout is one
               of the most un-Googley things you can imagine. Now that she’s left, if someone uses the word “Googley” unironically, you can
               laugh in their face and tell them I gave you permission.

         
         I liked the description of my TGIF emails as little stories. They were, in essence, the communication of logistics. The summer
            I started at Google, TGIF was expanding outside of the main auditorium in Mountain View. There were so many new people and
            new office buildings around Mountain View that my team had started to add satellite viewing locations on campus. Soon other
            offices on the West Coast caught wind of this and wanted TGIF beamed into their local café. Then came New York, Cambridge,
            Boston, Atlanta, where it somehow wasn’t crazy for some to stay until seven thirty, eight on a Friday night to catch a corporate
            broadcast.
         

         
         No one else wanted to send the reminder Here’s how to tune in to TGIF email, so I volunteered. I kept it straight at first but soon began to make it quirkier. As the week folds gently in on itself and we collectively blink at the passage of time, we arrive—inevitably, beautifully—at
               TGIF. Also: beer.

         
         There were stated attributes of Googleyness on paper—being a positive, collaborative team player, having a “bias for action,”
            taking accountability. For years, Google’s Jobs page described it as “a mashup of passion and drive that’s hard to define
            but easy to spot.” My mind had been data-trained on all the talking points, but that’s not where this “voice” came from. It
            came from taking a twenty-ounce coffee on the shuttle every Friday morning and, knowing I was more or less unsupervised, freestyling
            on a boring email for fun. Over time, it became something else: less whimsy, more commentary—an off-gassing of my growing
            frustration, and a way of reclaiming my voice when it had mostly been farmed out to others.
         

         
         My job, at its core, was to tell the company its own story—to give it a distinct voice. The TGIF script was part of that:
            the weekly pageant where the company talked to itself, where Larry and Sergey’s unscripted banter set the tone for what mattered.
            The TGIF emails were an important companion piece: folklore and fan fiction, the refrains of the gospel. The irony was that
            my rise in the comms department was powered by not sounding corporate. My voice was casual, sly, a little irreverent—proof that Google wasn’t like any other company.
         

         
         Meanwhile, the information flow inside Google was evolving. In 2010, two engineers launched Memegen, an open internal forum where employees posted memes about everything happening at the company. Management exerted almost no control over it at first. Every week, the moment the TGIF email went out, Memegen exploded. The top-voted meme for weeks was: “I want whatever Claire Stapleton’s on when she’s writing the TGIF emails.” Others christened me Google’s poet laureate, or the Bard of Google, and suddenly my teammates were refreshing Memegen religiously every Friday. That year, I was promoted to manager, and my performance review literally credited my “cult following.” 

         
         On the opposite end of the spectrum from the quippy TGIF emails was the weekly TGIF prebrief for Larry, Sergey, and the rest
            of the executive team. Since TGIF was an open-forum Q and A, the prebrief prepared leadership on the hot topics at the company
            and offered suggested talking points—empathetic ones, of course. This was how I got into the veins and arteries of Google:
            everything controversial or consequential played out on massive internal email lists. If an issue was really hot, it would
            spawn a “centrithread”—at least a hundred replies. Googlers got riled up about everything: daycare price hikes, missing M&M’s,
            product shifts, Maps redesigns, Gmail spam hiccups. My work became not just watching the zeitgeist but learning how to contain
            it—reading hundreds of messages, distilling the emotional temperature, and crafting executive responses meant to absorb shock
            and restore calm.
         

         
         This “voice of Google” thing—a code I’d cracked for generating corpspeak with personality—slowly became a hot commodity. The
            company relied heavily on the rhetoric of culture to keep tens of thousands of workers energized, giving 110 percent. Everything
            needed to sound a certain way: friendly, conversational, quirky. If work was going to be like a family, it had to sound like
            one. And I had that sound in my head—it was mine. My voice wasn’t just emerging within Google; it was becoming known as Google. It was only a matter of time before higher-ups would try to extract it, formalize it, and put it to work.
         

         
         

         I first met Nikesh, Google’s new head of sales, in the fall of 2009. Like Rachel, he’d been promoted to a global role after a successful run in the London office; since Europe was a less favorable environment than the US in basically every way—press, advertising, regulation, labor—they’d already proven themselves effective warriors for the Google cause. Rachel deputized me to go interview him for Internal News to introduce him to the broader Google audience. Incredibly, a decade later, I stumbled upon a recording of this conversation, because my phone, a G1, the first phone running Android—which looks prehistoric now, a thick black block with a QWERTY keyboard that slid out separately from the screen—was hooked up to my personal email instead of my corporate account. 

         
         Nikesh’s voice was tenor, mine a high soprano at twenty-four years old, a childlike, soft voice—a couple notes below an Alvin
            and the Chipmunks squeak, at points. I spoke the questions so quickly—reading from a printout, probably—that I had to double-check
            that the recording hadn’t been sped up to 1.5x.
         

         
         Nikesh, in contrast, was booming and deliberate. He spoke with an English accent layered over an Indian one, and everything
            was a talking point: “We need to have audacious goals.” I remember him from even our first interactions as intensely charismatic,
            but I wonder now how much of that was picking up how other people, especially women, reacted to him. He was tall and handsome—broad-shouldered,
            crisply dressed, with a structural kind of presence that didn’t just fill the space but anchored it. It was like gravity tilted
            subtly in his direction.
         

         
         There’s another woman from the comms team in the interview—I think she was staffed to do PR for Nikesh, so she came to listen
            in, though maybe she was babysitting me. She laughed at everything he said, even though very little of it was funny, but he
            welcomed it, fed and riffed off it. She had an excruciating, high-pitched giggle that I found mortifying—I repeatedly steered
            the conversation back to the questions mid-giggle.
         

         
         It’s not to say I was immune from trying to please or impress this powerful person. He gave a long answer about the future
            of advertising becoming hyper-targeted, comparing it to seeing a sign for water when you’re dying of thirst in the desert
            (“At that point it’s no longer an ad, it just becomes information!”).
         

         
         “Wow, can’t wait for my ads to get that granular!” I said back reflexively, though maybe with a hint of sarcasm.

         
         Listening now, I’m struck not just by my childlike voice but also by how corporate I sounded: “Last year, you wrote a blog
            post about focusing on the customer . . . so tell us, Nikesh: Did we succeed in focusing on the customer in 2009?”
         

         
         That was how I began to move into executive comms, my next act as the bard-for-hire. It wasn’t about writing what I found interesting anymore; it was about knowing what mattered to the person in charge—what they wanted to sound like, what
            they wanted to feel like. To prep for my first big interview with Nikesh, I studied everything he’d said recently, echoing
            his phrasing in my draft questions, weaving his own language back to him. That was my move: showing I spoke his dialect, understood
            his logic, could make him sound like himself at his best.
         

         
         “That was perfect, Nikesh. That was really, really great,” I said, wrapping the taping.

         
         “We nailed it, I think,” he said, flashing that force field smile.

         
         I biked back (no skirt!) to my office building, heart beating, pink-cheeked, thrilled.

         
         

         The age of executives was dawning, and I was right in the middle of it. Or, rather, Rachel was right in the middle of it,
            and I was an occasional plus-one. Her reputation loomed large—there was an article the first summer she was in Mountain View
            in the London Evening Standard about her and her husband, Steve Hilton, then still David Cameron’s right-hand man—and how they were the British political power couple to end all (someone was quoted calling her “young Margaret Thatcher incarnate,” which sends a shiver right down the spine). It was confusing reading it; she wasn’t in politics anymore, she was in tech, right? But it also described how her (and Steve’s) influence worked symbiotically: David Cameron had started to mention Google as a paragon of innovation, clearing the path for the company’s European expansion. Plus the UK government had given Google a contract to outsource the storage of medical records and other government data. How cozy. I wasn’t questioning any of this much then, though—I forwarded the article to my boyfriend, Dave, saying, Wow if Rachel actually does become the next Margaret Thatcher, I can always quote the leader of Great Britain as saying “Claire Stapleton—more than just
               a face.” Which she’d said to me in a conference room meeting.
         

         
         Rachel dove into the weeds with everything, totally unlike our previous department head Elliot Schrage (the “Harvard, Harvard
            and Harvard” guy) with whom I basically never interacted. She wanted to see and edit everything that went out. She wanted
            to be at the side of the stage handing the scripts to Larry and Sergey at TGIF. She was new in town, and this was a fast way
            to build relationships, build power: put literal words in their mouths. One of the first times we were in a room together,
            we were editing the biannual director/VP promotions email. Whereas our previous boss couldn’t have cared less about this,
            Rachel understood why it was such an important communication, a transmission of values: excellence, intellect, Googleyness.
            Here’s what everyone should aspire to. Or not deviate from.
         

         
         Rachel was talking out loud as we hashed through a Google Doc. “How can we make this sentence less corporate?” she asked,
            looking at me.
         

         
         I chewed my nail and thought, then proposed something.

         
         “Well done,” she said. “Okay, then: Claire Stapleton—more than just a face.”

         
         I was proud of that, unbothered—I was more than just a face, right? I was in the room.
         

         
         I’d passed a test, and my reward was more work. Rachel was keenly interested in executive comms—having a person or people staffed for each leader, which was maybe a practical choice, or something executives wanted and would give head count for. But it did nothing to slow Google’s slide toward an increasingly corporate culture full of egos—in fact, it was probably an active accelerant of it. 

         
         Nikesh was my first “client.” He wanted to write an internal blog to rally the sales team behind his vision while also sharing
            his personal thoughts and interests—except that they were being written by a twenty-four-year-old pretending to be him. From
            the get-go, he gave me almost nothing to work with—he was so busy and traveling constantly, so I often had to do a draft without
            any input at all.
         

         
         I relished the challenge and the insane levels of scrappiness it required. I quickly homed my approach down to a science:
            I took copious notes of his words, his particular phrasing. I would keep track of his schedule, notable things like greeting
            Lady Gaga when she came to Google, or cities and sales teams he’d visited. If I was desperate, I’d pluck anecdotes from his
            Twitter account (once I wrote a blog post about the movie Inception based on a single seven-word tweet). I could bridge almost anything into a lesson that connected back to a talking point
            he’d said before—it was all his own phrases and bromides, refiltered, slightly polished.
         

         
         One of the first posts I ghostwrote for him was about how his recent LASIK surgery had clarified not just his vision but his
            philosophy—on fear, risk-taking, and being “laser-focused” on the customer. I mainlined Harvard Business Review to nail the voice: fortysomething male executive as spiritual guide, ever-refining the craft of motivating the lesser mortals
            while tightening the reins.
         

         
         You nailed it again, he would email me back (if he didn’t email within three hours, I hadn’t nailed it and, in fact, per his assistants, that
            meant he hated it, start over). I’d look at it after the fact, trying to soak up the glow he was offering me for it, the payment.
            Nailed it.

         
         I’d seen Larry and Sergey in action a lot, but their power was different than Nikesh’s. They were so famous—public figures, billionaires, the founders of a historic company—that they almost didn’t have to do anything interpersonally for people to ooh and aah and scurry in their presence. Various guys at Google were also revered for being technical icons, product lords. Nikesh had none of this cachet, though he was technically a big and rising figure within the company with thousands of people reporting to him. But he had star power, too, a gravitational pull that transcended normal personability and charm. His assistants, a fleet of women who sat in a bank outside his office, next to a putting green, were intensely loyal. 

         
         Even though I’d been emailing with executive assistants since I started—it was part of the rigamarole of TGIF and internal
            comms events—I loved seeing them work up close. They anticipated everything. They managed his time, they knew exactly what
            he liked and didn’t—how to get him to answer something, when to leave him alone. It’s mind meld on another level, though it
            went only one way: up. I wondered sometimes how much he knew about these women, if anything. I was basically one of them.
         

         
         The sales org was always plagued with rumors of dalliances between executives and underlings. One of my first summers, there
            was a coworker on the Marina shuttle line (the neighborhood in San Francisco where all the young sorority girls conglomerated
            after college) who was visibly pregnant. She’d slept with one of the big sales executives (not Nikesh!), it was said, and
            she was super religious, well, so . . . She grew more and more pregnant, the Scarlet Googler, then disappeared. I asked around
            if anyone knew what happened to her—crickets. I tried to put it out of my mind.
         

         
         I didn’t see Nikesh’s difficult side immediately, but it was there. As my responsibilities grew with him—now he wanted to do some external op-eds, speeches at big symposiums in Abu Dhabi—I often felt out of my depth. There were major frustrations (which of course I never voiced), like toiling for a week on a thirty-five-minute speech in addition to all my TGIF responsibilities. When I was finally able to review it with him, he ripped it up each time, sending it in a new direction. Over time I realized this was how he coped with performance anxiety, and anyway, he decided to toss the notes and speak off the cuff half the time. Still, I kept at it, even when my voice wasn’t enough: I studied speechwriting and sales, trying to get up to speed on the conventions and lingo. His strategy and operations team—a fleet of impeccably credentialed MBAs and McKinsey alums—often made me feel like a complete idiot (for them, I definitely was just a face). They didn’t seem to understand why Nikesh went to me for anything, when my subject matter expertise was nonexistent.
         

         
         Nikesh had occasional moments of profundity that resembled something like mentorship. “I’ve seen your TGIF emails,” he said
            to me once.
         

         
         I was shocked he had “seen” me or my name outside of this peculiar arrangement.

         
         “You’re an artist, Claire, so why do you let your soul languish in a corporation?”

         
         I laughed, flattered, but I wanted him to tell me what else I was supposed to do with that. My mind had started to wander to big questions of purpose and vocation, essentially What am I doing with my life?

         
         Was I wasting my talents in the corporation? I had no other ideas—and no Scott to talk about it with. Later, I asked Nikesh what
            he thought a good next step for me professionally would be.
         

         
         “Oh, I don’t know,” he said flatly. “Go get an MBA maybe. You need more foundation in economics to succeed in business.”

         
         Oh, okay, that settled it. I didn’t need his assistants to tell me I’d caught him on an off day: I knew him well enough by
            then.
         

         
         I analyzed him, too—his ego, the faint air of superiority that felt like armor. In large forum meetings, he would often recount
            a kind of origin story of coming to America for grad school and being teased for having the wrong shoes. He repeated it like
            a parable of ascent, a refrain of Look how far I’ve come. The Google success and money seemed to amplify something in him, though at times it all felt strangely abstract, as if the
            persona had grown larger than the person. One of the only books in his otherwise sparse office was titled You’re in Charge—Now What? It made me wonder what being at top required—or took—from a person.
         

         
         

         In 2010, a little restless and eager to try something else, I fished around for a 20 percent time project. On the internal
            job sites, teams could advertise for free help, offering other Googlers opportunities to work on a passion outside but alongside
            their day job. People joked a lot that this often worked, in reality, as a 120 percent time project, and was extra work Google
            seeped out of people on top of their full plate of regular responsibilities—and Google still came out looking like the virtuous progressive employer.
         

         
         One such open 20 percent time project was for marketing a new product Google was building in the fashion space. I flung myself
            right at it. It was called Boutiques.com, a visual search engine powered by rudimentary AI/computer vision to help people
            find clothes and accessories in “their own unique style.” The women working on this were like no one I’d met at Google to
            date: true, proud “fashionistas” who wore silk dresses and heels and full faces of makeup. There had been a recent Refinery29
            shoot spotlighting them, including multiple images of them riding the Google bikes in short skirts. What would Debbie Frost say? I wondered. Who am I kidding, she would understand it was part of Google’s new strategic narrative coming from the top and nod approvingly.
         

         
         With Sally’s blessing, I spent a couple of months working on the Boutiques.com launch—an extra pair of hands to help them
            put together marketing materials. We filmed a series of videos with designers who’d been paid to promote the launch (notably
            Georgina Chapman, cofounder and designer of Marchesa, wife of Harvey Weinstein). Then there was a launch party in November,
            which I flew out to New York for. It was a glittery, star-studded affair—I barely recognized Google.
         

         
         “Toto, we’re not in Silicon Valley anymore,” read the Ad Age write-up.

         
         “HIGH FASHION MEETS HIGH TECH” plastered everywhere. It was a comically over-the-top event: a trapeze artist, B-boys, women in complicated outfits put together by a celebrity stylist (who’d also been paid exorbitantly) on pedestals, moving minimally. What kind of pedestal was I on? Still the Bard of Google, adept at moving minimally—I never stepped outside the corporate line. There were screens along the walls that showed demos of the product, but no one cared about that. Google was changing before my eyes: It wanted to be cool in a different way, accepted in New York. They paid a ton of celebrities as much as $10,000 to show up for an hour and take pictures with the Google execs: Alexa Chung, Carey Mulligan, Anna Paquin, the Olsen twins. The press showed up, too: Cathy Horyn from The New York Times, Sally Singer from Vogue. I wore a Dolce & Gabbana dress, something I would have never bought or worn on my own, my mom swooping in to style me again.
            It was slightly too small; I could barely zip it up and had to wear Spanx. I did red-carpet interviews with some of the talent
            off camera, deputized to create sound bites and nothing more, an invisible prop in the pageant of this random Google venture.
         

         
         Once I wrapped my interviewing gig, I was free to mill around the event. I hewed close to the handful of people I knew, mostly
            the party-hearty New York–based PR team. Eventually, Nikesh showed up—a bunch of executives had flown in to attend. They looked
            sad and out of place in their ill-fitting clothes against the glamour and polish of the fashion crowd, but I’m sure they didn’t
            feel that way—the men and women alike brimmed with confidence. They were as much lords of the universe as the Hollywood stars.
            They almost certainly had more money.
         

         
         Nikesh was in all black: a black suit, black shirt, black belt, his signature square-toed leather loafers. He lent his big
            easy smile to his photos with the Olsen twins, towering above them. He roved over to me with his friend Henrique de Castro,
            a tall, oafish European whose heyday would soon be coming. (Marissa Mayer brought him over to Yahoo to be her number two executive,
            only to fire him for incompetence a year later. He would make $50 million that year, then collect another $58 million to leave—$108
            million for twelve months of demonstrable failure. Capitalism, at work.)
         

         
         “I was fired and that’s okay,” he said to the press after, putting a chipper spin on it. “Being fired is part of your career options.” (Legend.) 

         
         They were jock-talking about Henrique’s new $4 million SoHo loft that had been reported in the Silicon Valley offshoot of
            Gawker, Valleywag, and how it was going to be quite the bachelor pad. I joined in, laughing too loud, acting like one of the guys.
         

         
         “Have you heard any rumors about me?” Nikesh suddenly asked, apropos of nothing, his head closer to mine than we’d ever been,
            despite being alone in his office dozens of times.
         

         
         The context switch was jarring, uncomfortable. But I kept playing along because the only role I knew how to play was the girl
            who went along. “Sure.” I nodded. I had heard some rumors about Nikesh having dalliances on the sales team in his London days.
         

         
         “I challenge you to come up with one name,” he said.

         
         I shrank. Maybe I’d misheard. Maybe it had been about someone else. My memory began to wobble under his gaze, even though
            the rumors had always seemed plausible—the way he walked around the office and women snapped to attention.
         

         
         I remember the smell of Nikesh’s cologne. I was intimately familiar with it—it followed him everywhere—but up close it was
            cartoonishly masculine and suffocating, like being stuck in an Abercrombie store.
         

         
         We were up against the bar. Nikesh gripped me around the waist with one hand. I could feel all five fingers clasping me—not
            so much pressure, and yet it was like I was locked and frozen in place.
         

         
         “Let me get you a drink,” he said.

         
         I didn’t want anything—I’d already had my allotted cocktail, mindful that I had a very early flight back to SF the next day.
            But it was a command, not a question, so I whispered, “Vodka soda.”
         

         
         He ordered and handed it to me. I took a sip through tightly pursed lips.

         
         It went on forever. Agonizing. Why didn’t I move? Invisible glue—both fawn and freeze state. It was like I thought it would be disrespectful to rebuff him. I wouldn’t have had the voice to say Get your hands off me. I quietly pulled the batteries out of the alarm, tucked my displeasure away. I could deal with this later, find a new drawer
            to stuff it into.
         

         
         Someone was walking over to talk to Nikesh, giving me a way out. Bless you, networking stranger!

         
         “I need to go,” I said. “I have an early flight.”

         
         “Okay,” he replied. “Next time, you’ll drink with me.”

         
         I practically sprinted out the door, hailing a cab in the dark, the streetlight bouncing off my stupidly tight, too shiny
            dress. That night I peeled it off and bunched it up—left it there in New York.
         

         
         I was a total feminist on paper. I’d seen the Vagina Monologues every year in college. I knew, intellectually at least, all the ways that men misuse their power, deny women agency over
            their own bodies, etc. And yet this interaction barely raised an alarm bell in me. I must have been so alienated from my own
            body, or else seen it as something that belonged to Google. Or maybe it was the old “be a player, not a victim” thing.
         

         
         I was on the plane at seven the next morning. I had to email Nikesh from the plane—I was ghostwriting an interview for his
            business school alumni journal, and it was due back that day.
         

         
         Ever the Catholic schoolgirl, I was simply happy and relieved I had nothing to chastise myself over. I hadn’t had too much
            to drink, nothing had really happened with Nikesh (except the brutal reinforcement of the hierarchy, his power, my disposability).
         

         
         I didn’t mention it to anyone. The closest I came to talking about it was two weeks later, when I told my friend Maggie over
            Gchat that I was worried he was ignoring me—it had taken him weeks to reply to my email about the alumni interview.
         

         
         Why would he do that? Maggie asked.
         

         
         He was a little inappropriate with me in New York—nothing major, but I think he was drunk so maybe he’s embarrassed.

         
         Yeah, maybe. are you ok though? That sounds like it could’ve been weird for you.

         
         Nah, I’m fine, I said. At the end of the day it’s inevitably awkward to be around colleagues in a social setting!

         
         Perhaps I was protecting Nikesh, or protecting myself, or disassociating altogether. I may not have thought of myself as a
            victim, but I was fooling myself if I thought I was a player.
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            Chapter 8

         
         In January 2011, the company shock-announced that cofounder Larry Page would become the CEO, replacing Eric Schmidt, the slick
            veteran tech executive who had steered Google for most of its lifetime. Eric had always been described as the “grown-up in
            the room,” the ballast to Larry’s and Sergey’s boy-genius whims. Business Insider ran a story that week summing up how the rank and file felt about the new leader with the headline: “Googlers Say Larry Is
            a ‘Rude’ ‘Egomaniacal’ ‘Jerk’ Who Is an ‘Intellectually Honest Visionary.’” No one saw it coming that Larry was about to steer
            Google straight out of its idealistic youth and into its “bloated empire” era.
         

         
         I “knew” Larry—if handing him a script for TGIF counts as knowing someone—but I was a nonperson to him. I doubt he knew my
            name. I certainly observed him a lot, up close. He had a cold, curt manner. He pressed the executives hard at TGIF: “We should
            fix that.” “We should do better than that.” Tech founders have mythical auras in the Valley, but Larry’s was supercharged,
            since he and Sergey were so famous, part of pop culture. People were always scurrying around them.
         

         
         As soon as the announcement broke, the scurrying intensified. Even Rachel, who I thought of as all-powerful, a totem of strength and confidence and speaking truth to imperious men, seemed on the back foot, eager to “get in” with Larry. She had a crystal clear idea of how to do that: write for him, to get his thinking down on paper and pumped through the Google bloodstream. 

         
         I was immediately looped in to help with this, seeing as I was a known entity from my work with Nikesh. In Larry’s first week
            as CEO, Rachel deputized me to meet with him at eight o’clock one morning to help film an internal video—a message to Googlers,
            a rallying cry.
         

         
         I had to go to Larry’s office in his special building for this task. The previous year, Larry had put himself in charge of
            Emerald Sea, the code name for our new social media network Google+, which was also a broad effort to make every product at
            Google suddenly “social.” It was a defensive move, not an inspiring vision—Google worried newer upstarts like Facebook and
            Twitter would steal our enormous internet lunch and become everyone’s portal to the web. Larry installed a new order—thousands
            of handpicked “rock star” engineers, a clear first-class citizenry—and moved them all into a brand-new building in Mountain
            View. You needed special clearance to enter. Google had never been like this before. What of the open culture, the egalitarian
            spirit, and other virtues?
         

         
         Regardless, I had the clearance. I was in the club, provisionally—an attaché, not one of the main special people building
            the stuff. Still, I got to eat lunch at the beautiful vegan cafeteria, coined the Cloud Café. It was tucked into the corner
            of the Emerald Sea building like a secret temple, hushed and flooded with sunlight. The menu felt moral, virtuous—spirulina
            smoothies, jackfruit tacos, squash-blossom enchiladas plated with edible flowers. I might not have been bowled over by the
            technological imagination humming around me—moon shots, immortality, the singularity—but I was genuinely impressed by the
            lunch.
         

         
         The morning of the rallying cry video shoot, as I walked through the glass corridors toward Larry’s office, I felt the shift in air pressure—the Emerald Sea building was cold and pristine, and, at 8:00 a.m., empty. The air in there was rarefied, literally—someone told me Larry had it pumped with extra oxygen for optimal brainpower. There were living walls and plants everywhere (also good for mood and productivity, naturally). 

         
         I’d gotten there extremely early—Bay Area traffic was so unpredictable that I’d taken the 6:00 a.m. shuttle to make sure I
            wasn’t late. I waited for Larry for half an hour or more, sitting outside his office in an ergonomically hostile modern chair,
            my laptop bag at my feet, feeling like a foreign body that could be ejected with the snap of someone’s fingers. There was
            a low, untraceable sound in the air—maybe the HVAC, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was some deliberate office-design
            feature engineered for focus.
         

         
         Larry came in and barely greeted me, a no-eye-contact nod in my general direction. I offered him an extra printout of the
            script, in size 18 font. He shook his head. I sat outside his office—not feeling welcome or like I had anything to add—as
            he recorded the video in one take. It was an excruciating four minutes, building to the crescendo of unveiling his new catchphrase:
            “I think that as a company we need to be doing things that make us uncomfortably excited.” I was vaguely uncomfortable but definitely not excited. Nothing in this mini speech moved me as I listened to Larry—would
            it rally the engineers?
         

         
         When he was done, I wordlessly slipped out. The hallways were still empty, the Mountain View air still crisp, fresh from the
            morning dew on the manicured lawns. I felt, for the first time, a flicker of doubt that any of this—oxygenated air, engineered
            perfection, uncomfortably excited slogans—was going anywhere good.
         

         
         I lived a funny duality: an invisible ghostwriter at the same time as I was this well-known Bard of Google fixture. This was the era of “bringing your whole self to work,” shiny smiling Google HR people doing press hits and internal stump speeches about how much the company valued their employees’ authentic personhood (always with a shot chaser—“Because that’s how people do their best work!” and no sugarcoating that the company got a lot out of employees feeling their whole beautiful selves were valued and special). In my regular comms team, I embodied this, to some extent. I had deep office friendships, a big exuberant class clown–esque personality. I was always lauded for being a leader among my peers, but as I stepped into managing people, I bristled against it with my whole body. I hated the feeling of having power over someone else’s livelihood, no matter how much that was normalized, no matter how much that was the expected next rung on the ladder. 

         
         As the months of the new order went on, I became something of a Larry Page scholar, or at least an archivist. “Can you make
            this sound more like Larry?” Rachel pinged me a doc, the draft of an email to Googlers. I thumbed open my “Larry Phraseology”
            doc, where I’d made a scrupulous analysis of his speaking patterns: his favorite adjectives, sentence constructions, aspirational
            phrases. In one section I’d noted: Double adverbs often used for emphasis, ex. “really, really huge asset”; “the long-term trend is very, very different than
               the short-term.” It was remarkable how little was actually communicated with his words, but we kept remixing and repackaging them, beaming
            them back out.
         

         
         I leaned back in my chair and pictured Larry in the perch of his office, clad in a primary-colored hoodie, gazing out onto
            the glass and brushed steel of his private metropolis. I heard his froggy voice in my head.
         

         
         Dear Googlers, I typed. I truly believe that knowing our users, having a real relationship with them, is really, really crucial for us. When the email hit my inbox that afternoon, my cheeks flushed pink at my desk—the pride and power of having put words into
            the mouth of the company’s most powerful person. I’d nailed it, I guessed—Larry hadn’t edited it at all. The email was so
            empty, so artless a regurgitation of meaninglessness. But it was a quick, momentary satisfaction.
         

         
         Eric Schmidt had pontificated plenty, but Larry’s rhetoric rocketed Google into a whole new era. The “intellectually honest visionary” was ready to clue us all into his vision. He was the epitome of techno-optimism: Google’s going to save humanity, basically. Google’s going to solve all the world’s problems. We could cure death, even, he said—there was a big Time magazine cover in this period with the headline “Can Google Solve Death?”—because everything, everything, is a computing problem. We just need more people: “Think of all the good we could do with two million Googlers.”
         

         
         His lingo was a bit corny: “We need moon shots,” he’d say, big, world-changing ideas and initiatives, to make the employees
            excited about innovating again. Aim for the stars, land on the moon. Companies die the minute they stop innovating. The metaphors stacked up like motivational posters in a middle-school science classroom. He loved to
            tell a story about how he read a biography of the ingenious inventor Nikola Tesla when he was twelve and cried—he really emphasized
            the crying bit—because Tesla died poor (this, I guess, taught him the all-important life lesson “commercialize your inventions
            or you’ll die poor”). “We need computers to do the hard stuff,” Larry repeated, so humans can get back to doing what humans
            do best: learning, living, and loving (the original “live, laugh, love” girlie . . .).
         

         
         My cubemate, Matt, and I joked about how hokey it all sounded, which started to bleed into my TGIF emails. I knew all the
            rhetoric and jargon was important, the currency of the new order, but I couldn’t resist sort of taking the piss. The emails
            started coming out half liturgy, half parody—it just depended on how you looked at it:
         

         
         
            
               
                  Hi Googlers,

                  It’s time again for TGIF. By now, Independence Day’s a distant memory, a discarded ember of a week gone by, and NASA’s final space mission means you have about a snowball’s chance in hell of intergalactic travel on America’s dime. But the flag of freedom and optimism carries on at today’s TGIF on Google+. Because being able to redefine your identity during a moment when identity’s being redefined, to +1 around the web with youthful abandon, to virtually Hangout with whomever you choose, and to drop your friends’ heads into Circles without fear of judgment or consequence—well, that’s a kind of freedom the Founding Fathers might recognize. 

               

            

         
         Some weeks, I leaned into the grandiosity:

         
         
            
               
                  If knowledge is the sine qua non of human experience, then today’s TGIF may just be one of the peak experiences of your life.
                     The presentation concerns Knowledge with a capital K—both a Product Area and an epistemological experiment; both a deeper
                     understanding of humanity and the pursuit of Meaning and Truth in an age so fragmented and bloated that you might be literally
                     asking yourself how you got here.
                  

               

            

         
         And sometimes, I just went full bard:

         
         
            
               
                  “Our corporate network is as boundless as the sea, our workforce as deep; the more we give to thee, the more we have, for
                     both are infinite.”
                  

                  Was it Bill Shakespeare or Ben Fried who utter’d those immortal words? There’s no way to know. That is what art is.

               

            

         
         Meanwhile, all of Larry’s examples of how his vision was going to, you know, actually play out were utterly banal. Google+
            was supposed to “really know our users”—to distinguish the Ben Smith you know from the Ben Smiths you don’t. Sure, that’s
            a good search engine problem, but it hardly felt like a sweeping or even tangible improvement to people’s lives. He had another
            example of how they were going to make online advertising so good, so targeted, that Google Maps could serve you up a coupon
            right when you walked into your local CVS. Groundbreaking stuff, wasn’t it? A vision of ceding all our personal data over
            to Google that really felt worth it, right? The stock price went up and up and up. It got so high they had to split it in
            two, so a single share wouldn’t be thousands of dollars.
         

         
         I still figured that Larry Page was a total genius (everyone seemed to believe this) and eventually the magical moon shots would materialize down here on earth. But it was plain to see that Google was becoming more complicated, more bloated, with all kinds of inefficiency—multiple teams, for example, working on smartwatches unbeknownst to one another (Apple would come along and smoke all of Google’s attempts). Larry said blithely that chasing the competition was a death knell, yet that seemed to be all that was happening. 

         
         “We need to put more wood behind fewer arrows,” he said a lot. It was an old Valley metaphor, but it made no sense to us at
            all—Matt and I laughed, imagining a poor medieval archer saddled with a fifty-pound arrow because of a dictum from the suits
            at Palace Corporate.
         

         
         Google+ was a flop, but the spin was relentless. Google+ hit ten million users within two weeks of its invitation-only launch,
            Larry boasted; by the fall, he announced forty million, then ninety million by early 2012. What he didn’t say was that those
            “users” were anyone who’d ever accidentally clicked a red “+1” button or signed up for Gmail. The real engagement numbers
            were dismal. Google’s own metrics showed that the average Google+ user spent less than five seconds per visit. The place was
            a graveyard of auto-populated profiles, a digital Potemkin village.
         

         
         In the crusade to make everything “social,” Google ended up destroying one of the few genuinely social things it had ever
            made: Google Reader. Reader wasn’t glamorous, but it had a passionate following. It had a small user base by Google standards
            (but only by Google standards—about thirty million people were active), one of whom was me. It was, by far, my favorite Google
            product, the one place I actually “socialized” online; I used it every day to read stuff on the web, share, commiserate with
            friends. To add insult to injury, the company buried the announcement of Reader’s departure: It was the fifth bullet in a
            blog post about how the company was doing some “spring cleaning” (it was very Rachel—just get on with it). I saw a Googler on Hacker News say this was the “Elves leaving Middle-earth” moment. Memegen was flooded with snark: We can bankroll a delusional moon shot to beam internet from balloons (“Project Loon”), but we can’t keep two engineers on Reader? 

         
         All this stacked up within me, the Bard. I’d hit a crossroads five years into my first job. I was tired of going to TGIF every
            week. The power of it was waning—probably generally, but definitely on me. And I was beginning to understand that whatever
            I had to bring—the voice, the humor, the humanity—might not be what the company wanted, or needed, anymore.
         

         
         

         There were other shifts happening in the backdrop of my life. My parents had just bought a second home in Santa Barbara—their
            “healing house,” they called it—and began spending weekends and longer stretches there. My relationship with Dave was also
            reaching a quiet end. I’d been considering a move to LA—maybe a transfer to the Google office there, maybe something altogether
            new—but nothing felt quite right. Dave certainly didn’t want the pressure of me leaving my amazing (was it?) Google job for
            him.
         

         
         All of this was simmering when we drove up to Inverness one weekend, a foggy hamlet north of San Francisco. We were tucked
            away among the pines, and one night at dinner I uncharacteristically launched into an emotional story. It wasn’t about my
            brother—something that would’ve carried actual meaning between us—but a random, painful slight by a friend who I felt had
            chosen someone else over me.
         

         
         Dave tensed up, looked away, visibly uncomfortable. He didn’t know what to do with my feelings, and something in me flashed
            red: How could he make no space for this? I’d never confronted him like that before, but it opened something, sparked questions that were way overdue: What do you want? What do I want? If I’m not moving to LA and you’re not moving to San Francisco, what are we really still doing?

         
         We decided that night to call it a day—undramatically, our romantic relationship folded into a friendship. But I was ready
            for—and wanted—more change than that.
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            Chapter 9

         
         My next act fell into my lap as if by miracle. I knew all about Creative Lab—everyone at Google did. In the summer of 2012,
            their influence and the lore that surrounded them was peaking. I’d had the catbird seat for the dawn of the age of executives,
            and now Google was ushering in the age of branding. The Lab produced Google’s major ads, consulted on the company’s art direction
            and interface design, figured out what new products should be named, etc. But they would have never described their work in
            such prosaic terms. Probably the best branding work the Lab did was its own: Our mission is to make Google’s magic more magical, help advance and invent Google’s future, and to communicate Google’s innovations,
               intentions and ideals in ways that makes us all immensely proud. Google’s executives (and the rest of us, frankly) ate it up.
         

         
         For years, Creative Lab had been adding new installments to a video series of mini documentaries about hyperbolically do-gooder things people did with Google technology, and we often screened their videos before TGIF began: “A father uses YouTube to make a better prosthetic eye for his daughter.” “Meet the man spreading peace with a bicycle and Google Translate.” Though these were created for the public (the clicks and views pumped by massive media budgets), there could have been no more effective propaganda for employees. I often welled up in tears watching these shorts at TGIF, scanning the audience of misty-eyed Googlers who needed to be reminded, as I did, that we were still doing something good here. 

         
         I’d spent years writing the myth of Google for the inside—casting our weekly rituals in language that was funny, lofty, a
            little weird, but ultimately reverent—and Creative Lab was doing the same for the outside world. Their shorts were the cinematic
            version of what my TGIF emails tried to do: make the work feel meaningful, righteous, slightly magical. Moving into the Lab
            felt like a logical extension of my work as Google’s unofficial bard, a chance to take the mythmaking I’d been doing internally
            and tell that story at scale.
         

         
         I got an email that summer from Kate, an old comms coworker who’d since gone to work at the Lab, For your eyes only: do not forward (I immediately forwarded it to my parents); some of the Creative Lab execs were passing around my most recent TGIF email.
            Kevin Proudfoot, who headed writing there, said, “Her stuff’s amazing. Do you think she’d consider moving to New York?”
         

         
         The job was copywriter, and the job description was vague but sounded cool (“work with a small interdisciplinary team of designers,
            filmmakers, and programmers to invent Google’s future and communicate its innovations”). I was primed and ready for the call.
            After Kate’s email, things moved fast. Kevin and I had only one conversation in person. He was late, gruff, and brief (this
            would augur my entire experience working for him). My desperate eagerness to be summoned into the Secret Society of Magic
            Makers completely overrode any independent judgment I might have had of him, any instinct we probably wouldn’t get on famously.
         

         
         Kevin dressed like a little boy—T-shirt, cargo shorts, low-top sneakers that might as well have had Velcro fasteners—and had
            a barbershop buzz cut to match. The only tip-off that he was in his forties was a sallow, hangdog facial expression and Nosferatu-esque
            under-eye bags.
         

         
         He used the word “shit” a lot. We just make shit. We do epic shit. We like to try new shit. We barely discussed me, my work, or how he envisioned I might fit into the Lab. He did say, with a perceptible note of admiration, “You clearly get the ‘Googley’ shit.” I was an emissary, or a totem, maybe, of Mountain View, which gave me some currency and value. This role made so much sense for me, I couldn’t believe it; I’d proven my ability to beam Google back to itself, now I was ready to beam it to the outside world. 

         
         As he dashed out of the room, he said that if Rachel gave the green light, they were ready to “give this shit” (me?) a try.
            I knew she’d be fine with it: As I’d seen time and again, Rachel’s main management tenet was that everyone was replaceable,
            even the Bard of Google. Two weeks later I was emailing back and forth with Google’s “moving services” team. They’d pass along
            my apartment specifications to a New York City broker to find me somewhere to live. All I cared about was being less than
            a mile away from the office, I told them. That August, I wrote my final TGIF email—dense, digressive, and slightly deranged
            in its ambition, one last attempt to cram the entire cosmology of Google onto a single page. At my last TGIF they gave me
            a round of applause; I was too embarrassed to come onstage, but the camera panned to me, and Larry Page joked, “She prefers
            to express herself through computer means.” And then I was off to NYC. In this new chapter, as big and scary a leap as it
            might be, Google would still be the anchor and frame of my life, of me.
         

         
         I found an apartment in the West Village on Waverly Place. For $2,850 per month plus utilities (a full thousand dollars more
            than what I was paying for a cavernous San Francisco studio) I had 350 square feet of NYC all to myself. It was maybe the
            tiniest apartment I’d ever been in; the kitchenette was doll-size, the bathroom an afterthought. Since Google paid for the
            move, my mom had loaded up a bunch of furniture and lamps from their Oakland house and met me in New York to set it all up.
         

         
         My whole body hummed with jitters as I navigated up to the fifteenth floor of Google’s massive building in Manhattan (now they have several) for my first day at Creative Lab. It was a crazy contrast from the Google I knew in Mountain View—even just physically. Google’s California headquarters were flat and sprawling, low stucco buildings scattered across a sea of grass and parking lots, a campus you traversed horizontally. The experience of Google in New York City was the opposite: imposing, solid, an entire city block that jutted up to the sky. And Creative Lab was at the very top. 

         
         The Lab’s space was a gorgeous, two-story loft with dizzying views of the Manhattan skyline. I paused at the threshold to
            snap a pic of the phrase etched on the wall: This place is about truth, beauty, freedom, and above all, love. This was the kind of hokey stuff I made fun of in my TGIF emails. It might have been a bit sexier than Larry Page’s learning, living, and loving line, but only barely. I’d had inklings for a long time that this pseudo-religious, ecstatic rhetoric the tech industry liked
            to circulate wasn’t real. But I wanted to think it could be here (in an advertising agency?), so I posted it earnestly to
            Instagram to commemorate my first day.
         

         
         The Lab turned shilling for a megacorp into an art form—literally. The place was crawling with talented young “creatives”—designers,
            producers, writers. And as management loved to boast, the group spent “99.9 percent of its time making stuff.” But what exactly
            were they making? The various mission statements they floated around were a mix of singsongy corporate gobbledygook (“Remind
            the world what it is they love about Google”) and faux altruism (“We’re just here to connect everyday people with amazing
            Google technology they could really benefit from!”). At the time I joined in 2012, they were really feeling themselves for
            having influenced the early interface design of Google Glass and the growing power that implied they had to “help invent Google’s
            future.”
         

         
         But their real niche (and arguable genius) was the “manufacturing consent” commercial; if you’ve ever seen a Super Bowl ad from Google like “Dear Sophie” or “Loretta,” the Lab made it. In ninety seconds or less, they’ll make you cry, remind you of our shared humanity, and assure you that ceding all your personal data to Google is good, actually. This was not a purehearted manifestation of Google’s values, or some deeply felt vision for how technology can connect humanity. It was a craven appropriation of that, and of human emotion in general. If anything, it was vampiric. 

         
         It was impossible to see that clearly then as an earnest newbie, especially since the Lab was so invested in pumping its own
            image and propaganda. The Lab often sent its executive creative director, a guy named Robert Wong, out to give speeches and
            interviews about Google’s secret “alchemist lab” that brought new meaning to the term “humble brag.”
         

         
         The story went—more or less—that we weren’t mad scientists, just hopeful translators, connecting engineers’ breakthroughs
            to people who might actually benefit from them. We were the middle layer, the conduit. That was the magic. And folded inside
            that humility was the quieter assertion that we were, of course, exceptional: a rarefied group with a deeper grasp of art,
            life, and how the world really works.
         

         
         Here’s an example from an interview Robert gave to Fast Company: “A parable that inspires me all the time as a North Star: an MBA, artist, and engineer are in a bar having a drink. The
            MBA says ‘Hey, it’d be so cool if we built a road to Town B. It’d be great for our economy.’ And the engineer says, ‘Great,
            let’s build a straight, four-lane highway. It’ll be the fastest way to get there.’ And the creative says, ‘What if we built
            the highway to the coastline, so for all eternity, people loved the drive?’”
         

         
         Everything was laced with grandiosity like this. We add all the meaning and humanity and beauty to the technology—shrug, wry
            smile, NBD. They used the word “magic” all the time. But “empathy” was their new favorite word.
         

         
         “Empathy is king,” Robert said. To make it in the Lab, he said time and again, we “must have the ability to shift perspectives,
            embed [ourselves] in the consumers’ shoes—and then help executives do the very same.”
         

         
         On the face of it, I would totally fit in here, right? This was, to use Kevin’s favorite word, kind of my shit. I wrote the book on waxing poetic about Google, about shape-shifting into other people’s perspectives, making myself small to the point of invisibility, or someone else. 

         
         But the culture of Creative Lab was totally different from anything else I’d encountered. Everyone had been formally trained
            in ad copy or design and came up through the same set of blue-chip ad agencies in New York, and I was on my own to figure
            out how to plug in. Kevin was too busy to meet with me on my first day, or my second (“urgent shit from Mountain View to deal
            with”). “Just read up on the stuff we make, watch all the videos again,” he said, “and we’ll find something for you to do
            eventually.”
         

         
         There were no free desks, so his assistant told me to take a seat at the big table in Kevin’s expansive office with another
            new copywriter named Chris. Kevin was hardly ever in there anyway, she said.
         

         
         No worries, I replied, sounds good; sure that by the end of the week—or the following, max—I’d be swept up into the Lab’s
            dynamic hum and flow.
         

         
         Chris talked fast and had a wiry, kinetic body that matched his new-kid energy. As a Noogler, he had no willpower in the face
            of the free snack kitchen and downed bowl after bowl of Puffins, piled high with sliced banana. He’d started a few weeks before
            me, also waiting around for Kevin to throw him a bone, so he helped me get the lay of the land. That we had been hired outright
            as full-time copywriters was unusual, maybe unprecedented. The majority of the “creatives” (art directors, designers, writers,
            filmmakers) were freelancers: “red badges,” as they’re referred to at Google, the second-class citizenry that does all the
            same work as full-timers but without the perks, benefits, and vacation days that I thought were the very definition of “working
            at Google.” Most creatives stayed a few months and went off to the next thing. If you were a “total rock star,” a “perfect
            culture fit,” maybe you’d be converted to a full-time position in a year or two. Maybe.

         
         Lording over Kevin and the other two executive creative directors was Andy Berndt, an ad industry titan. He was a bellowing, larger-than-life figure, shrouded in tech-industry myth: It was said that Steve Jobs had personally recruited him to market the iMac and that he’d come up with Apple’s iconic “Think Different” campaign. According to everyone in the Lab, he was a brilliant, once-in-a-lifetime genius, a magic maker, Willy Wonka. Chris told me he could take one look at a poster board of tagline options the team had spent weeks toiling over and spit something infinitely better off the top of his head like it was nothing (but of course Chris was hearing this second- or thirdhand, having yet to be in one of these reviews himself, the lore and branding and mythology of the place extended to people, it turned out). 

         
         I’d seen Andy speak in Mountain View before and eaten up his gregarious, charming, self-deprecating schtick like everyone
            else. In my first month, there was a team happy hour nearby, and I worked up the courage to introduce myself to him.
         

         
         “The wunderkind from Mountain View!” he said. “We really need your juju here.” He had an idea of what I could do to contribute
            right away. “You gotta write down a bunch of human truths about Google, then blow them up as posters and hang them up in the
            office.”
         

         
         I nodded like I knew what he was talking about—or rather, I nodded because I thought I should know what he was talking about,
            “truth” being one of the words on the wall on the entrance. But I had no clue. I tried to decode it that night when I went
            home: Per Google, “truths” was a thing in advertising, a base unit of a company, like “two out of three dentists recommend
            Crest toothpaste.” But I had no idea what those truths were about Google. Boiled down to its base parts, what was Google? I had some idea of what executives wanted those truths to be, what sounded good, de rigueur.
         

         
         There is something incredibly powerful about shedding the timeworn concept of what a company has to be, and focusing instead on clearing the path for the right groups of people to solve the world’s biggest problems, I wrote in a doc, trying things on for size, for vibes. I imagined blowing these up as posters in the office and wanted to die. I typed and erased variations on this (Googleyness (noun): the permission to do epic shit), but never followed up with Andy about it.
         

         
         Andy had become interested in mindfulness and talked all the time in the team all-hands meetings about his newfound zeal for
            Eckhart Tolle, meditation, and zen. This was total irony, because his management style would best be summed up as “fear and
            anxiety.” There were stories of him overturning conference room chairs and throwing things at the wall. He frequently tore
            through the office barking things like “We need to nail this—and fast,” after a creative review that left him disappointed,
            as if Larry and Sergey themselves would cut the whole place loose if they didn’t get a storyboard right (that never quite
            worked as a motivational tactic for me, though, who knew well that Larry and Sergey, like everyone else at Google, thought
            Andy and Creative Lab were magical geniuses). Everyone was always trying to figure out what Andy wanted, because Andy always
            knew what was right. His opinion on the work and the people who created it was literally the only one that mattered. Rachel’s
            team might have been like this, too—she certainly had a ton of power over everyone—but it didn’t feel like that. I’d had some
            faith in the checks and balances and HR processes in my first five years that prevented the power dynamic between management
            and employees from becoming totally out of whack.
         

         
         But the Lab had no pretense about it: It operated however Andy wanted. He apparently did the performance review process with
            a whiteboard and a stack of Post-its with people’s names on it, unilaterally deciding who went above and below the line. You
            were only as good as your last creative review, so the office was never completely empty; even at midnight and over the weekends,
            you’d find guys in front of their massive computer monitors, glassy-eyed, accumulating empty Red Bull cans, swirling a stylus
            around a Wacom tablet.
         

         
         Chris was dumbfounded that I hadn’t done a proper interview and had nothing resembling an ad portfolio. His own copywriting work had won every award the industry gave. (That’s another thing I learned: The ad industry loves to congratulate itself; it has more than nine hundred different awards shows. The most coveted one, the Cannes Lions, has 628 different categories.) Landing the job at Creative Lab had nevertheless been a huge feat, “like American Idol,” he said. I sheepishly told him about my TGIF emails and the engineers nicknaming me “the Bard of Google.” I didn’t quite
            know what they saw in that, in me, but it was some kind of a superpower, right?
         

         
         “Well real copywriting isn’t like that,” he said, scowling. “It’s spare and efficient, it gets out of the way.
         

         
         “Nobody cares about ‘personality shit’ in this world,” he said, shaking his head into a fresh bowl of Puffins. Chris’s ad
            world experience and general maleness made me naturally deferential to him, even though we were about the same age and I’d
            been at Google way longer.
         

         
         I was sure he was right that this was a whole different kind of writing. But I could figure it out, couldn’t I? I’d done so
            many kinds of projects in Mountain View. But it wasn’t just Google, my whole life I’d been able to carve out a tiny me-size
            place in the system. But what if I couldn’t? For the first time in my life I downloaded a computer game, a mindless tile-matching
            puzzle, for the distraction and cheap dopamine. Everyone else in Kevin’s “pod” worked long days, so Chris and I waited around
            for everyone else to leave to slip out.
         

         
         How embarrassing is this? Why am I here?

         
         After a few weeks of (dis)orientation, Kevin tossed me into a project called VetNet, a community for US military veterans
            on Google’s hanging-on-by-a-thread social network, Google+. There were two types of projects in the Lab, it turned out: first,
            the company-critical “invent the future” stuff, and second, completely random. VetNet was unequivocally the latter, a by-product
            of Andy having a soft spot for veterans and wanting to do something that sounded virtuous and charitable. A project manager
            handed me a doc full of captions and in-product copy: This tool helps servicemembers connect, communicate and share their experiences with others who have served using the Google+ platform; Find out more here, and so on. Feel free to go through it and change whatever, the project manager said. I spent days sweating over it, studying
            comparable products, and researching what the world felt like for veterans after finishing their service. I ultimately made
            only the most cosmetic tweaks. It all looked fine to me.
         

         
         Meanwhile a cocky freelancer named Charles, a buddy of Kevin’s from his past agency, Wieden+Kennedy, who started the week
            after me, was immediately swamped with important projects. They’d done a bunch of award-winning SportsCenter spots together and were always reliving that former glory. He effortlessly cracked Kevin’s hard shell, bringing out a goofy,
            relaxed side of him I’d never seen, not once. They laughed and joked constantly and lip-synced office karaoke to the song
            of the year, Carly Rae Jepsen’s “Call Me Maybe,” as a daily afternoon energy boost. I shrank in my seat as I watched them,
            wondering if Kevin was ignoring me on purpose. A month into my move, we ran into each other in the snack kitchen and he said,
            “Oh, I forgot you existed,” before shuffling off to his next meeting (this boys’ club was bitchier than any mean girl or girl
            boss I’d ever encountered). I had a lot of time on my hands, and I often Gchatted with friends in Mountain View to chronicle
            my monumental stress and sense of placelessness.
         

         
         Kate—the friend who’d connected me to the Lab—had gone to business school at Northwestern that fall, so we were ships passing
            in the night. But I kept remembering one thing she’d said before I started: that she thought I’d thrive in the Lab because
            I had a “high pain tolerance.” At the time it sounded like a compliment, a badge of honor. But it was a dark bit of foreshadowing
            I’d completely missed—and as bad as those first months were, the pain was just beginning.
         

         
         In October the left half of my top lip exploded—my first-ever cold sore, which ballooned to cartoonish proportions. I had to run out in the middle of the day to the CVS in Chelsea to buy ointment and foundation to plaster over it. For the next week, I sucked in my lips in an attempt to hide it. It didn’t work at all. People looked at me with horror or pity or both. 

         
         To make matters way worse, I became romantically involved with a coworker, Josh, an art director eleven years my senior (I
            was twenty-seven when this began, so he was pushing forty), who was tall, handsome, and “popular” in the Lab’s high school–esque
            hierarchy. A coworker who worked with him for years at Ogilvy & Mather told me they used to call him the Jewish JFK Jr. He
            started messaging me flirtatiously, and I was all too happy to banter back—finally, some writing I knew how to do. He wasn’t
            the boss—he reported to Kevin, too—but I nevertheless felt like hapless Bridget Jones to his rakish Daniel Cleaver as we kindled
            a clandestine romance. It was torturous from the beginning: Despite being so established in the Lab and on all the most important
            projects, Josh still treated the job like he had everything to prove, going above and beyond and regularly pulling all-nighters
            in the postproduction studio. He insisted we keep our relationship a secret, not only because it wasn’t generally a good look
            but also because his longtime ex, Christine, was at Creative Lab as well. The drama and back-and-forth with him was a fun
            distraction, I guess, but one that left me feeling even more wrong there. I wasn’t even worthy of being someone’s girlfriend.
         

         
         Nevertheless, I clung to him, accepting whatever he offered (late-night meetups, occasional public forays as far away as possible from the team’s watering holes or the neighborhoods people from the Lab lived in, like Chelsea and Williamsburg), hoping he could help me strategize my way into a stronger foothold at the Lab. Unfortunately, Josh didn’t have much to offer in the way of practical guidance. When I asked him for advice about how to convince Kevin to “put me in the game,” he shrugged and said, “Kevin’s a total guy’s guy. He likes working with the kind of dude he can get a beer with after work, you know?” I did know, even though I didn’t know Kevin at all. Josh, of course, saw nothing wrong with this. I barely did—it’s truly hard to acknowledge how fucked-up things are when you’ve been conditioned time and again to take radical accountability.
         

         
         The Lab—at least through Josh’s eyes—wasn’t exactly any better than what I was experiencing. It had its own absurdities. His
            “top priority” at the time? The end credits for The Internship—that Vince Vaughn and Owen Wilson buddy comedy set at Google. Creative Lab had been tasked with turning the credits into
            a branded spectacle, threading cast and crew names through a parade of Google products.
         

         
         It was an “all hands on deck” (not mine though) fire drill that soaked up months and endless creative hours. Josh and the
            team agonized over it, pulling multiple all-nighters to get every transition pixel perfect. He was nearly forty and enslaved
            to this place, caught in an endless loop of trying to prove himself. And for what? When the film finally premiered, Google
            bought tickets in bulk for employees. Even then, most Googlers slipped out before the credits rolled.
         

         
         The bulk of the creatives were men. There were plenty of women in the Lab, but in a department where “creative” was synonymous
            with “genius,” they were mostly slotted into secondary, supporting roles—managing budgets, spreadsheets, schedules, and making
            the machine run. A female exec, the head of production, left soon after I arrived, and there wasn’t a single female creative
            director the entire time I was there.
         

         
         Andy acknowledged this once in an all-hands, offering some vague lip service about how the Lab was such an intense-unicorn-magic
            kind of place that they needed to be “extra sure” anyone they hired—read: any woman—would be set up to succeed (ironic, given
            my own experience). It was framed as thoughtful and sage—who could argue with the logic of meritocracy?—and we nodded along. The subtext landed anyway: Apparently there simply wasn’t a woman out there who could operate at The
            Level.
         

         
         There was another female copywriter in the Lab besides me, though: Natalie. She started straight out of ad school: VCU Brandcenter, which I had never heard of but was apparently the Harvard of copywriting, and the alma mater of Kevin himself. Kevin adored her. She was hyper-introverted and difficult to connect with—I tried—but her work sparkled with personality and wit. In fact,
            her voice was basically the Lab’s voice, a streamlined, ad-ready twist on the version of Googleyness that I’d known and disseminated
            so effortlessly in Mountain View.
         

         
         Six months in, I finally got assigned to a big important project, and I leaped at it. It was code-named Tee a brand-new, random
            idea some top Google executive had for a website where people could pay for help immediately over video chat. The mechanics
            were complicated—could a plumber really help someone fix a sink over the phone? How could Google assure quality and “trust
            and safety” in an open free-for-all global market? Why would someone pay $25 to have an awkward stranger step them through
            tying a bow tie when YouTube already existed? But that was a problem for a different day, for different people: We were just
            branding the thing. Making the Google magic more magical, spreading the love, and so on. I came up with the name—Google Helpouts, a fitting companion to the company’s new video-chat product, Google
            Hangouts—but Kevin didn’t seem to register this as a tangible contribution to the project.
         

         
         Our team was tasked with putting together concept videos and mini ads to tease it, and I toiled endlessly over my scripts
            and creative treatments, studying Natalie’s work to emulate it. After the first big review, where Kevin gave us some feedback
            and new marching orders, he tagged Natalie in to “help.” Greeeeeat. She was lightning fast and her work was invariably perfect. She always knew what Kevin and Andy wanted, so I became immediately
            redundant.
         

         
         A week later, I saw the team—everyone but me—assembled in one of the glass-walled conference rooms for a creative review.
            I double-checked my calendar only to realize I’d been forgotten, or excluded altogether.
         

         
         “We need to keep it to just the core folks for the Andy meeting,” Kevin explained when I worked up the nerve to ask him about it. 

         
         I was crushed, but I tried my best to make sense of it, chastising myself for not being better, or a more natural fit. Over
            Gchats, my friend Yvonne constantly reminded me how impossible my situation was, how unsupported I was in this new environment.
         

         
         It’s not your fault, she said over and over.
         

         
         But somehow I kept insisting it was—to think otherwise would indict the system. I wasn’t ready to do that yet.

         
         The Josh “situationship” kept making me feel worse, too. He left town: He was assigned to a project in London that was supposed
            to last a few weeks but then kept getting extended. Weeks became months. He messaged me all the time, though, promising that
            when he was back, we could really begin—a real relationship, no more hiding. I would later learn, from another coworker, he
            was also stringing his ex, Christine, along the same way. When the clouds parted a little bit, they could really begin—a real relationship, no more hiding. I knew he wasn’t “giving me what I deserved,” and so on, but my self-esteem
            was so low I couldn’t break out of his force field.
         

         
         In my very occasional one-on-ones with Kevin (he mostly canceled them), when I asked for more projects, more opportunities,
            more structure, he was somewhat apologetic, blaming his own stress and heavy workload for the situation. “Shit’s really high
            stakes around here,” explaining that when the big projects fell on his desk, he needed someone who could already do the work,
            not someone who needed to learn how to do the work. And he had writers like Natalie who could deftly juggle all the balls
            Kevin threw at her. It was true, I reasoned, his life seemed hard—he commuted hours a day back and forth to rural New Jersey,
            where his wife stayed at home with their three little kids. Of course he didn’t have time to manage me. My “empathy” only
            extended upward to the executives, not inward.
         

         
         But still I left every meeting with him dissatisfied, wondering what was holding me back from asking the real questions I
            had: Why did you hire me? I wondered the same about Chris, whom Kevin fired before a year was up. Chris and I commiserated about it on Facebook Messenger
            afterward.
         

         
         Chris told me that right before being fired, Kevin tried to explain to him why he wasn’t succeeding by saying: “Well, first
            there’s the level thing.” Chris had no idea what he meant—Kevin had hired and placed him at that level. No one had ever explained
            the leveling system or what the expectations were. Yet Kevin made it sound like Chris’s failure to measure up to the invisible
            bar.
         

         
         “I felt actually crazy,” Chris said.

         
         That was the culture: You always assumed the problem was you. Never the system, never the people in charge. Always the player,
            never the victim. It was enough to make you lose your mind.
         

         
         

         Periodically Kevin would email me something that seemed designed to push my already sky-high anxiety to a new peak. Andy’s wondering like, what the fuck you’ve been doing since you got here was one, in which he suggested I pull together a Google Doc of my writing so I can get him off my back. I diligently copy-pasted shards of stuff I’d done so far, and even tossed in some TGIF emails for good measure (remember
            that?). Kevin never replied, which I couldn’t figure out was a good sign or another bad omen. In another he said, You’ve done some good work as a helper on shit. But to succeed in this place it has to be more than that. We’re all evaluated on the projects we initiate and lead and you have to start pitching stuff. I’d never once seen Natalie or Charles or Josh or any of Kevin’s favorites initiate, lead, or pitch a project. Why would
            they? Kevin put them on everything.
         

         
         Still I internalized everything, remaining convinced that my inability to shine was a referendum on my talents and abilities. I was sure that if I stumbled into the right project or creative review, some way to channel my former Google glory, I could turn it all around. So I started shopping myself to other creative directors. They were happy for the help, for the most part. I found some creative flow, some new footing, some bolstering bits of confidence. I might not be Natalie, but I knew how to write, after all. I made some friends. They were all contractors, and I envied how unfettered they were by all the crushing expectations I felt to be a good Googler, by the spoken and unspoken rules of the hierarchy. 

         
         Fuck it. I started talking a little shit. First, about Kevin. “He is such a jerk, and such a bad manager, right?” Then it
            broadened a little: “Isn’t this red badge stuff a little messed up?” The way they treated everyone, the way they cut people
            out at a moment’s notice. Coming from the fast-and-loose world of creative agencies, my contractor friends had never worked
            in a place with any baseline of good management, strong culture, psychological safety—all the things Google in Mountain View
            had boasted about ad nauseam, internally and externally, in my early years. But they had to agree the vibes weren’t good.
            Everyone had been so excited to land a gig at Google, whatever the terms. But we all concluded that Google—or this corner
            of Google, anyway—didn’t seem like such a great place to work, after all.
         

         
         I might not have been able to initiate, lead, or pitch a project for the Lab. But I didn’t really want to, either. So I started
            writing my own thing. I’d never written fiction before, but I had an idea for a novel with a protagonist named Esther, executive
            assistant to a Larry Page–esque Silicon Valley CEO, who plots a feminist uprising after becoming disillusioned with her boss
            and the company. Even though I’d lived it for years, for the first time I was thinking about some of the structural imbalances
            of being a woman layered into the hierarchy at a company like Google—I quite literally never would or could be a “guys’ guy.”
            Esther scurries around anticipating everything the executive could need and want, while he barely registers her presence.
            “I see you,” she said, watching him meditate in his glass-walled conference room. “Can you see me?” (That was the last line in the fifty or so pages I ended up producing.) My feminism was no longer hypothetical, at a remote distance, or in a book on a shelf. Something was fomenting in me, and I was looking for a way to express it. 

         
         Then Robert, the executive creative director who opined about empathy, gave me a big shot: He chose me to lead a project code-named
            EPCOT, a grand, futuristic reimagining of Google’s workplace vision, to be delivered by Larry Page as a podcast for employees.
            At the initial project briefing meeting, Robert downloaded us on his notes from his Larry meeting that included Bladerunner + US govt = Google? It was a perfect distillation of how the company saw itself: the benevolent corporate technocracy, hoovering up all the power
            and authority in the world under the banner of efficiency and progress. It was half utopia, half dystopia, and somehow completely
            unable to tell the difference.
         

         
         Regardless, EPCOT was exactly my wheelhouse—or my Mountain View, former-glory wheelhouse—and I threw myself into it completely,
            returning to that old grandiose headspace about changing the world with two million Googlers and Google offices in every corner
            of the earth. It could have been a fun, imaginative exercise, but I approached it with a kind of nervous, analytic remove.
            It felt dead serious, humorless, no edge, no “taking the piss.” Like AI trained on all the work I’d done in my past role,
            I strung together a lattice of jargon—my best guess at what the executives wanted to hear: Robert, Andy Berndt, Larry, Sergey,
            even Kevin, if he happened to tune in for once.
         

         
         No single entity, no institution, has had a bigger impact on humanity than Google. At the heart of our long-term vision, the
               place where we are proudest to innovate, is at the level of the company itself. There’s no limit to the problems—climate change,
               famine, war—we can solve together.

         
         I remember reading it back and thinking it sounded less like a workplace vision and more like a religion—yuck.

         
         When we did the final creative review—listening to my own voice in the placeholder recording—I felt so embarrassed. It was seven minutes long and felt endless, excruciating. Every line rang hollow. The Elves really had left Middle-earth, no matter how much the Middle-earth flacks wanted to spin it otherwise. The Google I went into every day felt nothing like EPCOT, the progressive, soul-flourishing workplace of the future. The problems we were solving weren’t famine and war; they were brand perception, ad revenue, and keeping executives happy. What Creative Lab was really producing was cloying techno-optimism, a sugary glaze over corporate expansion. It was the kind of evil that doesn’t even realize it’s evil. 

         
         Of course Robert didn’t see it that way. He was thrilled with the end product and vowed to play it for Larry and Sergey the
            next time he was in Mountain View. I never heard anything about it again.
         

         
         It wasn’t enough for Kevin. A little over a year after I joined, in my performance review (which in itself wasn’t so much
            bad as it was bony—he hardly knew me and had so little to say) Kevin told me it was clear I wasn’t a fit for the place and
            it was “time to wrap things up.” The Lab’s experiment that was me had failed. In case I hadn’t fully understood the message,
            in the next day’s staff meeting, he glanced briefly at me before launching into a long rant about how the whole team needed
            to step up and help onboard a new writer who was starting the next week.
         

         
         “We all know how painful and awkward it is to watch people who’ve uprooted their lives to join the Lab,” he said, only to
            flail around and “fall through the cracks” and “linger around forever.” He concluded by saying, “If I could just clone Natalie,
            my life would be a lot fucking easier.”
         

         
         There was a hot pool of tears and humiliation gathering in my stomach. I tensed my entire body, willing it to stay at bay
            before it reached my face as the meeting ended. I ran down the steps and badged into a foreign floor, where a few sales Googlers
            sat. I found an empty conference room and had barely shut the door before the tears came up with the force and pressure of
            a geyser.
         

         
         There was grief there, too—I missed Scott’s grounding influence so much—but I was also grieving something else: my loss of innocence. The Lab had taken what remained of my belief in Google’s magic. The place I’d once mythologized now seemed transparently corporate, brittle, absurd. 

         
         The next week, I flew to visit my parents in Santa Barbara for the holidays, a shell of myself. For the first few days, all
            I could do was wallow: But by that point, I wasn’t only sad, I was angry, too. It was such an unfamiliar emotion that I didn’t
            know where to direct besides inward, scanning back over the past fourteen months to identify all the places I could have done
            something different, could have been someone different. Why hadn’t I advocated more for myself? Why hadn’t I made the goddamn “Truth” posters?
         

         
         A few days into the trip, my old manager from Mountain View, Sally, now working at Apple, stopped by to visit on a drive from
            San Francisco to LA. I was ready to be fished out of the hole, and she and my dad were all too ready to help. They were cut
            from the same cheerful, pragmatic, system-defending cloth but were troubled by how down I was and tried to persuade me to
            focus on how dysfunctional the Lab was and what a failure Kevin was at managing. I agreed, of course, but with my last shred
            of dignity I just wanted to quit and not wait around and see what Kevin was going to do next. Leaving Google sounded like
            freedom, or at least pure, unadulterated relief.
         

         
         “You can’t do that,” Sally and my dad exhorted. “You love that place.”
         

         
         (Did I?) If I were to quit, Kevin would win. I shrugged. He already had. The Lab—and Google altogether—was a huge machine humming and running whether I was a cog in
            it or not.
         

         
         My dad made me agree that if I quit, I’d at least report the issues with Kevin to HR. I resisted it, but that night, I fished my laptop out of the closet for the first time all vacation. I spent hours writing, riding a zing of flow. In the email, I gave my two weeks’ notice but also documented how Kevin had treated me, and how profoundly disillusioning the experience had been. I didn’t expect anything to happen (Creative Lab’s HR person was a frazzled midlevel manager with no institutional gravitas whatsoever), but putting it all out there—on paper, into the machine—felt nevertheless powerful. At the very least, I figured, this would live in Kevin’s file forever. I doubted I could change the system or the Lab in any visible way. But for me it was a big deal to use my voice like this—especially after being told for a year that my voice was “not a culture fit.” 

         
         The HR rep, Christina, wrote back immediately, asking for a meeting to discuss what I’d shared. She offered to broker some
            sessions with Kevin to reconfigure my role. I was surprised by this (hadn’t Kevin outright said I needed to leave?) but also
            uninterested. I had no faith that anything could change, that I could refind my place. But the power of my Bard brand, I guess,
            still counted for something: I now assume that Andy and his creative directors—ever the fastidious managers of their own image—knew
            that the optics of my leaving after a year in the Lab were bad. Christina cajoled me to go back into the office, to keep going
            on my projects. I wouldn’t: my Bartleby the Scrivener moment, except instead of refusing to leave, I refused to enter the
            building altogether.
         

         
         People keep asking Kevin what happened to you and he’s just muttering nervously. It’s pretty funny to watch, a friend still in the Lab texted me.
         

         
         Oh, I’m sure it was. After a year of trying to become what the Lab expected, I’d given up, and some new side of myself was
            emerging—one with a stronger voice and a sense of personal sovereignty, one that was doing fine without a Google-issued sense
            of purpose and work validation. Finally, Christina suggested I take sixty days to look for a new role within Google; if nothing
            turned up, I’d be terminated.
         

         
         Sounds good, I typed back. I was okay with whatever happened.
         

         
         Not belonging at Creative Lab had protected me, somehow. Because I’d never been fully included, I’d been forced to stay a little outside, and that distance was like the air in Larry’s Mountain View building: It was maximum oxygenation; it sharpened the faculties. It gave me perspective, space to think, to write, to ask what I cared about—maybe for the first time.
         

         
         I ended things for good with Josh, who had a complete meltdown over it, showing up at my door, barraging me with texts, emails,
            and handwritten letters. Every time I chose not to reply, I felt a tiny bit more power and dignity pile up inside. I asked
            out an architect I met at a friend’s Christmas party named Shane. We stayed out late on our first date, and on our second,
            we biked all over Brooklyn and I told him about Scott. The grief, dislodged a little, could be spoken about without threatening
            my entire system, I guess. I spent tons of time with friends. I kept working on my novel project. I put together a portfolio
            of my work to start pitching for freelance gigs. I went to Amsterdam on a lark to visit Jen—a friend of Scott’s—someone who
            seemed to be inventing her own life, forging her own path.
         

         
         Somewhere in all of this I started to feel myself coming back online for the first time in years. I was a person, with or
            without Google. I liked the feeling; I liked myself.
         

         
         Before the end of the sixty-day period that Christina had granted me, I saw an email from a Google internal recruiter. YouTube
            was having trouble filling a position on the marketing team and they thought I’d be a great fit. Would I be interested in
            interviewing? Why not, I thought. Come what may; que será, será. The team and the job seemed friendly and low intensity, nothing like Creative Lab. When the offer came through, I sat with
            it, trying to root through and divine my true feelings. I’d been expecting to leave. Did I want the job or not? I hardly knew.
            The only thing that came through clearly was that I wasn’t quite ready to let Google go. Or at least, I wasn’t going to let
            Kevin and the Lab end it like this for me. I never said goodbye to Kevin or stepped foot in Creative Lab again.
         

         
         Months later, a former seatmate forwarded me a note Kevin had sent to the team:

         
         
            
               
                  From: Kevin Proudfoot

                  Subject: Where in the world is Claire Stapleton???

                  . . . Claire became Google-famous for her weekly TGIF emails—which probably more than anything else written internally or
                     externally captured the best version of the Google brand voice: human, geeky, honest. We were lucky to lure her into CL . . .
                     and lucky to have kept her as long as we did . . . It’s an awesome opportunity and the good news is it’s here in NY so we’ll
                     still get to see Claire around the building . . . I’m sure we’ll still be trying to steal her for projects for years to come!
                  

               

            

         
         A radioactive current of fury raced through me. I shut my laptop. This was what the Lab people did best: spin, obfuscate,
            make shit sound magical even when it was, you know, shit. Frame the story, protect the system. This was a new chapter now, I reminded myself, a fresh start. A new company, even: YouTube. My new manager was also named
            Kevin, though. I had to admit that wasn’t a great omen.
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            Chapter 10

         
         The second Kevin invited me to meet him in Paris for my first week on the job. Like me, he was based in New York (and blessedly,
            the YouTube office in Chelsea Market was across the street from the main Google building where Creative Lab was). Since he
            had a speaking gig in Germany, he decided to pop in to visit with the engineers and product team based in France and thought
            I could join him there. He called it an international summit, and I had a feeling this was a flex, a stretch (indeed it turned
            out that said “engineering and product team” was basically a single full-time engineer), but who cared? It was Paris.
         

         
         I was flexing, too: A couple of weeks before the trip, I spontaneously invited my new boyfriend, Shane, to come along. We
            flew out the weekend before I had to meet Kevin. I used Airbnb for the first time to rent the perfect Montmartre flat—I could
            hear an accordion waltz from the Amélie soundtrack as I tapped in the numbers of my Google credit card. The trip was only six weeks after our first date, but Shane
            and I were in deep. It was funny that I’d had the inclination and courage to ask him out after we’d briefly met at a party
            the previous Christmas (the first time I’d ever done that in my life) because he had such a handsome, mysterious mystique,
            central casting “smoldering artist.”
         

         
         Shane’s world was so different from mine—as an architect and a landscape painter, he experienced the world visually and was staunchly low-tech. He sketched everything. He spoke deliberately, took his time. I was all tech and texting and superfast communication, with little ability to slow down and appreciate or observe what was going on
            in the real world around me. And yet we recognized each other immediately and clicked right in, like a joint in a socket.
            We invited each other into our respective worlds, while building one together.
         

         
         It was the perfect March weekend in Paris: still a little cold but starting to bloom, unmistakably early spring, a new chapter.
            We walked all over the city, declaring our love, solidifying what I already pretty much knew: This was it.
         

         
         

         Google’s French HQ at 8 rue de Londres, right in the centre de la ville, was beautiful, stately, a historic nineteenth-century Haussmann building that looked like a museum, or a mini château. I’d
            never been to a Google office outside the US, and it was both foreign and familiar, a pleasant sensation amplified by the
            jet lag, thrill of new love, and being very far away from Creative Lab. There was an old sixties Citroën car in the lobby.
            Wine was offered in the cafeteria at lunch. The toilets had a view of the Eiffel Tower. But by the end of the day, it was
            mostly all the same: whiteboards, huge rows of desks and monitors, a blur of T-shirted guys with glassy eyes and energy drink
            cans, the soft Parisian sunlight drowned out by fluorescents.
         

         
         Kevin said the purpose of the Paris trip was so I could hit the ground running. But the first week was barely a stroll. We had two meetings, three tops, with the singular engineer and some Parisian product managers, and the rest of the time, Kevin instructed me to poke around YouTube and the “internet in general,” of which I was already an avid consumer. The first order of business for me, though, was trying to figure out what this job was. Kevin and I were called “curation strategy managers,” but that didn’t really help. YouTube was not a curated place: It was wild, endless, untamable. In earlier eras, the site had more “home page editorial,” dedicated sections where editors chose interesting, creative things from the community to spotlight. But YouTube, now owned by Google, had long since learned that algorithms could do a better job picking videos to squeeze the longest “total watch time” out of every user. 

         
         As best as I could understand it, we were there to add some human component to the algorithm, help shape it with our knowledge
            and insights about what made for good content. Our shared project with engineering was named “Man and Machine” and it was
            basically an infinite, computer-generated playlist. The machine scrounged the site, surfacing the most popular stuff and filtering
            out anything risqué, then we topped it up, adding anything the machine might have missed. Kevin directed me off YouTube, to
            Twitter, Reddit, Digg, to see what YouTube videos were popping into the zeitgeist that day. It was genuinely hard to find
            something that the machine had missed. Everything I lobbed in there felt unnecessary—take it or leave it.
         

         
         Kevin had nevertheless seen opportunity in this role and had recently renamed the team “Culture and Trends,” CaTs for short,
            an obvious nod to one of YouTube’s bread-and-butter viral video categories, though it was less obvious what it meant: It could
            be anything or nothing. He was new to managing a team—he was only a year older than me, and we were on the same “rung” in
            the corporate hierarchy. He was from Florida and had major showbiz energy. I was fascinated by his uniform of a plaid button-down,
            skinny jeans, and bright Nike high-tops; he looked like he was playing a tech bro in a Broadway musical. He’d come to YouTube
            from media, where he was a staffer at sites like The Huffington Post and Mediabistro—where the job was essentially to wrap the internet up and resell it to itself. He said he’d invented the
            “supercut” format—a claim impossible to verify and yet completely on-brand.
         

         
         The year before I started, Kevin had given a TED Talk called “Why Videos Go Viral” that garnered a lot of attention from YouTube management and was settling into a regular gig as a company spokesman. He was a deft summarizer of internet memes and phenomena—“Gangnam Style,” keyboard cat, “Charlie bit my finger,” YouTube’s oldest, least controversial hits. Kevin was telegenic, with dimples, a wide grin, and a confident, know-it-all way of talking about internet trends. In 2014, his “State of YouTube” reports felt fresh enough to the wide swaths of the population, particularly the older, less online generations he reached with appearances on Today. Then he layered some simple YouTube propaganda on top of it. His main talking point was “YouTube is changing the world”;
            he was writing a book proposal about it. He built his narrative by stringing together crazy outlier examples: the stay-at-home
            Salt Lake City mom who started uploading complicated hair-braiding tutorials and stumbled into a multimillion-dollar business;
            the guy in Africa who taught himself javelin from YouTube videos, which later won him an Olympic gold.
         

         
         Everything about these cataclysmic changes to society was positive, of course—nothing else to see here, no downsides to consider
            or discuss, even as they were clearly mounting—first on the fringes, now coming to the center. One of the first “trends” he
            briefed me on was dubbed “Elsagate,” in which a series of videos produced for children—and labeled as “OK for ages 1–5” by
            the algorithm—featured beloved characters in bizarre and obscene scenes, like the Paw Patrol crew being burned alive, Elsa
            having her teeth pulled out one by one by a sadistic dentist, Spider-Man and Elsa in bed. No further action was needed on
            our part—we should try to avoid spotlighting Frozen trends for a while, I was told.
         

         
         My initial skepticism around the job didn’t dissipate when I was back in New York. It deepened. Kevin had a sizable team: a funny, quirky band of misfits, the kind of culture-vulture nerds who in another era would’ve worked in a record or video store. They could always recommend a YouTube video, something rare, something delightful: poignant stop-motion, a kid beautifully covering an old song, a perfect slapstick moment. They made me appreciate—even fall in love with—YouTube and its endless museum of human creativity. 

         
         Most of the staff curators were contractors, red badges, with no path to being converted to full-time. Google typically had
            time limits on this kind of contract gig, but YouTube marketing had found a workaround by having these workers classified
            as “vendors,” employees of an external agency (most of which were set up to provide this service to Google), but we all sat
            together, did the same work, ate the same snacks. I asked Kevin what was up with these interminable contractors—it seemed
            so obviously unfair.
         

         
         “Yeah . . . so-and-so’s not gonna get converted—no chance.”

         
         “Why not?” This wasn’t about academic prestige: Google had long since relaxed its Ivy League recruiting obsession—Kevin, for
            example, had gone to Boston College, a fine school but no Harvard.
         

         
         “They’re not, um, the type that would get through hiring,” he said vaguely. He was encapsulating some truth about what Google
            had become: It didn’t really matter how well you could do any particular task. What mattered was the story you could tell
            about the work—and how you wove and wielded that story within the org. God, I was tired of the limited ways Google assessed
            people’s value.
         

         
         I was immediately given some responsibility over a page of the website called the Spotlight channel. It was difficult to reach—it
            had once had a prominent button on the home page but was buried as it competed with bigger, more moneymaking priorities like
            YouTube’s music or gaming channels—but still it garnered a fair amount of global traffic, mostly short, involuntary visits,
            people finding themselves there and scurrying off elsewhere. The Spotlight channel consisted of about ten shelves—playlists—that
            highlighted popular stuff on YouTube. There was one shelf devoted to tear-jerking videos, one for music, cute animals, and
            more. It was very minimal work to maintain, requiring me to pop in a new video every day or so. Each shelf had a line of copy
            to introduce it, and I asked Kevin if I could get creative with it.
         

         
         “No, no. Keep it very straight,” he told me. “It should sound like a computer generated it.”

         
         YouTube was in the midst of a big legal battle with Viacom, he explained, and it needed to operate as neutrally as possible,
            avoiding the appearance that we privileged some content over others—except if an advertiser was paying for it.
         

         
         I’d had my share of dehumanizing experiences as a writer at Google, but this was a new one: I had to literally dehumanize
            my writing. So, in my downtime, and with my new video knowledge, I started an unmistakably written-by-a-human newsletter called
            “Down the Tube,” a list of links I chose to capture some of YouTube’s magic, the stuff I found compelling on the site. The
            Bard of YouTube, unbound. While YouTube was mostly in a phase of “grow and glow,” I was interested in reckoning with the complexity,
            not just the sewn-up pumped-up happy narrative of what these technologies were. This wasn’t official YouTube work—it was pure
            in that way—only for fun, for the sense of meaning when everything else I was doing felt meaningless. I sent it to friends
            on Friday evenings—TGIF 2.0—and it grew organically, up to a couple thousand, after someone in Mountain View posted it to
            one of the miscellaneous lists.
         

         
         Missed you Bard, a stranger wrote back to one edition.
         

         
         I never mentioned any of this to Kevin.

         
         I wasn’t the only one wondering WTF is this team? Everyone seemed resigned to the fact that nothing we did really mattered. By way of introducing himself, my counterpart in
            London, an acerbic bloke named Jamie, Gchatted me a link to an essay by an anthropologist named David Graeber called “On Bullshit
            Jobs” about the rise of pointless office work in late capitalism. I read it twice at my desk, open-mouthed, then left the
            tab open in my browser for weeks.
         

         
         “A bullshit job,” Graeber wrote, “is a form of paid employment that is so completely pointless, unnecessary, or pernicious that even the employee cannot justify its existence even though, as part of the conditions of employment, the employee feels obliged to pretend that this is not the case.” 

         
         “Bit nail on the head, innit?” Jamie said. Yeah, why was I being paid $200,000 a year to do this “job” while the people who kept society humming, like nurses and teachers and garbage
            collectors, barely scraped by? At nearly thirty, thanks to the Kevins and Jamie, I had the stirrings of some brand-new political
            consciousness.
         

         
         Graeber encapsulated exactly what I was struggling with: the soul injury, or moral injury, of knowing your work doesn’t matter.
            It was the pretending that killed me—or maybe it was more constantly being told by Kevin it was so important—it was like we
            were in alternate realities. Whereas I was dumbfounded at how many of us were kicking around on the CaTs team, taking long
            lunches, disappearing to the gym for hours, Kevin regularly complained he wasn’t given enough head count or budget. My relationship
            with him was unrecognizable from the kind of relationship I had with Kevin 1 or bosses prior, though: I had no trouble voicing
            that our team needed structure and goals, real ones, measurable stuff. His answers never satisfied me. Our team’s real goal
            was to grow our influence in the org, he’d say. “Just get out there and offer your opinions, your insights, your knowledge
            of video.” To whom? All his suggestions seemed to add more bullshit work to the pile.
         

         
         The Kevin 2 era was brief. In the fall, six months into the job, all the (full-time) members of the New York team were invited
            to have a one-on-one with the head of YouTube marketing, Danielle Tiedt, when she passed through for a visit.
         

         
         Danielle was an icy, imperious blonde with an asymmetrical haircut—Tilda Swinton in an Anthropologie wardrobe. She’d come from Microsoft, and her vibe was unmistakably corporate, softened by a bit of Pacific Northwest crunch. She seemed like a straight shooter, a leader who wouldn’t want her ranks to be bloated with fake work, so when she asked me how I was liking my new job, I went for it. I was honest but diplomatic in my assessment of what was happening with CaTs, that the goals and the output of the team didn’t seem to add up to much of anything. She furrowed her brow, perceptibly troubled. 

         
         “I’m going to look into this,” she said, jotting a note on a legal pad. She gazed into my eyes so intently I was a little
            scared.
         

         
         “Thank you for your honesty,” she said. “It’s really important to me that people in my org feel they can speak up.”

         
         A few weeks later, probably as a result of that conversation—though no one ever said as much—I was approached about taking
            a different job on the marketing team. YouTube’s social media manager was leaving abruptly to go launch a career as an LGBTQ+/mental
            health activist/influencer (it was a very 2014 career pivot). Danielle thought I might like to do his job instead. My sure, why not approach to managing my Google career was still carrying me along.
         

         
         Kevin was upset when I told him I was leaving his team (the higher-ups hadn’t looped him in). He launched into an impassioned
            speech about how meaningful our work was, how much more strategic it was than anything happening in social. I mostly listened,
            repeating that my mind was made up. I left the meeting feeling sure I’d made the right call—despite the frustration, I was
            back in the world of women, where common sense trumped ego. I wanted to believe he was a bug, not a feature, of this team.
            But how wrong I was.
         

         
         

         My new boss was a British woman named Marion based at YouTube headquarters in San Bruno. She was about to go out on maternity
            leave, so I flew out to San Francisco to meet her. If someone could have told me then that five years later this woman would
            be the architect of my ouster from Google, or that we’d find ourselves in an epic conflict that played out in the press, I
            would’ve said there must have been a mistake, maybe you’re thinking of an alt-universe timeline. She was so utterly anodyne,
            it would have been inconceivable.
         

         
         We ate lunch on the sunny patio at YouTube HQ. I’d just gotten off the plane from New York and felt very out of place in my black Chelsea boots and pasty skin—it was like I was a foreigner now, even though I’d grown up an hour away. Marion looked right at home, though, with her loud blond highlights and enormous sunglasses—an English country girl gone California. She mumbled as she talked, and it was a lot of word salad, heavy jargon. I had to strain to catch the meaning and found myself missing Kevin’s crisp theater-kid diction. Her title was global lead of CRM (“customer relationship management,” an antiquated corporate term she’d brought with her from her last job at American Express), but her fiefdom then was tiny: She managed a weekly, algorithmically generated email that went out to people who’d created a YouTube account and probably forgot to uncheck a box. I never once saw this email, and eventually it went away. The more exciting bit in her portfolio, however, was what I’d been tasked with managing: YouTube’s social media presence, which was at that point a handful of tweets and Facebook posts a day, written and posted by an agency at arm’s length. 

         
         “There’s a lot of opportunity there,” she said during our lunch, because “YouTube is the biggest brand in the world on social.”

         
         I would hear Marion say YouTube was the biggest brand in the world on social at least a thousand times in the next five years.
            It was technically true, but also more or less meaningless: YouTube’s profile had been in the sign-up flow for Twitter for
            years, it had tens of millions of followers, up there with Taylor Swift and Barack Obama (that our engagement—or the number
            of people who interacted with our post—was bottom drawer, like 0.0001 percent of the followers, was something we could “shhh”
            away to the executives). But social media was emerging as a major discipline within marketing, something the executives of
            the company didn’t really understand but understood was crucial to the “YouTube generation.”
         

         
         I left the lunch with little impression of her. Later I googled her and found nothing: a shell of a LinkedIn profile, a Twitter
            account with the old egg avatar and no tweets. It was like she existed only within the walls of Google.
         

         
         All the fumbles and shift-arounds of finding my footing at YouTube did nothing to slow the roll of my life outside Google—or, my real life, as I now thought of it, not feeling Google fused my whole identity together anymore. The summer before I met Shane,
            knowing that I was deep in crisis at Creative Lab and in general, my mom asked her catsitter/spiritualist/friend Anna to pull
            some tarot cards and get a read on when things would look up for me. My mom called me excitedly to relay the gist: Anna had
            seen a man with a blue boat in my future. Great, another WASP coming my way! I joked to my tiny, tenacious, go-getter friend Lisa (and anyway, I wasn’t looking for a white knight—I wanted a good job,
            and not to feel so horrible about myself all the time). We went out that weekend to a bar and met a cute blond guy, but she
            ended up with his number (that tiny go-getter tenacity at work).
         

         
         “I’m so sorry to tell you,” she reported after they went out, “he has a boat. Sorry. I took your boat guy!”

         
         We had a laugh—Oh well!—she said he was a dud, anyway.
         

         
         I completely forgot about this prophecy until the next summer, when Shane invited me to his family’s place in Canada in the
            Bay of Fundy for my twenty-ninth birthday. We went on a sunset cruise on a whaler, sipping a gin cocktail we’d invented on
            the trip—we dubbed it the “Grumpy Puffin”—sloshing out of our glasses. We stopped for a minute in the middle of the bay, whales
            spouting around, and to my complete surprise, he proposed with his grandmother’s ring. I said yes immediately. We’d known
            each other for only seven months and had only recently agreed that I’d move into his place in Bed-Stuy when my lease was up
            the following month. It was a huge leap of faith. It felt completely right. I snapped a picture of Shane tying the little
            whaler back on the dock to capture this momentous moment. Only later did I notice the interior of the boat, the whole thing
            from bow to stern, was painted bright cerulean. There was some real magic happening in my life, and it had nothing to do with
            Google at all.
         

         
         

         Back at YouTube in New York, I slipped easily into my new role on the social team. The work was thankfully more tangible than CaTs: There were posts to write, review, and push out every day. We emphasized voice; it was all about sounding “hip with the kids,” a trillion-dollar corporation trying to pass as a person, slipping unnoticed into the bloodstream of the internet. I spent every Wednesday conferring on posts and our “editorial calendar” at the Brooklyn office of our agency, Big Spaceship, which was a refreshing culture shock—I don’t think I realized how stifling all the years swimming in the sea of ladder climbers, high achievers, and good girls had been for me. We had an enormous team there—a dozen or so people, and it was growing all the time as our budget expanded (Marion, I would soon learn, had a savant’s gift for extracting head count and dollars; empire expansion was her corporate superpower). They were young and cool and culturally attuned. They knew everything about video. Their creativity had a kind of cleanliness to it—quick, intuitive, unsullied by internal politics. They were very, very good. And unlike those of us “in-house,” who spent our days neatly packaging up the work, they actually did the work.
         

         
         When Marion returned from maternity leave, she was a constant presence on the video screen in the office, like a vlogging
            personality. Her husband’s job was in North Carolina, so for the next year, she spent the entire day toggling from one video
            conference to the next in an empty guest room of her house—white walls and a bare, pillowless bed. Only once we saw her baby—brought
            in, then whisked away by an older Black woman in a uniform, the nanny. It looked to me like a punishing life. But from all
            my years working for women at Google, I knew how this worked—the pregnancies and the babies were footnotes and afterthoughts,
            no real barrier to the hustle and grind of one’s corporate career.
         

         
         Marion and I would’ve never been friends outside of work—in fact, it was unclear she had any friends, and no one ever met her husband, either, a blond Swiss start-up exec named “Heinz,” who seemed to change jobs every five minutes—but we clicked into an easy manager/report symbiosis. She had an idea that we (meaning me) should write a “megadeck” explaining our social media strategy and socialize it (pun unfortunately intended) within the org and to higher-ups. It took months, but out it came: a presentation more than one hundred pages defining YouTube’s social media strategy in painstaking detail. We had little in the way of measurable business goals—despite our seventy million followers on Twitter, tweets drove negligible traffic back to YouTube, and platforms like Instagram drove no traffic at all, and I would describe the bulk of our engagement as “bot-driven”—but I framed the work with passion and purpose. The jargon flowed from me with ease. We were the voice of the brand, “driving love and building trust with our community” and “shaping the daily conversation around YouTube.” When it was time to come up with one single mission statement for the work—for Marion’s team—I cribbed from Creative Lab and Larry Page, my whole career building to this moment: We remind the world what it loves about YouTube.

         
         Marion was thrilled. “It’s brilliant,” she said, and went to work, shopping it up the chain to establish her team (mainly herself) as critical, influential, central
            to YouTube’s brand. And it really worked. Marion and I became gatekeepers with a certain kind of power. We might not own YouTube’s
            means of production, per se, but we owned something arguably more powerful in the corporate moment: the means of promotion.
            Now everyone at YouTube was asking our team to boost their initiatives: new product features, partnerships, channels, shows.
            Can we get a tweet? emails clogged my inbox every day. Despite the bullshit, there was something profound and existential about running the social media channels for YouTube—what we selected, how we presented the company, how we navigated controversies in the community, how we talked, what we said. And Marion made sure everyone knew this. Marion might have been a more “behind the scenes” person than Kevin, but she was formidable at wielding the work for more influence and power. Sure, she was wielding my work, but whatever, I was rewarded, too—I was promoted straight after the successful production of the “megadeck.” After
            my harrowing, rootless year at Creative Lab, I was happy to be useful and needed, a certified “culture fit.”
         

         
         Marion’s team doubled. The year after, it tripled. A work friend would later describe Google’s bloated, corporate marketing
            culture as having two types of people: box makers and box tickers. In other words, people who made the to-do lists, and people
            who followed in their wake, closing them out one by one. Marion was a box maker, of course, but she elevated the form. She
            was a box architect. Her boxes were an entire cottage industry. She had agencies for everything: events, insights, data, quant
            guys to run the numbers on everything we did. There was an amiable woman in DC who did Marion’s custom cupcake and swag orders
            for influencer events.
         

         
         You might be asking: Where did all the money come from? How did she justify it? I never fully knew myself. But she was way better at playing this game than Kevin 2. The more important you could position
            the work, the more resources you could be assigned. But then you had to use those resources to argue for more the next year.
            Early on in our time working together, I’d come up with some “brand activation” to promote a new YouTube show that wouldn’t
            cost us anything, it was a pure viral social media stunt. Marion pushed me to do an event, too, so we could spend the money.
            But I don’t think we really need that, I told her—it won’t have as much impact.
         

         
         “You don’t get a gold star for coming in under budget,” she said, and that was that.

         
         I can’t remember anything about the event, only the inevitable tableau: an endless flat of YouTube-branded cupcakes, the logo
            piped in neat red icing, sugar as far as the eye could see.
         

         
         Marion doing all this game-playing meant I didn’t really have to; my role and responsibilities grew without much effort on my part. I was firmly, inveterately a box ticker, never a maker, but I was a unique one. My feedback from her always gushed about my innate grasp of the community: “No one knows the voice better than Claire,” Marion said so often that the higher-ups started to say it, too. My ability to keep my finger on the pulse was also an asset—even just knowing the names and faces of YouTube’s breakout creator class—since Marion and the rest of the executives couldn’t seem to do this themselves. 

         
         It was a twist on the TGIF prep of yore. Back then, I’d scanned internal forums and comment threads, distilling the company’s
            mood into tidy talking points for the founders. Now I was scanning the internet itself, and Marion—very shades of Rachel—had
            engineered my next evolution: I started to ghostwrite the tweets of the latest CEO, a longtime Googler named Susan Wojcicki.
            Her voice was earnest and corporate, a mom enthusiastic about YouTube creators and new product features. I emulated her easily.
            Even though we didn’t know each other beyond email, she eventually had her assistant give me her password so I could post
            the tweets myself, no editing. There was no satisfaction here in a job well done—a voice well nailed—because, well, there
            was no voice. It was so devoid of life, meaning. I knew that part of the trade-off in getting as far as Susan had—at least
            as a woman—meant you had no voice of your own. You were just an extension of the corporation.
         

         
         

         In October 2015, Shane and I got married in the backyard of my parents’ new house in Santa Barbara. My parents paid for everything
            and basically planned it all. I didn’t mind—I was so busy with work, and far away in Brooklyn, and they did a beautiful job
            with it. It bothered Shane, though, the modern architect/aesthete who occasionally clashed with my parents’ more traditional
            taste and proclivities. Pam had really wanted us to do a New York Times wedding announcement, and Shane was adamant against it, finding it cringe and old-fashioned, not “us.”
         

         
         “What do you think?” he asked me.

         
         I didn’t know. I only knew how to scan around and see what other people wanted. My mom had argued that our family had had so little to celebrate—to broadcast—since Scott’s death, and so it would be meaningful for her to put this news in the paper of record. I had to admit to Shane that if not for his strong opinion, I would’ve gone with it. I saw her point, and I hated to let people down. I was so used to following strong people’s leads. But that instinct was shifting a little. Shane and I went to Japan on our honeymoon, and as we walked miles and miles a day, we debriefed it all. What did I care about? How did I want to use my real, actual voice (not my corporate voice-changer mechanism)? I was maybe ready to grow up and make people mad. 

         
         

         Back at work, YouTube was getting more complicated. The issues and controversies were stacking up quickly, and they were all
            interconnected: content monetization, content moderation, creator culture, brand safety, competition. This was the year leading
            up to Trump’s 2016 election, so the political climate was becoming charged, too, and along with it, more scrutiny about the
            role and responsibility of tech companies. Were they good? It was no longer a given. In fact, it was starting to seem like
            the opposite. YouTube played a huge role in Gamergate, the online harassment campaign against a couple of prominent female
            game developers that was a cultural flashpoint (Steve Bannon, Donald Trump’s former White House strategist, has since admitted
            he used Gamergate as a way to recruit disaffected young men into Trump’s campaign). Hard-right channels had always been a
            staple of the platform, but now they were growing bigger, becoming mainstream, pushing the boundaries of what kinds of talk
            was acceptable. There were child-safety issues, too: The New York Times reported that networks of pedophiles were helping one another find videos of partially dressed kids through YouTube’s comments
            section. How much was YouTube supposed to police its content?
         

         
         Management didn’t seem to be able to decide. But they did conclude the company needed to update its mission statement and values. It was an arduous process that went on and on through hundreds of iterations, touched by hundreds of people. When they finally unveiled it at an all-hands meeting, Susan stumbled over the words. It was so clunky. 

         
         Our mission is to give everyone a voice and show them the world. We believe that everyone deserves to have a voice, and that
               the world is a better place when we listen, share and build community through our stories.

         
         I thought I’d seen a lot of corporate bloat, waste, and groupthink before, but this was particularly depressing: meaninglessness
            dressed up and trotted out as meaning.
         

         
         

         Given Marion’s and my standing within the org, we were brought into the marketing power center: brand marketing. The previous
            couple of years, YouTube had done some splashy, traditional campaigns—they’d covered the New York City subways with pictures
            of YouTube’s biggest channels, to demonstrate that YouTube was where the new stars were. But now Instagram, Twitter, and Snapchat
            were where all the other big brands were spending ad dollars and reaching millennials and the coveted Gen Z audience.
         

         
         YouTube’s brand marketing consisted of a bunch of “brand moments” throughout the year. Pride, for example, or Black History
            Month, in which we would pour a ton of money and creative agency hours into creating ultimately forgettable hashtag campaigns,
            playlists, and videos no one in the world ever watched. But nevertheless every year the department swirled around these calendar
            events and obsessed over the concepts, trying to keep it all fresh and relevant, reporting back how big of a splash we’d made,
            how innovative we’d been, no matter how much that challenged the reality.
         

         
         My leadership within the marketing team began to grow—managing people, running campaigns, overseeing the relationship with Big Spaceship, the Brooklyn creative agency that strategized, generated, and posted all the work that we packaged and took credit for internally. But the step-up to management felt occasionally confusing and fraught. 

         
         The head of brand marketing was a woman named Marly. She came from a long career in sales at ESPN—no traditional marketing
            background—but she’d become close friends with Danielle, our CMO, and Danielle had found her a home at Google. It was hard
            to imagine Danielle having personal friends—her aura was scary, though I don’t know, she also seemed like the Valley type
            who’d enjoy Burning Man. But Marly and Danielle clearly did have a bond, and in the org that relationship carried real weight.
         

         
         “Marly and Danielle are like this,” people would say, twisting their index and middle fingers around each other.
         

         
         Marly called herself an “ideas person.” Her online bio described her as “hyper-creative” and a “visionary leader.” She certainly
            looked creative—she wore floaty block-printed dresses, jingly stacks of gold jewelry, the occasional sparkly headpiece. She
            had tons of ideas and enthusiasm, but her ideas were often more like a sparkly headpiece than practical or actionable. She’d
            rush over to me with something like “I had an idea for promoting [insert new product feature]. Snapchat filters!”
         

         
         I’d try to pull the thread—what did she mean exactly?—and she’d say, “Oh, I don’t know. . . . Maybe some cool artists make
            filters for us?”
         

         
         Translating her broad sparks of inspiration into the universe of corporate tweets and campaigns always made me feel like the
            resident buzzkill, and when she gave feedback to our agency partners, they, too, worked diligently to interpret whatever she
            was reaching for.
         

         
         She and Marion were oil and water. Marly was all feelings, vibes, gut; Marion was more structure, data, spreadsheets. Their
            teams overlapped in fuzzy ways—brand, comms, creative—so their worlds and egos collided constantly. Marly floated big, ambiguous
            ideas; Marion needed clear strategy and ownership. I often triangulated them, translating one side’s language to the other’s,
            half border patrol, half interpreter.
         

         
         Marly looped me into a big idea she’d had for a YouTube magazine. High-end “corporate editorial” was a bit of a trend—Apple put out a gorgeous hardcover coffee-table book that year; Airbnb was selling a glossy travel magazine. Marly’s thought was that we could distribute this to “key opinion formers,” or “kofs” (this was new corporate jargon and could mean anything from lobbyists to journalists to “the UN,” and crucially it couldn’t be measured) to demonstrate the cultural power of YouTube. It definitely appealed to the vanity of YouTube execs, and a nostalgic sense for what had currency and value in the culture—magazines.
         

         
         She secured a big budget, and she recruited me and someone from Kevin’s team, a cool LA-based curator named Andrew Bangs,
            to help her make it happen. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get involved—I knew the project was headed for epic levels of delusional
            grandeur and chaos. But Marion gave it the green light—in fact, she seemed to really want me to do it. At the time, I thought
            she was motivated by a desire to have more peace and harmony between the teams. Looking back, I’m convinced it was part of
            a larger game of power trip 4D chess as Marion set her eyes on Marly’s turf—me deployed as a Trojan horse, or a spy.
         

         
         Marly took Bangs and me to London to meet with the painfully hip and expensive British creative agency that was making the
            magazine for us. Once we’d wrapped the meetings, we went to a high-end pub for dinner. The conversation turned to our team’s
            characters and dysfunctions. I let my guard down after a glass or two of wine and dished my truth about Kevin 2’s team, how
            depressing it had been, and further depressing to see him continue to rise the ranks—he’d recently been promoted. (So had
            the original Kevin from Creative Lab—he’d become a vice president, a herculean, generational wealth-making feat at Google,
            which had sent an electric current of fury through my body—had no one read his file, where I’d excoriated his management?!)
         

         
         Marly zeroed in on me, moving her mouth in an imperceptible, knowing expression. “You should be really careful how you use your voice, Claire,” she said. “You almost really messed things up for Kevin a few years ago,” referring, I knew, to how I’d told Danielle as much. That sobered me and shut me up. I didn’t even want to open my mouth to take another sip of wine. 

         
         I more or less lost track of the magazine after that. It dissolved into the background hum of a thousand other corporate priorities.
            I think they took a few copies to Sundance, probably pressed them into the hands of some vaguely defined “kofs.” One afternoon
            months and months later, I literally tripped over a box of them in the office. They were shrink-wrapped, heavy, expensive.
            It felt like the only time the magazine made actual contact with reality.
         

         
         I received another warning from Marly a few months later, when she crashed my weekly social planning meeting. By then the
            operation had grown large enough that I regularly convened the team and our agencies to review the editorial calendar the
            way a newsroom would, treating our Twitter and Instagram feeds like an actual publication instead of a chaotic stream of disconnected
            promotional posts.
         

         
         She swept in like a hurricane, rattling off a list of things she needed put out within the next couple of weeks: a partnership
            she was trying to land with Vice—the once-scrappy, now-venture-backed hipster empire that had built a brand on war zones, drugs, and ironic detachment—around
            a counterterrorism series; a rushed, last-minute Pride campaign.
         

         
         “I need these big and hashtaggy,” she said, casually off-loading the work of figuring out what that meant—and how to make
            it coherent—onto us. There was no real strategy, no clear messaging. Just: “Danielle agreed they’re top priority.”
         

         
         I pushed back. Our calendar was already full of other corporate “top priorities”: the launch of YouTube Red, a new paid subscription
            tier, plus a slate of bad teen comedies YouTube had produced over the past year—projects that, despite enormous production
            and promotion budgets, never came close to the view counts of the low- or no-budget videos the biggest creators posted every
            day.
         

         
         “We’re pushed to the brim here,” I said, calm but firm. “Pick one thing you want us to focus on, and we’ll do it.”

         
         She left the meeting red-faced.

         
         Marion pinged me straight after. I heard you were incredibly aggressive in a meeting just now. Careful there, Claire. Let’s see what we can do to accommodate.

         
         Hey, I thought I was the buffer and border patrol between Marion and Marly: Why did it feel like they were teamed up against
            me?
         

         
         I bitched about it to my friend Lisa on Gchat straight after.

         
         I’m trying to imagine you “incredibly aggressive,” she said. I’ve literally never seen you aggress over anything in your life.

         
         I wrote back: So ironic because I was just in my performance review and my feedback was that I was TOO AMENABLE to other people’s bad opinions,
               that I roll over too easily. Literally how should a person be?

         
         But still, my career was on an upward swing, the winds of corporate power moves amplifying my voice. Some victory in the turf
            war behind the scenes with Marly, Marion was setting our team—me, mainly—up to lead brand campaigns. That summer I was put
            in charge of coming up with a big-budget brand campaign for the 2016 US presidential election. All the top brass at Google/YouTube
            were freaked out by the Hillary versus Trump matchup. Susan openly expressed her support for Hillary and hosted events and
            donated millions. No one outright said that we wanted to put so much behind a corporate get-out-the-vote campaign to tip the
            scales, but it was implied that if we could boost youth turnout, the Democrats would do better.
         

         
         I worked feverishly with Big Spaceship on it for months. We called it #VoteIRL, and we tapped tons of the platform’s biggest stars to encourage their audiences to take a minute to register to vote. This was maybe the peak work experience I’d ever had. It was tangible, big scale, creative, collaborative. Obama made a #VoteIRL video. There was a ton of corporate bureaucracy and managing up and recaps, but I was organized, clear-thinking, and in command. Finally, it didn’t feel like bullshit, it felt like maybe we could make a difference. I was empowered, literally—the higher-ups granted me this power. They never let me forget it. They gave me a big bonus and an internal award for the campaign. 

         
         I focused on building my team with people I loved to collaborate and be creative with—finally an experience of “managing”
            I kind of liked. Camaraderie, figuring it out together, laughing at the bullshit. I handed our Instagram over to Hunter, a
            young, magnetic art director I’d hired who upleveled the hell out of our visuals and brand voice. He ran the account like
            it was MTV in the early aughts—spotlighting the most relevant, diverse, global creators and making it feel like the height
            of youth and pop culture. It was a lean, almost rogue operation that ended up breaking our social engagement records and adding
            fifteen million followers.
         

         
         Higher-ups like Danielle appreciated what we were doing. But it wasn’t the department’s official idea of success, which was
            all about “kofs” and boosting the latest product priorities—things like YouTube Red, which our audience barely cared about.
            I knew this wasn’t the kind of work that would get me promoted. But my own definition of doing good work, at YouTube or anywhere
            else, was becoming clearer, and I leaned into it.
         

         
         Meanwhile, I was diving headfirst into a new season of life. Right before Trump was elected, I found out I was pregnant. I
            told Marion immediately, since she was pregnant, too. She went out on her second maternity leave just as I was hitting my
            second trimester. My pregnancy was an afterthought, though, given the maelstrom I was in: I was designated as Marion’s “cover”—managing
            her team, sitting in the leads meeting with Danielle. It was like I was trying on being an executive, and it didn’t fit at
            all—or, rather, I didn’t like what I was seeing. The departmental leads were both catty and incompetent (we were wading into
            Hollywood turf, starting to develop, acquire, and market movies with YouTube Originals, and it was a complete disaster, each
            project a bigger, more expensive flop than the last).
         

         
         For the first time I sat in on a “calibration” session, where Danielle and her leads compared notes and settled on performance ratings. The process felt surprisingly subjective. At one point they discussed a guy on Kevin 2’s team whom I genuinely admired—I thought he did thoughtful, steady work. He wasn’t flashy or particularly self-promotional, and Kevin described him in a paternal tone. “Yeah, he really needs to work on his professional skills and how he presents himself.” 

         
         I remember blinking at that. To me, he was one of the more competent people in the group. He just didn’t package himself the
            way others did. By then I understood that people’s trajectories often hinged on how much their manager championed them. I’d
            experienced both sides of that equation—less fortunate with someone like Kevin 1, more supported under Marion. Still, seeing
            it play out so plainly unsettled me.
         

         
         I considered speaking up, offering a counterweight to Kevin’s framing. But I hesitated; I didn’t want to make any waves. Instead
            I stayed quiet, feeling a slow internal pressure build. Where was my voice in moments like this? I spent my days ghostwriting
            it for executives, translating it for department heads, smoothing it between competing egos. It sometimes felt as though my
            voice had been subcontracted to everyone else, and whatever remained was beginning to strain against the leash.
         

         
         Most people I knew at Google were crushed and shocked by Trump winning the election. Footage leaked to Breitbart of a TGIF where Larry and Sergey openly expressed their dismay: “Myself as an immigrant and a refugee, I certainly find the selection deeply offensive, and I know many of you do, too,” Sergey said. “I think it’s a very stressful time and conflicts with many of our values.” Later he and Larry seemed to imply they were worried their technologies—especially YouTube—had played a role in the election. (Sergey came around within a couple years—he’s become a fixture at Mar-a-Lago, attends Trump’s tech meetings at the White House, and after a couple of divorces, he found himself—here’s a Trump quote—“a gorgeous MAGA girlfriend.” So right-wing Twitter needn’t have worried—Silicon Valley always comes around to whoever’s winning.) 

         
         I went to the Women’s March in DC with Shane and friends. Baby’s first protest, my Instagram caption read, my bump under my heavy winter coat. This was all aligned with my corporate life, for now—all
            the pussy hats and bitching about Donald Trump was remote from tech, in a way, not threatening to it. We were standing up
            and using our voices for change in the right ways—corporate-sanctioned ways. Women in tech were starting to talk more about
            the culture, though. There was a big headline-grabbing sexual harassment story at Uber, which Susan addressed at a staff meeting.
            She was adamant that YouTube’s culture be different, that women had equal treatment, were safe from harassment (in that same
            meeting, she later blushed and gushed about sitting at Harvey Weinstein’s table at the Oscars the previous weekend—this was
            a few months before the start of #MeToo).
         

         
         There were mixed messages everywhere. Danielle asked me to lead YouTube’s International Women’s Day campaign. Her initial
            brief was invigorating—a rallying cry. Women’s rights were under siege, she said. A new movement was rising. This was a moment
            to take a bold stand and make YouTube’s support for women crystal clear.
         

         
         The team at Big Spaceship and I dove in. The Women’s March imagery became our anchor—an unmistakable symbol of the cultural
            moment, making it clear where we stood as a company.
         

         
         We presented some early concepts to Danielle. She recoiled immediately, puckering her face in disgust as if she’d had amnesia
            about sending us in this direction. “It’s all wrong,” she said. We need to make the message neutral, she directed, we need
            to appeal to Midwest moms, to conservatives.
         

         
         I knew watering down our stance would make it meaningless. Demoralized but trudging on, we came up with a milquetoast, forgettable, down-the-middle concept we called #HerVoiceIsMyVoice. We made a mash-up video of clips from around YouTube of female vloggers with gauzy aspirations: Let’s celebrate how awesome women are. Women can do anything! We cut a clip of Hillary Clinton quipping about Donald Trump calling her a “nasty woman” and plopped a Condoleezza Rice graduation
            ceremony platitude in its place. The end product was inscrutable: What were the values? What were we trying to say? Nothing,
            really. Or at least nothing real.
         

         
         Our strenuous attempt at ideological balance was lost on the internet. The comments were a bloodbath: Social justice warrior idiot losers. I cringed so hard I hurt myself. The fact that you made a holiday that only benefits half the population is the real sexism. Good job YouTube. There were so many “downvotes” that we had to disable the likes/dislike counter to save face.
         

         
         If it wasn’t obvious before, now it was unmistakable: YouTube had become a mirror, reflecting and amplifying the societal,
            political, cultural turmoil of the time. The platform wasn’t separate from the world; it was the world, in exaggerated form. And nothing captured that better than what was happening with YouTube’s biggest star, a Swedish
            gamer named PewDiePie.
         

         
         PewDiePie (real name: Felix Kjellberg) had always been a provocateur who explicitly positioned himself against “political
            correctness.” Since the early days he’d been making rape jokes (even putting out a song literally called “It’s Raping Time”)
            and tossing around “gay,” “retard,” and “autistic” as playful insults during gaming playthroughs. His “edgy” humor only fueled
            his popularity: For six straight years he was the most-subscribed creator on the platform, rapidly nearing one hundred million
            followers and racking up tens of billions of views.
         

         
         In 2017, he pushed it too far. He released a video in which he paid two Indian men on Fiverr to hold up a sign that read “Death
            to all Jews.” In another video posted to his channel, a guy dressed as Jesus declared, “Hitler did absolutely nothing wrong!”
         

         
         The Wall Street Journal caught wind and published an exhaustive investigation documenting all the antisemitic winks and “cheeky” references he’d woven into his content over the years. That was the breaking point: His management dropped him, and YouTube canceled Scare PewDiePie, the big-budget original series they were producing for him. He wasn’t particularly contrite—it was just a joke, calm down. (As The Independent put it: “A white guy with a net worth of $124m making poor brown people hold up a sign calling for genocide is pure banter,
            isn’t it?”)
         

         
         A few months later, he said the N-word on a livestream (“oopsie”). It was standard fare for him and the hordes of young creators
            chasing clout in his wake. But the fallout this time triggered something bigger: a mass advertiser exodus dubbed “Adpocalypse.”
            Disney, Coca-Cola, Johnson & Johnson, AT&T: Brands fled the platform, terrified their ads were appearing alongside hate speech.
            YouTube scrambled to placate them with new demonetization policies, stripping ads from huge swaths of videos. This slashed
            creator revenues and sent independent creators—the emotional lifeblood of the platform—into uproar.
         

         
         The social media team’s supposed grip on shaping the daily conversation around the brand had always been sand through our
            fingers. YouTube was too big, too volatile, too gravitational; it pulled in billions of eyeballs a day no matter how we managed
            the brand, the optics. Our whole mandate—shape the daily conversation, boost brand love, remind the world why it loves us—now
            felt almost delusional. And yet none of that chaos mattered when it came time for the performance review cycle. The only conversation
            that counted was the one about you, the marketing manager, and to get even more granular about it: how you’d managed up.
         

         
         On my last day before maternity leave, I had my review with Danielle. I’d collected feedback from all the matriarchs of the
            department, and it had come back glowing. I might have hated my trial run as a marketing exec, but I’d executed it perfectly—according
            to them, at least. Danielle praised how fabulously I’d filled in for Marion. I’d worked hard and, most important, played by
            the rules.
         

         
         My one “area for development,” she said, was that I wasn’t quite loud enough.

         
         “You are so talented that I would love to see you step into your leadership voice and role a bit more. Oftentimes you hold your opinion back unless asked at leads meetings, and I would love to see you become more comfortable leaning forward there.” 

         
         She said this warmly—encouraging, even—sure that motherhood would somehow unlock the right balance for me. “You’re stepping
            into your power as a leader,” she told me, lips pursed, still intimidating even through the grain of the video feed, but it
            was clear I was being shoulder-tapped for the upper rungs of management.
         

         
         I was exhausted, desperate to click the little “X” on the corner of the window, run out of the building, and start my six
            months of paid leave. I could’ve pushed back, or at least asked for clarification: Hadn’t I been reprimanded every time I’d actually used my “leadership voice”? But I knew she didn’t want to hear that—not then, probably not ever. So I summoned
            my sunniest, most enthusiastic mask.
         

         
         “I’m so grateful for all of it,” I said.

         
         “When you come back, Claire,” she replied, “you can do anything.”

         
         I guess that was true. But not in the way she—or Google—wanted.
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            Chapter 11

         
         
            Congrats on bringing another white boy onto the planet, Claire! May little baby Malcolm continue the reign of misogyny and
               imperialism that will destroy the planet before he turns forty-three!
            

            —from an Instagram video of my favorite comedian, John Early, commissioned by Rob, one of my beloved Big Spaceship coworkers

         

         I flew out to San Bruno with five-month-old Malcolm for my first week back at work after maternity leave. It sounded crazy,
            but I had been texting with Marion the month before, exchanging baby pictures and pleasantries, and tossed it out. My parents’
            place in Oakland, after all, wasn’t too far from San Bruno, so it could double as grandparent bonding time for them and Malcolm.
            Because of consecutive maternity leaves and being based in different offices, Marion and I hadn’t seen each other in person
            in over a year. My role post-leave was a genuine question mark: Since I’d been covering for her before I left (and ambiently
            “growing my influence in the org”), I’d been encouraged to hire someone to replace me in my marketing manager role. So in
            addition to the woman who’d taken my role as a mat leave cover, there was a new guy, Rich, a transfer from the London office,
            who would be the new “me.” It seemed useful to have dedicated “face time” with Marion to hash out where I would sit now. I
            made it sound like no big deal to Marion, and maybe I felt that in the moment. I could make that work, in life (or really
            at work), I could always make it work—whatever I thought other people wanted.
         

         
         Oh, what a fantastic idea, she said.
         

         
         That settled it; I booked the tickets (or singular ticket—Malcolm was toted along as my toothless lap infant).

         
         It was a horrible idea.

         
         

         I need to back up—I missed a beat: Malcolm. I’d become a mom.
         

         
         I hadn’t expected labor and the ensuing months to be a cakewalk, but after seeing so many girl bosses of Google click right
            back into the rhythm like nothing had changed, I didn’t anticipate how radical matrescence would feel. For starters, the birth
            hadn’t gone as planned. I’d been inclined (“influenced” is more accurate) to go for a “low-intervention” birth, having seen
            a Ricki Lake documentary on YouTube, The Business of Being Born, and wholesale accepted its warning about the “cascade of interventions.” Basically, the film posited, once you get an epidural,
            you’re on a fast track to a hyper-medicalized birth and, probably, a C-section, and, probably, your baby’s microbiome will
            never recover and you’re skyrocketing their odds of being autistic, etc. (but doctors and hospitals and “the system” are the
            ones drumming up all the fear and shame . . .).
         

         
         In the weeks before birth—my mat leave had blessedly begun a month before my due date—I did endless walks with my tangled
            headphones in, interspersing my Indigo Girls and Ani DiFranco playlist with hypnobirthing mantras, and podcasts with Ina May
            Gaskin, a famous natural birth advocate midwife from the seventies having a revival moment with millennial women. Her audiobook
            was a stream of empowering stories of women having pain-free, blissful births on her farm in Tennessee, though I had to admit
            it all felt a bit far afield—literally—from my life as I thumped along the long, gritty blocks of Bed-Stuy. Despite being
            eleventh-hour drawn into all this natural stuff, I had a normal ob-gyn who delivered in a big Manhattan hospital.
         

         
         Labor started on my due date in mid-May—great, we were off like clockwork—but the contractions were immediately excruciating. I labored at home as long as I could (that was another natural birth–ism: You better stay home as long as you can stand it, because as soon as you’re in the hospital, under those harsh lights, with all that noise and beeping, your body will arrest and before you know it, the cascade of interventions, like the Grim Reaper of birth, is coming for you . . .). By the time I finally went in, I was sure I was about to pop the baby out. 

         
         “My body was built to do this,” I hissed through contractions in the Uber to Manhattan with Shane, feeling like I was going
            to die but hoping that my mind could shush my body while keeping it alive. When I finally settled in at the hospital, the
            doctor checked me and said that I was only one centimeter dilated—What? (By this point in an intense labor, you’d hope to be at least halfway to the ten centimeters of delivery.) Still, I wouldn’t
            take the epidural or Pitocin. It went on forever, me swaying and squeezing Shane’s hand to pulp every minute or two, all through
            the next night. I stalled out at seven centimeters the next morning. I did finally have the epidural, a few hours before being
            wheeled into the OR for a C-section after thirty-six hours of labor.
         

         
         I was drained for days, so, thankfully, we’d decided on his name beforehand: Malcolm Scott. When years later he would ask
            about the meaning of his name for a school project, I said we’d picked Malcolm because it meant “warrior or dove” in Scottish
            Gaelic, but I’d made that up on the spot. We just liked it. Scott was the more meaningful part of the name, of course, and
            even though I knew reincarnation didn’t work like that, I was hoping Scott would be part of him.
         

         
         Malcolm slept the entire first month, clearly as shell-shocked by his passage into the world as I had been. Shane had to go back to work after two weeks—he was employed at an architecture firm in the city while working furiously on the side on the first project for what would become his own firm: a dilapidated Bed-Stuy brownstone he was renovating for us to move into. So it was me and Malcolm trying to figure out a rhythm together. 

         
         A couple of friends had babies around the same time, including Laura, Scott’s girlfriend, now married to a guy who was like
            family, too. Everyone seemed to have had straightforward low-intervention births, and as they embarked on this monumental
            life change, they knew basically how they wanted to approach it: Laura was exploring a version of attachment parenting, another
            friend had her five-week old on a tight schedule she’d flawlessly executed from a book, another outsourced newborn motherhood
            altogether to a 24/7 baby nurse. I had no particular vision and felt immobilized by the options and by everyone else’s apparent
            confidence.
         

         
         I was so hard on myself, but my way was emerging whether or not there was a book/philosophy/peer-reviewed journal behind it.
            I was in mid-metamorphosis, and I relished and rolled with it. Malcolm and I were fused. I resumed the long walks, but now
            instead of inside me, he was strapped to my chest in a hand-me-down BabyBjörn. It was so hot that summer, and as we walked,
            I thought very little—it was like I had no inner monologue at all: The change had been so profound I had no ability to narrate
            it. Only one foot in front of the other, attending to this small warm being, our sweat commingling.
         

         
         I went pretty offline. Since the dawn of phones and social media, my morning routine had involved taking a firehose of stimulation and communication straight to the face upon waking, but having Malcolm made that impossible (for a few months at least, I eventually resumed with a fervor, thirst for it). I didn’t really care to know what was happening in Trump or Big Tech’s America. It was like I had a force field around me, with very little transmitted in or out. When we’d be up in the middle of night feeding or alone in the apartment for long stretches of the day, me rocking him in a hand-me-down bouncy chair with my foot, I would read him books. A friend, Dan, had just published a novel about drug-smuggling flight attendants in the 1970s, and I read the whole thing out loud, laughing in recognition as the women maintained cheerful, corporate femininity in the middle of a hijacking. Malcolm had a strong gaze and a sense of gravitas. We recognized each other. He began to smile, then giggle, then goof. We vibed. 

         
         Google eventually seeped in. I’d logged out of all my accounts, but over the summer I received a few stressed-sounding emails
            to my personal Gmail from Grace, the woman who’d come from London to cover for me. Ack, Danielle wants to completely reevaluate the social strategy and the voice, she reported. She and Marly came up with a new tagline for all our social handles: Humans are amazing. My friend Carrie, a music curator, said Danielle had been personally rewriting playlist titles. This level of micromanagement
            was a bad omen—things must be feeling out of control.
         

         
         It’s gonna be okay, Grace, I told her, compelled to comfort the person who’d walked a mile in my shoes and concluded it to be hell. But my nervous
            system had already been hammered to thin, indestructible metal. Hush, little baby.

         
         The biggest thing that happened during my maternity leave at Google was an internal controversy that became major news. James Damore, a midlevel software engineer, posted a ten-page memo titled “Google’s Ideological Echo Chamber” to an internal forum for controversial takes I was vaguely familiar with—skeptics@google.com. In it, citing a range of psychological studies and Wiki pages, he argued that women are underrepresented in the tech industry not because of systemic inequity but because of their innate biological differences from men—their “stronger interest in people rather than things,” their propensity for “neuroticism,” their “higher levels of anxiety.” He criticized the company’s diversity initiatives, too, which focused on recruitment, hiring, and professional development, as discriminatory and futile, and advanced “concrete suggestions” for improving them: “de-moralize diversity,” “de-emphasize empathy,” “stop alienating conservatives.” 

         
         Empathy is dangerous, he said: “Being emotionally unengaged helps us better reason about the facts.”

         
         It had created a firestorm within Google, and he was fired a few weeks later (he later sued Google and settled and now lives
            in a castle in Luxembourg). He was immediately held up as a hero by the alt-right and interviewed by stars of the nascent
            “manosphere” like Joe Rogan, Stefan Molyneux, Jordan Peterson.
         

         
         I skimmed the memo from my laptop during naptime, in awe at how he framed himself as an oppressed minority. Sure, Google and
            other tech companies had put a lot of money toward diversity efforts and female coding programs. But he had no understanding
            at all where most of the power still remained (with men), and who reaped the lion’s share of the benefits (men). His memo
            was a couple of months before the Harvey Weinstein story would break and women’s #MeToo would flood social media, but there
            were foreshocks already, especially in the tech industry. A woman named Susan Fowler had gone viral that year with a post
            detailing harassment and discrimination in the culture at Uber; The New York Times wrote a story about female founders being propositioned by investors in the funding process. The tech industry was ground
            zero for bro culture, which I thought everyone knew—except guys like Damore, I guess.
         

         
         I watched with a cool remove (“Being emotionally unengaged helps us better reason about the facts”!), not sure where to locate
            myself in any of this—the Damore memo, the dawn of #MeToo. The encounter with Nikesh, while a prime example of the type of
            shit women have to put up with to get along in the workplace, never once crossed my mind. Then someone I knew from Creative
            Lab, one of the executive assistants who’d become a journalist, published an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times riffing on the Damore affair. “Sexism is in the water in Silicon Valley,” she wrote. The Lab wasn’t plagued by flagrant sexual infractions, she said, but by the casual indifference of the men in power who denied that privilege to women. 

         
         I tweeted back to her immediately—publicly, not a private vent, for once not bothering to stick to the company line. From
            my phone in a café while Malcolm gummed a plastic ring toy in his stroller, I replied how awful it’d been working for someone
            there, and wouldn’t you know it, he just got promoted to VP. She and I went back and forth over DMs, swapping stories about “the dudes,” and her wide angle buoyed me, made me feel slightly
            less crazy.
         

         
         A couple of days before I went back to work, a young woman in the department texted me saying she’d just had dinner with Marion.
            We miss you! she said. Marion can’t wait to have you back, she has too much work, LOL.

         
         Yeah, yeah, but I asked what I really wanted to know: What did Danielle and everyone say about the Damore memo? Bummed to have missed the internal controversy to end all internal
               controversies. . . .

         
         Nothing really, she wrote back. They were surprisingly silent about it.

         
         That was odd, I thought. After all the hay they’d made about International Women’s Day and taking a stand and owning one’s
            voice and being principled in divisive times. The culture war had come home to roost at Google. Why did these female leaders
            have nothing to say?
         

         
         

         My first day back at work was Halloween. I’d been up for hours overnight with Malcolm, who was jet-lagged on west coast time
            and occasionally inconsolable wondering where the hell he was (we were in Scott’s old room in the Oakland house, so I felt
            occasionally inconsolable, too). I glugged down some coffee and cobbled together an outfit from the miscellaneous old clothes
            stashed in my closet at my parents’ house for work trips, so it was like my Halloween costume was myself before I’d become
            a mom.
         

         
         I’d barely been away from Malcolm for an hour in the five months and ten days he’d been around, but here I was heading off for an eight-hour workday—ten, including the commute. His little confused face as I said goodbye to go get an early BART train to San Bruno nearly broke me in half. I left in a huge rush, terrified I’d miss the weekly staff meeting, and then, naturally, as the train doors closed behind me, the notification rolled in: meeting canceled. A perfect reentry omen. C’est la corporate vie.

         
         When I badged in, the office looked like something I was hallucinating—overly sharp, a little distorted, like a glasses prescription
            dialed too strong. I hid in a booth in the café and inhaled a breakfast: gummy oatmeal, toast spread thickly with Earth Balance
            butter and raspberry jam, all the familiar mollifying Google carbs. I skimmed through the backlog of company-wide emails I’d
            missed, including Susan’s response to the Damore memo. As Google’s long-standing “most visible woman,” she was the one they
            trotted out for gender crises; she’d even had an op-ed placed in Vanity Fair about “breaking up the Silicon Valley boys’ club.” Her email opened with a question her daughter had supposedly raised at
            dinner: “Mom, is it true there are biological reasons there are fewer women in tech?”

         
         Did children talk like a LinkedIn influencer? I wondered who had ghostwritten this for her. She said she’d been deeply upset
            by Damore’s comments and that leadership had been right to axe him for “harmful stereotypes.” But Damore’s comments were getting
            a way bigger megaphone now that he’d been embraced by the manosphere, especially on YouTube—I wondered how Susan—the real
            Susan—felt about that.
         

         
         

         Soon it was time to pump. I made my way to the mother’s room—it’d been only a few hours, but I’d never been away from Malcolm this long and it was starting to hurt, physically. I watched several YouTube videos trying to troubleshoot what I was doing wrong with the medical-grade pumps Google kept there, only to realize I’d forgotten one crucial part. The other mom in the room, hearing my frazzled grunts through the curtain that separated us, came to my rescue—what a queen—lending the missing piece and helping me hook it up. 

         
         It was Kate, my old comms colleague from Creative Lab. After finishing business school, she’d taken a job in this very same
            YouTube marketing department as me, our corporate paths remarkably crossing once again—and she’d just had a baby, too. Of
            course we would find each other here, in this dim purgatory, the fluorescent lights turned low and the loud, robotic hum of
            the industrial pumps extracting milk from our bodies. Women kept framed photos of their babies propped up on the counter,
            like soldiers at war pining for their sweethearts.
         

         
         What am I doing here? Where is Malcolm? (He was home with my parents, ready to greet trick-or-treaters in a Batman onesie.)
         

         
         Marion texted she wouldn’t be in until afternoon. Then afternoon became “mum’s in town, taking her for a spot of shopping.”
            Were they in a European village? The excuses piled up until Thursday, when she finally admitted it was her fortieth birthday
            and her parents were visiting. She’d booked PTO months ago, she said, sounding slightly exasperated—as if I should feel guilty for asking when she might come in. Why hadn’t she told me sooner? I never would’ve flown across the country,
            lugging my baby, for this.
         

         
         On Friday afternoon after a pointless, endless week, Marion finally came into the office. “Hey there,” she said, sunny, sheepish.

         
         We hugged stiffly, my face flamed red. In another era, another version of myself, I could’ve swallowed it down, pasted on
            my own sunny smile. But post-baby, post–months of literal and psychic dislocation, my drawers were full. I couldn’t fake it.
            I was furious.
         

         
         We settled into a conference room with a whiteboard spanning a whole wall. Marion hopped up and wrote out her new team structure. The team had expanded to eighteen full-time people, new names I didn’t know, with six agencies ballasting the operation. 

         
         “Where do I go in this?” I asked.

         
         “Yeah, well, we need to sort it.”

         
         This wasn’t the end of the world—and I was used to figuring out things for Marion—but I was so overwhelmed and pent-up I could
            barely speak.
         

         
         To fill the empty space, Marion said, “Since you’re here, I might as well give you your perf now.”

         
         What? I’d had my performance review right before I’d left. All that stuff about stepping into my power as a leader—so what
            were they possibly evaluating me on now?
         

         
         She explained—vaguely—that because I’d worked a couple of weeks of the new cycle, HR required another review. This allowed
            her to keep me at my “extra-high” rating, which fed into bonuses and salary—so really, I ought to thank her. Her voice had sharpened. Be grateful was the subtext. Nothing about it made sense.
         

         
         I sat trembling: exhausted, leaking, desperate to get home to my baby, while Marion barreled on, delivering the familiar mix
            of flattery and rebuke. Praise I’d heard a hundred times that had lost all force and potency (No one has a better grasp of the voice or community), followed by the old admonition: I wasn’t aggressive enough, hungry enough, willing to fight in the petty turf wars that
            animated her.
         

         
         “People wonder if you’re truly hungry,” she said. “As you get more senior, you need to push.”

         
         Hungry? The idea that I lacked hunger—when I’d not only executed so much of Marion’s vision but written it over the past few
            years—was too absurd to compute. And anyway, hadn’t my diplomacy always been my value? My cheerful “you say jump, I say how
            high” spirit? Suddenly that spirit—the one that had made me such a low-maintenance cog—was precisely what I was being dinged
            for.
         

         
         I left deflated, rode the Google shuttle back to my parents’ house, and found Malcolm curled on my dad’s lap, both transfixed by the World Series. I recounted the week to my dad. 

         
         “Sounds like bad management,” he said, eyes on the screen, Malcolm’s little hand wrapped around his.

         
         I defended her, out of habit—she was busy; she’d just returned from maternity leave; YouTube was stressful; this is just how
            the world works, right? Right??? My empathy always flowed upward, toward power, never toward myself. I could do with de-emphasizing that, I thought.
         

         
         Maybe Damore had a point there—but not the one he thought he was making.

         
         

         Back in New York, I had no time to ruminate on how crushing that first week had been. YouTube was mired in fresh crises that
            made Elsagate look quaint, and Marion swooped me right back in with the barrage of daily wdyt? pings. But my view of the work never recovered. Or rather, I had started to see things more clearly, and there was no going
            back.
         

         
         Part of “stepping into my power as a leader” was hiring a writer—Danielle had decided she was over Big Spaceship while Marion
            and I were out on leave, so the new plan was to bring more of our editorial content and production in-house.
         

         
         The Merriam-Webster dictionary Twitter account had gone viral for subtweeting Trump, and Danielle and other execs had constantly held it up as
            an example of what we should be doing: It was so fresh and of the moment; it unabashedly broadcast its values; it won awards. I got in touch with the writer who had masterminded it and asked her if she was interested in doing the same thing for us.
            Miraculously, she was.
         

         
         Lauren was objectively overqualified to be a social media copywriter—she’d spent years immersed in literary scholarship at Berkeley, teaching and building a formidable command of Gothic and Victorian literature. She had a passion for internet culture, though, and a fluency with its language that rivaled any Gen Zer. I loved her, and we bonded immediately. She had bright blond hair and wore bold red lipstick, which seemed to announce her (strong) point of view—she wasn’t scanning the entire history of what had been said and done in the YouTube voice to refine how to approach the job. She simply did her thing, and she was great at it. She was not a ventriloquist. She had a voice. It was the opposite of how I’d been trained to use mine. 

         
         It was wild and refreshing to watch after nearly a decade of trying to conform my voice to the company and defer to people
            in charge.
         

         
         Her first day at YouTube at the start of 2018 coincided with one of YouTube’s biggest fracases ever. On New Year’s Eve, Logan
            Paul, another bad-boy mega YouTuber, uploaded a video from a trip to Japan’s “suicide forest”: He and his buddies filmed a
            dead body hanging from a tree and laughed about it. “Literally, this is content gold,” he said. It attracted swift, intense
            backlash, and he took it down a few days later, but not before it was viewed millions of times (it was on YouTube’s trending
            page—now managed by Kevin 2’s team—for a day). Logan apologized and said he’d raise some money for “suicide prevention” but
            didn’t seem to really understand the problem (no excess empathy issues here!).
         

         
         Lauren and I paused posts from the account that week, waiting for management to decide how they wanted to handle it, every
            day sifting through mountains of Shame on you, YouTube tweets, bundling them into summaries to try to press the execs into action. Finally, nine days later, Susan and her exec
            team decided on some minor punishments: taking Logan off the top tier of advertising (temporarily), suspending the production
            of his YouTube Original show. Lauren wrote an apology thread for Twitter. It went through sixteen rounds of review.
         

         
         Many of you have been frustrated with our lack of communication recently. You’re right to be. You deserve to know what’s going
               on.

         
         Like many others, we were upset by the video that was shared last week.

         
         Suicide is not a joke, nor should it ever be a driving force for views. As Anna Akana put it perfectly: “That body was a person
               someone loved. You do not walk into a suicide forest with a camera and claim mental health awareness.”

         
         It’s taken us a long time to respond, but we’ve been listening to everything you’ve been saying. We know that the actions
               of one creator can affect the entire community, so we’ll have more to share soon on steps we’re taking to ensure a video like
               this is never circulated again.

         
         It didn’t say all that much, but it was empathetic and maintained some integrity. We’d received sign-off from all the way
            up the marketing chain, but then PR came back and said they had issues with it: It was too apologetic and made it sound like
            YouTube had done something wrong. Furthermore, we were making it sound like we were threatening further action against one
            of YouTube’s biggest moneymakers. We needed to water it down, they said—way down.
         

         
         I pinged Marion. We can’t wait on this, I said. We have sign-off from marketing; I think we should post it. It was the right thing to do. My adrenaline was pumping as I typed it. Marion trusted me—and she had her own long-standing
            beef with PR.
         

         
         Let’s do it, she said.
         

         
         The apology thread was decently received. (Took you long enough, but thanks, and a few gems like A master class in corporate bullshit—if only they knew what PR wanted us to publish instead.) PR was furious—at me, not Marion, not Lauren—and complained to Susan
            that I’d gone rogue. Danielle told me to write a “protocol doc” to ensure this never happened again. But then a product exec
            sent around praise about our statement from Casey Neistat and other major YouTubers—Very well done marketing team—and suddenly the whole situation evaporated.
         

         
         I Gchatted Lisa about it afterward:

         
         I got my wrist slapped for not following protocol, but with the protocol, it wouldn’t have happened.

         
         I have rarely felt so principled and fired up.

         
         As you get more senior, you really need to push, Marion had said to me my first week back from mat leave. She would soon regret that.
         

         
         

         Marketing—and by extension us, the social team, the keepers of the voice and the “daily drumbeat of the brand”—became a focal
            point for the execs. Not only to help monitor sentiment and manage crises—we wrote all the apologies, and there were a lot
            that year—but because we were a clear place to show the world that YouTube was good for society. The email that I’d written
            to my friend during my first week at Google back in 2007 had said the company “believes its fate lies in the way the world
            digests it, and the golden glow that exists right now is understood as finite.” Well, yeah, the golden glow was finite, dwindling,
            maybe gone. So now the job was to manufacture it.
         

         
         The “humans are amazing” directive instructed us to spotlight uplifting moments and anchor YouTube in the cultural conversation.
            But the cultural conversation in the first year of the Trump presidency was about race, gender, sexuality, and rights, the
            “culture war.” So that became our brief: amplify diverse voices, broadcast our liberal values, beam out a general air of moral
            conscience (even if the platform we represented couldn’t—or wouldn’t—police itself).
         

         
         Corporate social responsibility was everywhere. Danielle forwarded an article about Patagonia turning its home page into a
            protest against Trump’s privatization plans for Bears Ears National Monument. I love this, she wrote. We should be doing stuff like this.
         

         
         But what would be the YouTube equivalent? The messages, of course, were mixed. With escalating tensions about police brutality and being Black in America, we were constantly hearing from Danielle and elsewhere in the org that we needed more Black faces in our marketing materials. YouTube had a new, well-funded Black creator fund, so we were told we needed to go big for Black History Month that year. 

         
         This was right in Lauren’s wheelhouse. On Valentine’s Day, she tweeted:

         
         Roses are red

         
         Violets are blue

         
         Subscribe to Black creators.

         
         It was slick and fluent in the language of the internet, and as had been our mandate: It was about values. But it set off a Twitter firestorm with YouTube creators, especially the white male gaming stronghold, decrying us for being
            racist against white people, for showing our whole “social Marxist” agenda. We didn’t exactly score points on the other side
            of the aisle, either, because of how little YouTube did to curb racist speech and harassment in, y’know, our own product.
         

         
         Why are we wading into this? the head of engineering emailed Danielle, furious.
         

         
         Please explain this tweet, Danielle wrote, forwarding it to me and Marion.
         

         
         I typed out a defense, using Google to help me explain the difference between “Black lives matter” and “all lives matter.”
            The statement was maybe a bit bold, but a real expression of the values we purported to care about, I said—that we’d been
            directed to “go viral” with.
         

         
         It died down, but we were told to rein it in. Another slap on the wrist: Danielle asked that Marion review every single tweet
            before it went out.
         

         
         Then Lauren tweeted a wage gap explainer video on Equal Pay Day in March. It had passed Marion’s review but not the watchful
            eyes of the internet. It merged streams with general animosity toward the platform that was fomenting. Someone replied, I truly hate the people who run YouTube, from the trending page to the tweets like this.
         

         
         Lauren replied: And yet you follow us.
         

         
         It was maybe a poor judgment call to be so snarky on behalf of a tech megacorp that had wreaked so much damage with so little impunity. But Lauren was like my id, a horse—a voice—unbridled. 

         
         We weren’t in trouble, per se, but there was a reckoning afoot. Susan asked that our team do a review of our values. Ironically,
            my pushing beyond the lines led me into the highest-level conversations I’d ever been in—it was, as Marion reminded me, great
            “visibility.”
         

         
         I poured myself into the presentation, mapping out YouTube’s supposed commitments to equity and progress. Lauren helped craft
            it. We outlined which issues we could “wade into” (women, LGBTQ+ rights, Black creators, refugees) and which we couldn’t (guns,
            climate). The distinction was absurd but also perfectly on-brand: the “yes” categories could be framed as access, visibility, and representation—extensions of the company’s favorite myth about itself, that we existed to “give everyone a voice.” But guns and climate
            were different. They weren’t about voice; they were about material power and political conflict—policy, regulation, profit, consequences. The kinds of things the company didn’t want to touch.
         

         
         We tied everything else back to the mission with almost comical rigor. It was a surreal assignment—ghostwriting the moral
            architecture of a multibillion-dollar platform.
         

         
         Susan liked it. “I know we’ll get backlash, but I don’t care,” she said. “I really want to be out there on this stuff.”

         
         She sat at the head of the table in workout clothes, her badge still clipped to the hem of her yoga pants. Her short, flat,
            blondish hair looked like it had been towel-dried at the gym. She carried a compostable to-go box—an assistant must have picked
            her up a late lunch from the café—and when she opened it, I noticed how plain it was: a few pieces of grilled chicken, quinoa,
            some cucumber. No sauce, no garnish. She pecked at it absently while I delivered the presentation.
         

         
         Susan was part of Google’s royal family—literally and figuratively. Larry and Sergey’s first office had been her garage. Her sister had married Sergey. She’d become an executive early on, and while she moved roles and orgs a couple of times, she stayed at the top. She basically represented the voice of women at the company. She’d pushed for early policies that helped women: the generous mat leave, the “expecting mothers” parking spaces. 

         
         Susan wasn’t charismatic or visionary; she wasn’t a tyrant. She was sensible, durable, a mother of five. A consensus builder.
            Boring, even. But there was power in that—some quiet calculus that had allowed her to survive when so many other women had
            not.
         

         
         I believed her when she spoke about values. Her commitments felt earnest, as befit her being an “I’m with her” mom trying
            to raise good kids in a complicated world. But it didn’t carry through to how YouTube actually worked—to the systems or incentives
            that kept rewarding the worst actors. She could articulate inclusion and empathy well enough, but those ideas didn’t quite
            touch the product decisions, the algorithms, the code. The values that we agreed on would only live in slides and tweets,
            not in the actual bones of the machine.
         

         
         A lot of people disagreed with even that, though—the room was full of product and policy execs who pointed out the dangers
            of looking too liberal. YouTube’s (and Google’s) biggest existential threats—regulation, antitrust—loomed on the horizon.
            Why would we want to piss off the Trump administration?
         

         
         There were so many crises that I turned my weekly social media meeting into a daily stand-up, mostly so we could review all
            the “brand vulnerabilities”—controversies stirred up by creators, negative press (we called this segment “nightmare fuel”).
            We made sure every tweet was perfectly anodyne and steered clear of any crisis du jour. It was a total heel turn from a few
            months before when I was told to garner as much attention as possible. Now we were just trying to minimize badness.
         

         
         We met with Susan about the values a couple more times—more discussions, more refining—but nothing really came of it. We never fully aligned. We scrapped a plan for International Women’s Day that year, fearing even acknowledging it was too liberal; the pussy hats and Women’s March were too fresh. Danielle said we needed to score a win with conservatives and asked if we could start thinking about creative concepts for Veteran’s Day. 

         
         We weren’t winning with anyone, though. It had started to feel like we’d lost the plot.

         
         

         Marion had none of the skills I thought were so crucial in this new, high-stakes era of corporate communication. But she was
            great at managing her own career and maximizing visibility. She was promoted to director that spring—a pretty big feat in
            the Google of the 2010s, which was already bloated with layers of executives. Whereas in my early career when they basically
            promoted everyone automatically after a year or two to create quickie managers to manage the hordes of young people joining,
            now they were always trying to slow down the rates of promotion, make it the exception to the rule, the sole victor in departmental
            Hunger Games. Someone told me what had finally pushed Marion over the edge was that she’d pointed out to Susan there were
            no women-of-color directors in our department. I always forgot Marion, the rosy-cheeked British girl with blond hair, was
            a woman of color, but she technically was: Her mother was Jamaican. But diversity was a big conversation at Google (and in
            America) in 2018. She had a consultant devoted to “building her executive profile” and instructed him to put her up for an
            award for Black women in advertising. She didn’t win.
         

         
         The email announcing Marion’s promotion was all stuff I should’ve taken more credit for—all the thought leadership about social media and being the daily voice for the brand. I hadn’t been promoted in three years, despite toggling perennially through the top performance ratings: exceeds expectations, strongly exceeds expectations. I didn’t care about climbing the ranks and—I swore—I didn’t want more responsibility, especially now that I was trying to juggle Malcolm and mom life. I just wanted to do good work and collect my paycheck. 

         
         I never doubted my usefulness to Marion; she asked my opinion on everything all the time. I was her consigliere. We met twice
            a week on video conference and went over everything in her world—our world, I guess.
         

         
         But that wasn’t as easy as it sounded. The rules were changing. There was growing tension with Marion, fault lines. We’d always
            been so in sync, and now I felt like I was disappointing her somehow. She started making loaded, vague “negging” comments
            to me. You really need a win on the board, Claire. You need to work on your personal brand. You just don’t seem happy. You shouldn’t
               have to try.

         
         I had no idea what a “win” meant anymore. It used to be: buoy Marion. Turn my thoughts and voice over to her. But what happened
            when that wasn’t enough for her—or me?
         

         
         The foundation of my relationship with Marion had always been my ability to understand what she wanted, even when it wasn’t
            clear to her. But it was becoming harder and harder to decode—maybe because she was so tired (her one-year-old daughter wasn’t
            a great sleeper, so Marion sent emails at all hours of the night). Usually I knew how to translate the garbling—understood
            what she meant even if it was butchered and fumbled.
         

         
         I copied this email Marion cc’d me on to a friend to emphasize how nonsensical everything had become. Social learning agenda is something I’d chatted to Claire about this week and how we are pushing ourselves to be the best
               social media marketing team through the expertise of social media marketing.

         
         I didn’t want to translate the message anymore—I wanted to point at it and say: Isn’t this fucked? These are the people we put our trust and faith in to lead us? This is who’s in charge of our time and livelihoods?

         
         She did have something new in the hopper, though, something that had nothing to do with me. Marion had a new vision for the team, something an outside consultant had cooked up for her. She called it “24/7 global community management.” Now, instead of being the biggest brand in the world on social, we were going to be the most active brand on social. She would have contractors in every language tweeting back to people whenever they mentioned a YouTube video, no matter what it was. It was meaningless slop wrapped in a strategy to boost brand love to epic levels. Executives would probably buy it hook, line, and sinker.
         

         
         “Be hungry,” Marion had told me.

         
         I was. Just not for this crap.
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            Chapter 12

         
         As I hunched over the countertop in the micro kitchen, the one closest to my desk in Google Chelsea Market, preparing to plunge
            my hand into a glass jar of pumpkin cookies the size of hockey pucks, Marion’s line from my botched first-week-back-from-mat-leave
            performance review popped to mind. People wonder, Claire, if you’re truly hungry.

         
         If you could see me now, Marion! I thought—a kind of inside joke, interior to me alone—I’m starving.

         
         My cheeks were puffed out like a chipmunk when a guy I didn’t know grazed by.

         
         “You sure you want to eat that? Those things are mold colonies,” he said.

         
         My jaws, which had been masticating at top speed, ground to a halt. I held the jar up to eye level and peered at the bottom.
            He was right: The bottom layer was engulfed in blue-green spores. Ewww. I spat the mouthful—what was left of it—into my bare hand. It was too late, though; I’d been eating these cookies for weeks—the
            mold spores had already colonized.
         

         
         By the fall of 2018, I’d been back from maternity leave about a year, and the stress from that period had accreted as stalagmites on the tops of my shoulders. I kept pumping for months after Malcolm started refusing to breastfeed when I got home from work; he’d become too accustomed to taking the bottle during the long days at home with our nanny. I still wanted to feed him, though, a way to assuage my guilt; my bags of milk carried home on the subway in an insulated bag were some small offering, penance. As a result, I was always starving and thirsty, the pangs as visceral as a baby’s. I was exhausted, too—despite many attempts to sleep train, Malcolm still woke up overnight a fair amount (I had half-drafted emails to a couple of different sleep consultants going but hadn’t crystallized my thoughts enough to send one off—fitting!), and when he didn’t, he was up at 5:00 a.m. and displeased. As he aged into toddlerdom, he’d started to assert himself, his wants, and his way clearly and forcefully. Becoming a parent
            seemed to require some innate leadership I wasn’t sure that I had access to. Malcolm, for his part, seemed to clock the holes
            in my authority.
         

         
         “Move, Mama!!!” he would squeal from across the room, pointing a chubby finger at a different seat for no apparent reason.

         
         “Hair down” was another one of his first phrases, deployed whenever I wore my hair in a bun (the official hair uniform of the exhausted
            working mom). I reflexively scurried to do the thing he commanded.
         

         
         “You know you don’t have to do whatever your toddler tells you to do, right?” Shane asked.

         
         “Oh, whatever,” I’d say back, “I don’t mind moving seats. It’s not that deep for me.” Well, it was and it wasn’t. This sense
            that I was supposed to do whatever people told me to do—there was nothing deeper for me, actually.
         

         
         Marion’s vague, loaded comments about my palpable lack of hunger were also seeping in. She kept weaving in little jabs at
            aspects of my affect: my posture in meetings, how tired I looked. Yeah, no shit, Marion: I was tired. I’d been so good at drumming up a cheerful, energetic attitude before, and my inability to put on the mask was clearly triggering her. But what about me? I knew she was overstepping, but my whole thing was asking for nothing, setting no boundaries. So for now, I continued to do everything she said—my days were structured by responding to her, around the clock. She still kept me in constant tether, there to feed her lines, opinions, ideas. In late September, she Gchatted me at 9:00 p.m. Eastern time: 

         
         btw I was thinking (for my own professional development)

         
         Of what things

         
         I like that previous leaders did

         
         and do you remember how anna

         
         use to share all those articles

         
         on reading

         
         I was thinking that I should do more of that

         
         people don’t have to read it

         
         but I thought it is good for us to share

         
         and discuss as a team

         
         I read the message on the couch while Shane and I watched Peaky Blinders. I was bemused by the unintentionally cool, experimental syntax (was Marion the e.e. cummings of bullshit jobs?). But it
            also encapsulated the emptiness of her “leadership,” the meaninglessness of the job I was implored to pour myself into, and
            the transactional dance between us. It was all right there in black and white, so stupid it almost hurt.
         

         
         I typed back through gritted fingertips: Hmm I don’t remember that but sounds good!

         
         Okay, I could still put on the mask—so long as it was over Gchat.

         
         I screenshotted the exchange, then sent it around to a few friends in the department the next day. Imagine having this little shame, I typed to one person. Hey have you seen any good #articlesonreading lately? I wrote to another. I could only push down what I really wanted to say—not just to Marion, but this whole system—so far,
            so long.
         

         
         The week of Marion’s “articles on reading” brainstorm (I dutifully followed up with a list grouped by theme—“discussion-provoking examples of competitor marketing,” “YouTube creators in the news,” “scholarship on how teams thrive”—though I knew none of it was remotely her vibe; writing it felt almost like trolling, and sure enough she never sent the email) was also the week of Brett Kavanaugh’s Supreme Court confirmation hearings. 

         
         A psychology professor named Christine Blasey Ford in Palo Alto had come forward to testify that Kavanaugh had sexually assaulted
            her in high school. People in the office watched live; someone had hooked the proceedings up to a monitor. It felt oddly communal—I
            couldn’t remember the last time anyone had broadcast a live cultural event at work, maybe not since Michael Jackson died.
         

         
         I pulled up a chair for a bit, then retreated and watched later at home, clipped on YouTube, with Kavanaugh’s rebuttal immediately
            after. I wanted to ingest it privately. I was used to looking outward to figure out what I thought, triangulating my views
            through smarter people’s takes. But the narratives around the hearing were so polarized it was like two countries: In one,
            Dr. Ford was a hero, raising her voice at tremendous personal cost; in the other, she was a left-wing political operative
            trying to “destroy a good man.”
         

         
         But when I watched Dr. Ford’s testimony, I couldn’t believe how familiar it all was. Not just her story, which was of course not surprising at all, though it was horrifying—being pinned to a bed, mouth covered, the men, drunk, pawing at the one-piece bathing suit under her clothes, laughing at her—but her delivery. She was collegial and polite, even while describing the ongoing psychological wounds the incident had on her life. She was self-effacing, apologizing constantly—even as she asked for a coffee—though she had nothing to apologize for in my opinion. I recognized her conditioning instinctively—this was how I had been raised, too. We’d learn to speak in the most nonthreatening, deferential way possible, if there was any chance of being heard. And even then, of course, being heard didn’t necessarily mean anything changed, or that her words mattered. 

         
         Kavanaugh was held to no such standard—internal or otherwise. He was openly furious when it was his turn to respond—how dare you underpinned every sentence, hissing, his face red like a child having a tantrum. He blustered, he described his love of beer
            and football with a ridiculously innocent choirboy framing and brought up Yale repeatedly. This was male power—and male institutions—on
            naked display: He didn’t have to account for anything he was being accused of, he just had to insist it was unfair.
         

         
         Even though it was obvious political theater, part of me still believed he wouldn’t be confirmed. The optics were too grotesque,
            I thought, in a country supposedly engaged in a frank conversation about patriarchy, entitlement, and assault.
         

         
         On YouTube, the comments told a different story. Under Dr. Ford’s video: What you did to that man was worse than sexual assault. Under Kavanaugh’s rebuttal: Destroy a man’s precious reputation . . . an honourable man and he would react the same way. The hostility toward her shook me. Dr. Ford herself had predicted it; she said at the outset she felt like she was “jumping
            in front of a train that was headed to where it was headed anyway, and that I would just be personally annihilated.” She was
            right. He got confirmed. A lifetime appointment, a hard-right majority solidified on the Court for a generation. Dr. Ford
            got so many death threats and so much harassment she and her family had to move houses and hire security.
         

         
         And yet: Something had cracked open. Her story was a rupture. Maybe she hadn’t changed the outcome, but it mattered. It mattered
            to me.
         

         
         

         Three weeks later, on Thursday, October 25, 2018, the women of Google had something closer to home to be outraged about. Two coworkers pinged me the same link at once; I flung it out to a few more as soon as I’d skimmed the first paragraph. It was like the switchboard lit up. 

         
         The story, in The New York Times, was entitled “How Google Protected Andy Rubin, the ‘Father of Android.’” It was a bombshell scoop about how Google paid
            one of its executives a lot of money as they parted ways with him over harassment allegations. The story was salacious: Andy’s
            “thing” was “ownership relationships” with women on his team (Being owned is kinda like you are my property, and I can loan you to other people, he said in an email to one of them). There were bondage sex videos found on a work laptop, there was coerced sex in a hotel
            room. Google had finally gotten around to investigating one of the claims, the Times said, and found it credible. Instead of kicking him out, they quietly negotiated a $90 million exit package: $2 million to
            be paid to him monthly for just under four years. A rare public (and warm) statement from Larry Page was the grace note of
            his “hero’s farewell” (“I want to wish Andy all the best with what’s next. With Android he created something truly remarkable—with
            a billion-plus happy users”).
         

         
         The piece named three other current and former top Google executives who’d gotten similar treatment and sketched out the stories
            of what happened to the women who’d raised the complaints in the first place: swiftly pushed out of the company, with nothing.
            One of the executives, David Drummond, who had fathered a child with one of his subordinates before firing her and cutting
            her off, was the chief legal officer who oversaw Google’s HR department. What recourse could she possibly have had?
         

         
         I’d known Andy Rubin, as much as I had “known” any big exec in my Mountain View days, that is to say I emailed him TGIF briefings and talking points, and coordinated his stage time with his admin team, but he almost certainly had no idea who I was. He was a quiet, serious fixture at TGIF, always in a black T-shirt and rimless glasses, hanging by the side of the stage in case there were questions about Android, which there often were. Like Larry and Sergey, he was an internal celebrity with a lot of power, met with applause, laughs, warmth, incredulity—a bigger, better, more important person than the rest of us, a god among Googlers. We never spoke in person, though I remembered him writing back to one of my TGIF emails about Android—an especially gushing one about how they were all tinkerer geniuses, I believe—that it had pleased him greatly. I wore that like a merit badge. 

         
         Rubin had long been one of Google’s “paradigmatic divas” (Wired’s phrase), which the company embraced and rewarded. In How Google Works, the 2014 book by former CEO Eric Schmidt and product executive Jonathan Rosenberg, they advised managers to support and
            protect divas, arguing that such “difficult but brilliant” personalities were the ones capable of true innovation. “You need
            these aberrant geniuses because they’re the ones that drive, in most cases, the product excellence,” Schmidt said in an interview.
            Rubin’s rep had always been a little iffy, even before the later scandals. A 2007 New York Times profile noted his eccentric home gadgetry, including retina scanners that “made it easier to deal with former girlfriends.”
            He literally posed with it for the photographer.
         

         
         As soon as the Rubin story broke, I scurried to scan Memegen and discussion groups, especially one dedicated to moms at the
            company. Since Malcolm was born, I’d been a religious reader of an anonymous, super-active group for moms. In my disorientation
            at trying to navigate “work/baby balance,” it was my touchstone. This wasn’t a political group—its constituents were mostly
            practical, nerdy engineers crunching data on their kids’ eating and sleeping patterns, or synthesizing the latest studies
            about boosting baby brains, with plenty of Anyone want a Bumbo chair? Pick up only in Mountain View! They weren’t even particularly vocal about feminism. Sometimes people touched on the stuff I was experiencing: the bumps and chafing (understatement) of readjusting to work life after the cataclysm of matrescence. There’d been some discussion recently about the Kavanaugh stuff and how demoralizing that felt. There were so many flagrant examples of sexual violence and misogyny in the world that were coming to light that it was hard to feel entitled to name the Bad Shit we’d been through, too. I knew I felt that. 

         
         The Rubin story unearthed something. A mom started a thread about how dispiriting the news was and what it stirred up: everything
            she’d endured to survive and succeed in the boys’ club of Big Tech. Women piled on all day. One shared a tragicomic anecdote
            from TGIF on International Women’s Day the year before: A Googler had asked Larry and Sergey to name some of their personal
            female heroes. Larry said Ruth (Porat, the CFO, who was standing next to him onstage). Sergey squinted and said, “Ahhh, someone
            I can’t remember her name . . . I met her one time,” until Larry helped him land on “Gloria Steinem.” They literally could
            not name a single woman who wasn’t standing right next to them onstage. Half the world, and they came up blank.
         

         
         Reading that, I laughed—and wanted to throw something. It gave words to things I’d already seen, already knew.

         
         

         I went home and did the nightly baby rigamarole. Once Malcolm was down, I poured myself a glass of red wine—a “college pour,”
            in those days, to shock my nervous system out of its daily 7:00 a.m.–7:00 p.m. cortisol stream—and plugged back into the Rubin
            threads. It was TGIF time in Mountain View; the moms’ list was essentially live-blogging it, since you couldn’t watch from
            home.
         

         
         It wasn’t going well. Sergey opened with a snarky comment about leaks (“Even though things haven’t stayed confidential lately”).
            One woman wrote that it felt like he was blaming the leaks, not the underlying abuses of power. Larry read a vague prepared statement about hindsight being 20/20 and the tough decisions leaders make. He refused to address Rubin specifically—no denial, no apology. Sundar, the CEO, said the story was “tough to read” but they were “taking it seriously.” The head of HR, Eileen Naughton, added that they’d made improvements since Rubin left in 2015 and then tossed in that sexual harassment was “inevitable” when ninety thousand people worked together. 

         
         Profiles in leadership, here.

         
         Then, they moved on to normal product updates and had the Google Photos team awkwardly present new features to the furious,
            fired-up crowd—Move it right along, losers!

         
         Weak-ass response, someone wrote in the moms group. Seconds later someone wrote: Anyone else feel personally humiliated spending their limited hours on the planet making these assholes rich?

         
         This wasn’t how Googlers talked. We’d been conditioned to be optimistic and trusting of leadership. Grateful. Always players, never victims, even if we were victims, quiet managers of our feelings to avoid rocking the boat, disrupting the order. But I loved this break, the critical
            analysis, the pushback. I knew all about these gauzy, empty talking points, handed to the executives on crisp white paper
            as they stepped onto the stage—I’d written so many of them. The people (women, of course) writing them probably confused this
            for power, like I had back in the day, but it wasn’t. They were just handmaidens of the empire, dutifully running company
            defense. I’d been the nameless ingenue playing my part, frozen in the hierarchy, by the formidable power and gravitas of the
            men: Larry, Sergey, Andy Rubin, David Drummond, all of them. But things felt different now, and I was different.
         

         
         A woman in the thread said she was going to write an angry email to Sundar. Who’s with me?

         
         No. No. I knew that wasn’t enough. Individual complaints were too easy to absorb, to redirect into the bureaucracy. Google had no
            shortage of ways to “make your voice heard.” But as this hollow TGIF performance showed, being heard was not the same as being able to hold power accountable. There had to be a bigger escalation. If not now, when? 

         
         I was about to shut my laptop when I saw this post:

         
         I think what bothers me most about Google is how damn benevolent leaders love to act. They love to say we’re not a conventional
               company, they love to say “don’t be evil”—all of it used to ring true—I could really get behind it. But to know I’ve been
               pouring my soul into a company for 5+ years, striving to “strongly exceed” to receive my 10% pay raises while complete assholes
               become richer than God? It makes me feel sick. You go to Goldman Sachs to work? You know what you’re walking into. You go
               to Google? You believed them when they say they value diversity, care about fixing the gender divide, and want to change the
               world. Now I don’t believe a word they say.

         
         Damn, I thought. To quote our (flop) International Women’s Day campaign from six months before, #HerVoiceIsMyVoice. Or maybe more
            succinctly: #MeToo.
         

         
         With wine and anger flowing in my bloodstream like a hot current, I typed back:

         
         We’re at a deep pivot moment where MeToo, the backlash against tech’s money/power, and just general societal unrest collide . . .
               I wonder how we can use our collective leverage . . . If we banded together, what could we do? A walkout, a strike, an open
               letter to Sundar? Google women (and allies) are REALLY rage-fueled right now, and I wonder how we can harness that to force
               some real change.

         
         I tossed the last swig of wine down the hatch.

         
         Send.

         
         

         We were inching forward. The next morning, Friday, a female engineer in Europe posted to Memegen How about a women@ walkout to stand against toxic workplace culture? Maybe a hundred people had “+1’ed” that, and women in the moms group were talking about it. There was no big theory behind any of this—no history of labor struggle or feminism we sought to join. It was just a boom, born of deep personal experience, the earliest inklings of solidarity, a break from the top-down corporate culture, a break from what Google purported its culture to be—or actually, maybe, a pure expression of it. 

         
         I saw clearly enough what needed to be done. Someone needed to raise her hand, shed the anonymity cloak, and start the planning.

         
         I stood up, walked toward the big snack kitchen—a particularly bright, cavernous one that spanned half a city block in Chelsea
            Market—and grabbed a seltzer from a fridge. The snack kitchens were always dazzling when you joined Google, or even when you
            moved to a new office: the secret drawers, the unlimited LaCroix, the walls of treats. But the thrill always wore off. Eventually
            everyone realized the same thing: It never actually filled you up.
         

         
         I looped around more desks, following the yellow-brick-road carpet I’d walked thousands of times, steeling my resolve. I bumped
            into my friend Carrie.
         

         
         “I think I’m going to organize a protest because of the Rubin stuff,” I said, sounding high—feeling high.
         

         
         “What?” She looked incredulous, thrilled, smiling big.

         
         We’d been quietly tucked into our rungs of the hierarchy for ages—our whole lives, really. Cages of our own making, subsidized
            by Google. And suddenly, it felt like the door was wide open.
         

         
         “Well, I for one will join you,” she said immediately.

         
         Great, I thought. I had one person.

         
         I went back to my desk, glancing at the clock—if I didn’t leave soon, I’d miss Malcolm before bedtime.

         
         I quickly created a new Google group, a jump-off point from the moms list to contain a new conversation—this one just about
            the proposed Walkout. In the “name” field, I slapped on womens-walk and for a description: steering committee for collective action. I had no idea what “collective action” meant, really, and felt like I was cosplaying a labor organizer. 

         
         Hey everyone, I made a new group to start the planning. Please join me here and share with anyone who may be interested in
               helping out. I clicked send, and shut my eyes and laptop tightly, steeling myself against the jitters, the fear. I’d lit the match.
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            Chapter 13

         
         The following Saturday morning, I sprang awake at six and opened my laptop, stealing time before Malcolm stirred. My inbox
            was dotted with the usual weekend emails from Marion. We were in the middle of a big push around Article 13, a piece of EU
            legislation that would hold platforms liable for user-generated content. I’d strenuously avoided learning the ins and outs
            of this particular bit of lobbyist infighting. But the drumbeat went on. #SaveYourInternet! we screeched from our Twitter and Instagram accounts, multiple times a day, with slick branded graphics. It was supposedly
            “top urgency,” despite being both inside baseball and counter to every brand goal we’d set for the year.
         

         
         I’d been at YouTube long enough to know the truth: If Google wanted this law overturned so badly, Article 13 was probably
            good for the world. The company didn’t want limits on growth, accountability, or liability; it wanted a frictionless, consequence-free
            internet and the endless consolidation of power that came with it.
         

         
         I couldn’t absorb Marion’s Saturday to-do list. My mind was consumed by the Women’s Walk. I refreshed the tab where I’d set
            up the new Google Group. An avalanche of names had joined—only a handful I knew. Most were strangers, and yet their presence
            felt like a new kind of belonging.
         

         
         I wasn’t overthinking anything; I was just writing, sending, doing. The energy was right there, primed. I typed an email—from my own account, my name fully attached, come what may. 

         
         
            
               
                  From: Claire Stapleton Sat, Oct 27, 2018 at 6:46 AM

                  To: womens-walk

                  *rolls up sleeves*

                  welcome to ground zero of the google women’s walkout / a day without women (naming/branding tbd).

                  couple of open Q’s for the group (200 of us and counting!) as we start to formulate the statement of purpose and next steps:

                  what do you hope this collective action accomplishes (could be what we express/communicate to leadership, could be an action
                     leadership agrees to take, could be a more existential cultural change we set into motion)? put another way:
                  

                  why are you here?

                  thoughts on when we should do it? mindful of giving us enough time to make this as global, inclusive, and big as we can

                  while also capitalizing on the rage-buzz-momentum we have flowing right now. there’s also the US midterms (a week from Tuesday)
                     to consider.
                  

                  please forward to friends who’d be interested in getting involved.

                  -claire

               

            

         
         Replies shuffled in all weekend. People wrote under their real names; the anonymity cloak was gone. The I’m so fucking mad emails gave way to discussions of culture, then strategy. We made our first decision almost immediately: The Walkout would
            be Thursday, November 1—just five days away. The US midterms were November 6; waiting would dilute everything, especially
            our greatest asset: rage.
         

         
         

         What followed was a week at Google unlike any other. Here’s how it unfolded.

         
         
            Monday

            The Walkout was all I wanted to work on, but there was the usual rigamarole first. Article 13 had momentarily faded, so we
               pivoted to a slate of uninspired Halloween tweets—special-effects makeup tutorials, a stop-motion pumpkin. The contrast between
               that bullshit and the Walkout planning—with its electricity and urgency as women across Google convened—was almost psychedelic.
            

            
            A project manager named Tanuja reached out and offered to help. We met in a conference room in my building; she was hyper-organized,
               fired up, ready to project-manage the hell out of this. In forty-five minutes, we outlined a rough plan and built an internal
               site: a “hub and spoke” model with local leads in every office, each customizing the day with their own stories and flair.
            

            
            Tanuja was another good girl pushed to the brink. Rule follower. Devoted worker. And now: ready to step out of line and not
               care who saw. I left the meeting fortified. This was what solidarity felt like—so different from the solitary, self-erasing “teamwork” I’d practiced for years.
            

            
            That night, as I cooked dinner for Malcolm and Shane, I took a call from a guy named Amr. He’d chimed in to the womens-walk
               group with a warning: Yes, we had a legally protected right to organize, but Google would likely push back hard. It was bracing
               to hear aloud: The company was almost certainly monitoring us, taking note.
            

            
            Amr described himself as an “entry-level engineer,” which was a bit of a schtick but also refreshing—the rare person at Google who didn’t care about posturing their seniority, calling themselves a “global head” of whatever microscopic-in-the-grand-scheme project they’d been assigned to. He was incredibly knowledgeable and passionate about organizing—he organized restaurant workers in the South after college with the “Fight for $15” movement and had been involved in various activist causes at Google since the day he joined. He referred to management as “the bosses,” a phrase I’d never heard in the company’s Disneyland of techno-optimism. 

            
            He told me we had an obligation to use our privilege to check Google’s power. The directness of that sentence alone was disorienting.

            
            Amr, along with a woman named Meredith Whittaker, had been organizing opposition to Maven, the Department of Defense project
               that used Google’s AI for drone surveillance and targeting. I’d heard her name for years—she was known as a rare example of
               actual moral clarity inside Google. We had mutual friends, and she was a fellow Californian who’d joined Google at roughly
               the same golden-era moment I had.
            

            
            Meredith had a mane of wild brown curls and dressed in head-to-toe black, a cross between a philosopher and a downtown artist.
               She carried a grounded, almost zen steadiness—but sharpened at the edges. She was a serious yoga practitioner, and that same
               flexibility showed in her mind. Google had even flown her to Mountain View to debate Vint Cerf, the so-called Father of the
               Internet, about Maven in front of a live audience of Googlers. She’d built an airtight case for why Google had no business
               building the machinery of war—why a company supposedly founded on “Don’t be evil” could not, in good conscience, lend its
               algorithms to lethal systems. Vint, for his part, gave the classic techno-utopian line about technology being a neutral tool
               like a hammer. It landed like a damp paper towel. She wiped the floor with him. People were still talking about it.
            

            
            Meeting Meredith and Amr felt like discovering a subterranean conscience under the Google I’d known—a network of people who
               had been resisting and organizing. And I couldn’t help thinking: Where was all this while I was quietly drowning, trying to grapple with the moral dissonance of my work alone?

            
            Amr was openly skeptical of us doing a Walkout—it was too big, too fast, even if he had to concede the train had already left the station. One of his organizing bromides was that you have to know where people are: politically, emotionally, and—most crucially—what they’re willing to risk. Traditional organizing, he said, starts at one lunch table and spreads sideways from there. You build tight bonds, real solidarity, because when things get hard—and they will—you need people who will stand with you. There were no shortcuts. 

            
            And yet, we had momentum. People were Gchatting me constantly, offering support, asking how they could get involved.

            
            But Amr’s questions stuck with me. Why was everyone so fired up now? What exactly were they reacting to? I wanted to understand the contours of that rage.
            

            
            So on Monday night, I emailed the LISTSERV with a simple prompt and a Google Form: “Why are you walking out?”

            
            We got 350 responses.

            
            Here are a few:

            
            
               	My director pressured women into wearing high heels regularly and openly, pressured overweight women on the team to “hit the
                     gym, be athletic,” and referred to our clients as “battered women” because they “keep coming back” regardless of how we treat
                     them. He required that we walk a certain speed around the office. He told a joke one morning to the managers only that my
                     manager repeated to me: his son had asked him what being gay meant. He told him, “it’s when a boy wants to be a girl.” At team outings, he’d routinely refer to anyone not drinking as “pussies.” He referred to
                     the only African American person on the team as “dark horse.” He said in a 1:1 that he believed many men on the team “had
                     small dicks.”

               	There was an off-site at a resort. During the off-site, the director and the team, including his ABP [associate business partner a.k.a. assistant], were having drinks. There were a few male non-Googlers at the resort as well that they hung out with. The ABP retired for the night. The director facilitated, somehow, getting the ABP’s room key into the hands of the non-Googlers, who were all very inebriated. The non-Googlers entered her room while she was sleeping and attempted to climb into bed with her. She successfully kicked them out of the room without being attacked. What followed was an official HR investigation across the org. Two men on the team lied to HR to try and cover up any wrongdoing from the director. It’s unclear whether they did this on their own or were pressured from the director to lie. Shortly after the investigation, the ABP left the company. I was instructed by my former manager to never report anything to HR in order to protect myself and my career, and I believed her and continue to believe her. The director has since been promoted 3 times.

               	I was working on a Google UK team with a terrible “boys club” culture. One day the women came in and the boys had left to go do a stereotypical “male” sports activity. We were horrified that we hadn’t been included or
                     informed. Due to my persuasion, we wrote a letter to HR. Nothing happened. The next day, the manager called the women into
                     his office 1 by 1, all younger women than me, and he was furious. Every one of them came out crying, regretted writing the
                     letter, and said they would never interact with HR again, and that we should never have said anything. I felt so ashamed I
                     had brought this on them.

               	When I took a sick leave and came back, my manager did not want to work with me and asked me to leave his team. He said if I stayed longer my performance ratings were going to drop. I went to the VP, several senior folks in the team and did not get support. HR investigated the case and talked to 2 folks who were not even connected with the case and closed it. As part of the investigation they told me that the manager acted in bad taste but due to Business needs his decision was right. During this process I
                     found another role. Since I found a job, they said they were not taking action. Also as part of closing the investigation they threatened that if I talk to anyone about this I will be terminated. The Manager is still at Google, has harassed or treated several more women on his team badly. He’s
                     been promoted multiple times.

               	I’m a woman of color. I was underleveled and took a 20% pay cut when I joined Google. After 3 years, and 2 successful promotions,
                     I’m finally going to be making the same base salary as I did prior to working at Google (but inflation and cost of living
                     changes will still render me worse off). I am in HR. I come to work and fight for fairness and improvement for Googlers every
                     day. Who is fighting for me?

            

            It was a stunning, sobering monument to disillusionment: capturing all sorts of anecdotes and reflections on a culture of
               discrimination, gaslighting, retaliation, ethical breaches, punitive managers, bad HR. If I could boil all these responses
               down to a single question, it might be: When did you first notice the gap between what you believed Google to be—progressive, equitable, fair, good—and what you actually see and experience every day?

            
            I kept the tab open and read them as they came in, one by one, clicking back to the tab all day as I did other stuff. As I
               look back now it’s so clear to me this was the turning point. I came up the ranks as a corporate storyteller, a buoy of the
               company narrative. The foundation of that work, the frame of it, is the belief that telling Google’s story or whatever would
               help usher in a better world. Some people have always understood that was bullshit, or propaganda. But you can’t really do
               the work if you think that way. You have to believe, as I did, that Google (and all technology companies) is essential to progress, is making the world a better place. 

            
            But now it was undeniable: Those stories, those narratives, those “values” were doing the opposite. They were a veil, cover,
               PR glossing over the rot.
            

            
            Eileen Naughton, the head of HR, had basically said the quiet part out loud at TGIF: Misconduct was “inevitable” in a company
               of ninety thousand. In her view, and perhaps the company’s, if this was evil, it was the cost of doing business.
            

            
            But what was Google’s business really adding to the world, at the end of the day?

            
            Ads. A surveillance empire. The scaffolding of attention capture and influence.

            
            We would make people’s stories—the real ones, not the sanitized internal versions—the centerpiece of the Walkout.

            
            Maybe, like Christine Blasey Ford’s story, they wouldn’t topple anything. But it could puncture the myth. And, I realized,
               sometimes that’s where real change starts.
            

            
         
         
            Tuesday

            The Walkout only two days away, I had a performance review. (Why was there always a performance review? There was no escaping the endless evaluation machine, the steady drip of being made to feel as diminished
               as possible.) Marion was out that week—her birthday, her parents visiting, the same constellation as my disastrous first week
               back from maternity leave—yet she still wanted to do my “big review and development conversation.”
            

            
            She had dropped my rating. After two years at “exceeds expectations,” I was down to “meets.”

            
            The dreaded “meets.”

            
            It was the technically acceptable rating for someone new to their role—but after years as a strong performer, it was a scarlet letter. I pressed for the rationale, and she couldn’t really explain it. She mumbled something about not doing enough “thought leadership.” 

            
            “Thought leadership?” I said—my voice stronger and clearer than I expected. “I just presented to the CEO of the company four times.”
            

            
            She blinked, taken aback, and retreated to pecking at her laptop. On the shared screen, she pulled up the generic marketing
               rubric and read line items aloud—arbitrary one-size-fits-all requirements plucked from some dusty competence framework. “See?
               At your level you’re supposed to be sharing insights with the product team.”
            

            
            We had never done that. It was fiction. And yet here she was, shaping my performance narrative from a rubric no one actually
               used.
            

            
            I thought about all the “thought leadership” I had done for her—all the framing, messaging, analysis, daily back-and-forth, back-and-forth. The labor that undergirded her own ascendant
               trajectory. I wasn’t doing the right things to get credit, that much was clear. She even chided me for letting Rich, the guy
               who reported to me, send the recap email about some stupid, forgettable campaign.
            

            
            “You needed that win,” she said.

            
            But I didn’t want that win. Or maybe part of me did, but not like this. I was starting to define “winning” differently—and
               not in this narrowing, hollowing game I didn’t want to play anymore.
            

            
            What buoyed me through the bad news was the studio proposal I’d been working on—a new social media creative unit that would
               bring YouTube’s storytelling in-house. I had ideas, vision, actual energy. Marion had been supportive so far, and I felt I
               could impress her, get the green light. It would save YouTube millions. It would bring coherence to YouTube’s voice. And,
               in the moment, it would prove—ridiculously—that I was still “hungry.”
            

            
            Looking back, that’s how I know I didn’t believe the Walkout could possibly jeopardize my career. I was living briefly in the fantasy that these two things—my corporate ascent and this new political awakening—could coexist peacefully. That they weren’t in direct conflict—or mutually exclusive. 

            
            That was the last time I spoke to Marion for a while. Later that day, her dad had a stroke in her apartment. He died a week
               later.
            

            
            

            The comms intensified. BuzzFeed was the first to break the news, late Tuesday afternoon, that women at Google were planning a Walkout. This was a leak, not
               something we had teed up, but we went with it, and started texting a New York Times reporter Amr and Meredith knew and trusted, Kate Conger. We fed her details: planning, demands, the scope.
            

            
            We got a big PR boost from the company, too. Google made a big countermove by having Sundar, the CEO, send an email that night:
               Some of you have raised constructive ideas for how we can improve our policies going forward. . . . I’m taking in all of your feedback so we can turn these ideas into action. HR would make managers aware of the event planned for Thursday, he said, and that you have the support you need, he wrote. It was a classic PR jujitsu—absorbing the language of dissent to neutralize it.
            

            
            But the planning itself felt like the way I’d always wanted to work: purpose, urgency, flow. We spun up Google Docs for demands, spreadsheets, Hangout meetings, presentations. A team
               project in the truest sense, improvised, collective, alive.
            

            
            I used every skill I’d honed over a decade of managing Google’s optics—except now it was in service of challenging Google,
               not defending it. Drafting comms, coordinating with press, coaching speakers behind the scenes. Subversive, yes. But for the
               first time in my career, I felt like I was doing something worthwhile, real.
            

            
            I was shocked by how clear and forceful my voice was on press calls. Years of ghostwriting bullshit had apparently trained
               me for truth telling.
            

            
         
         
            Wednesday

            Articles published about our planning and “Google struggling to contain the internal backlash.” It was fantastic publicity
               for us, fueling more people joining the lists, getting involved. I wanted as many voices as possible. “Our discussions are
               expanding very quickly,” I told Farhad Manjoo, another reporter from The New York Times. “What is it that we want the company to be, and what should we do with the power that we very quickly see we are harnessing?
               Is Google for good? Do we think that technology is toxic? Are we navigating through a host of complex issues online in a positive
               way?” In only forty-eight hours, the talking points and narrative had clearly emerged.
            

            
            The New York Times sent a photographer to take my picture outside Google. I slipped out of the office in a long black coat—it was raining. I
               didn’t know what facial expression to make: seriousness? Determination? I feel like a spy on a mission, but that’s probably
               90 percent coat, I told him. He showed me the images in his viewfinder. I looked strong—stronger than I’d ever felt, stronger
               than I actually felt.
            

            
            I forwarded one of The New York Times articles to my parents. “Leadership is supportive, I swear!” I knew it was too good to be true. Then I received a message from a young woman named Elise whose name sounded vaguely familiar. I looked her up in the Google directory, and her job title was global head of Women@Google. There were always puffed-up, sounds-good-but-what-is-that job titles at Google, but I could decode this one easily enough, because Women@Google was the name of a program, a kind of umbrella for management-sanctioned programs to make women feel better about things without changing anything, like mindfulness classes and catered meetups and having Arianna Huffington come speak. Nevertheless, Elise’s “three-word mission” on her internal company profile page was “catalyze systemic change.” She’d recently spearheaded Google Maps adding a badge to indicate if a business was female-owned. You had to wade through a couple of different screens and squint pretty hard to see the badge but hey, systemic change. Sure. 

            
            Elise’s message to me said she urgently wanted to meet, and I was all too happy to oblige, curious about how the global head
               girl, tied in deep with management, would position herself during a revolt of the rank and file. “I’m here to support you
               and this effort in any way,” she said after we introduced ourselves. Even over video chat, I was struck by her shininess:
               tawny blown-out hair, a fresh athletic glow. I knew so many people like this over the years at Google—the nontechnical ranks
               are full of preternaturally poised Stanford grads—and yet still, the eyes had to adjust.
            

            
            She wasn’t happy to help in “any way,” really—she had come to broker a meeting between Walkout organizers and the top female
               executives, Ruth Porat, Susan Wojcicki, some others. They wanted to hear from us, she said, get our feedback (on . . . not paying harassers tens of millions of dollars?). I took it back to the other organizers. Some wanted to do it,
               some wanted to decline: This couldn’t be anything but an attempt to co-opt, to use their Illuminati/Jedi mind tricks on us,
               to massage the message into something softer and less threatening. It was scary to say no outright—after years of carefully
               managing my spot in the hierarchy, my main reflex was don’t upset the gods—so I went back to Elise with a compromise: We’d meet with the execs, but only after the Walkout, and only if we could share
               notes to the thousands of people who were taking part in it. The disapproving frown on the other end was palpable. That was
               not going to work.
            

            
            “This is the only time they’ll be open to meeting,” she messaged back flatly.

            
            I shrugged. She Hail Mary’ed: “Claire, just between us, this is an incredible visibility opportunity for you, and I don’t
               want you to miss out on it.” We didn’t connect again. Someone told me later that she attended the Walkout wearing a pink sparkly
               jumpsuit that said “FEMINIST” on it.
            

            
         
         
            Thursday

            November 1, just a week after the Rubin story, I woke up early. It was unseasonably warm in New York, bright, sunny, promising.
               I dressed myself for battle, for the optics: activist chic. An imperceptible amount of makeup, hard boots, a light jacket the same color as fatigues. I’d recently gotten a short haircut
               that fit the bill. Shane gave me a long hug—drawing me out from the barrage of notifications on my phone—and told me I was
               doing the right thing. He and Malcolm, my guys!, waved from the door.
            

            
            New York magazine ran a piece that morning cosigned by our core team of eight: We’re the Organizers of the Google Walkout. Here are our demands. We’d settled on five in a fairly democratic process, hundreds of people had left comments and edits in a shared Google Doc:
            

            
            
               	An end to Forced Arbitration in cases of harassment and discrimination for all current and future employees.

               	A commitment to end pay and opportunity inequity.

               	A publicly disclosed sexual harassment transparency report.

               	A clear, uniform, globally inclusive process for reporting sexual misconduct safely and anonymously.

               	Elevate the Chief Diversity Officer to answer directly to the CEO and make recommendations directly to the Board of Directors.
                  Appoint an Employee Rep to the Board.
               

            

            We wrapped it all up with this: A company is nothing without its workers. From the moment we start at Google we’re told that we aren’t just employees; we’re
                  owners. Every person who walked out today is an owner, and the owners say: Time’s up.

            
            By sunrise in New York it was clear the Walkout was going to be huge. The Walkout was 11:10 local time in every location. So Asia had already walked, Europe was walking. We hadn’t expected much participation in Asia where stepping out of hierarchy and challenging management was even more taboo than in the US. But they had done it their own way, gathering in the micro kitchens to talk honestly about the problems women were facing. It was quiet but powerful. 

            
            Europe was the tipping point. Dublin, London, Zurich, Paris, Hamburg: People streamed from the offices, and the press was
               everywhere. It started trending on Twitter. I couldn’t unplug from the constant feed. This was our greatest goal in social
               media marketing at YouTube forever: to break through, go viral, trend. We had never managed to do that, even with all the
               millions of media dollars we’d put in to artificially juice the “conversation.” And here it was unfolding effortlessly.
            

            
            I entered the Google building on Tenth Avenue along with a couple of the other organizers, in a fugue state. I gulped down
               some oatmeal from the last dregs of breakfast service in the cafeteria to settle my stomach and printed out my speech. The
               next hour was a blur: The local park where we’d chosen to gather the New York office contingent swelled and overflowed with
               Googlers.
            

            
            In the front row were a group of women from Creative Lab. I recognized a few of them. They had made their own signs (“Time’s
               Up Tech,” “Not OK, Google”) in cool serif font, the Lab’s hip house style. I wondered what their stories were, if they mirrored
               mine. They looked so picture-perfect that they were the main images splashed in the news the next day.
            

            
            I stood on a chair alongside Meredith, Tanuja, and another woman named Demma, my nerves and self-consciousness completely
               ceding to the power and thrill of the moment. All the career coaching bromides circulating around Google at that time emphasized
               how crucial it was to align your work with a strong sense of mission and purpose. I’d been the mission and purpose girl at
               Google, but I’d unlatched from it. What even was this company anymore? A sour ideal. There wasn’t any recognizable mission
               and purpose to align myself with. But here this new opportunity was, and it felt right.
            

            
            We had megaphones, but the crowd was too big, the wind too strong, and our sound output was way too quiet. It was a detail we missed, a projection error: We had no idea the park would be full of a thousand Googlers. A man—one of so many men who walked out—grabbed a second megaphone and held it up to amplify ours. An improvised hack. A symbol of the day itself. 

            
            Afterward, Erica, one of the organizers, who we’d designated to do press, handed me her phone—“NPR’s on the line!” My voice
               came out fast, clear; I knew the talking points, and I believed in them. Then she led me over to Katie Couric, who interviewed
               me for a quick “Instagram Live” segment. I’d grown up watching Katie on the Today show before school—her bright voice was so familiar to me—and now she was right in front of me, eager to report on us. It was surreal: It hit me that this was an event worth reporting on, something the world wanted to witness. She asked about
               justice, courage, women in tech. If this was my fifteen minutes of fame, I was genuinely proud of what I was using it for.
            

            
            In a makeshift “war room,” in a Mexican restaurant on Ninth Avenue, we collected stats and cataloged all the tweets after
               trending globally all day as bowls of chips stacked up. We were too abuzz to eat. The New York Times coverage declared it a “watershed moment in tech.” We were buoyed by adrenaline, hope, a sense of invincibility. The world
               was witnessing what it looked like when women inside the Big Tech machine said: enough.

            
         
         
      
   BookSharekh.com




      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         We are building a foundation upon which so, so much will stand, Meredith said in our multi-hour Zoom on Sunday following the Walkout. How do we protect this beautiful, fragile thing?

         
         I was frazzled and straining to catch Meredith’s words—everything she said had gravitas and sounded like it should be coming
            out of a microphone in an auditorium—over the Raffi soundtrack we had blaring in the car to placate Malcolm on the long drive
            home from the country.
         

         
         “Handy!!” was another one of his new expressive demands, which I understood to mean Gimme one of yours to hold to alleviate the stress caused by this supposedly fun thing you’ve dragged me along to, so I was also in the back seat next to him, supplying said handy, using my free one to hold the phone connecting me to the other seven lead organizers during our first big debrief.
         

         
         Shane, Malcolm, and I had ventured upstate for the weekend after the Walkout to celebrate our Bed-Stuy neighbor’s thirtieth
            birthday. I didn’t talk about the Walkout much with this group of relative strangers, keeping it tucked away like a secret,
            though when my mind drifted there, it was a momentary shock. Did that really happen? The whole weekend, I compulsively turned
            the conversation over to whoever was across from me at the farmhouse table: Oh, what was your childhood like in France? Oh, your small child drinks tea and eats smoked salmon, what a marvel. I found myself wondering: How long does it take to metabolize a sudden, life-changing event? When does it integrate, become a part of you?

         
         It only synced a little while afterward that I had some experience with that: Scott. It had been exactly ten years since he
            died, and the status of that “shocking life event metabolism project” was unclear. One of his Georgetown friends had written
            me a one-line email after the Walkout and said, “Scott would love everything you’re doing,” which had instantly made me cry—I
            could’ve filled a cup with the tears in the minutes that ensued—remembering he wasn’t there to hear about all this. Or forget
            what I had to say: Maybe the thing I wanted most in the world was to hear what he’d say.
         

         
         I had another reason to think about Scott and the way Google had figured into the shock and cataclysm of that time: Marion
            emailed me and a couple of the other managers on the team that Sunday morning and said her father had died; he hadn’t survived
            the stroke he’d had while visiting her the week before. I probably won’t be in this week, she said. I tapped so many versions of a reply as Shane packed up the car to head back to Brooklyn. My first instinct was
            the strenuous meaning-making, the silver lining, the grief will make you stronger, make your experience of life richer, you’ll get through it. I was tired of thrusting a spin over everything, though. I trashed the draft and wrote, Marion, I am so, so sorry.
         

         
         Thanks, Marion replied immediately. Been following all your news, so cool.
         

         
         I’d wondered what she’d heard about it—we figured the managers of the Walkout leaders, or maybe everyone who’d stuck their
            neck out in any capacity last week, would’ve been alerted, looped in immediately. Even made my fave Daily Mail. :) (Her fanatical devotion to reading the British newspaper—which some would argue wasn’t so much news as a propaganda tool for maintaining fear and anxiety to push a right-wing populist agenda—was one of the only things I knew about Marion’s cultural proclivities.) But phew, okay. I wasn’t in trouble—or at least not yet. 

         
         I scanned the Brady Bunch Zoom grid of the eight of us lead Walkout organizers from my phone in the back seat. Our faces—four
            white women, two Black, one Indian, and a sole man, Amr—were smiley and warm, a little sheepish, stunned into the same weird
            mix of awe and disbelief. The final stats were in: Twenty thousand Googlers had walked out in more than forty offices—Dublin,
            London, Singapore, Zurich, Haifa, Berlin, Ann Arbor, on and on, everywhere. Someone had already turned the tweets into a tidy
            report as if we’d launched a new product; others pinged around screenshots of front pages showing Googlers flooding plazas
            across the world. The photographs looked historic, timeless—young people whose facial expressions and printed signs beamed
            a message of utter seriousness, optimism, change.
         

         
         

         Okay, Google, now what? The execs were saying all the right things, but we knew their tone was a strategy. This was a crisis,
            no matter how they spun it, and there would be war rooms and task forces. I knew that drill. Sundar, the CEO, had been at
            a New York Times conference dutifully wrapping Googlers’ outrage in the familiar language of performance reviews: Google had “not lived up
            to our expectations,” he said, but an action plan would fix everything tout de suite. Of course they wouldn’t meet every demand.
            Implementing full pay equity and transparency would be an existential threat to the very system. Shady pay gaps—and employees
            kept ignorant of them—were central to the creation of surplus value and, y’know, capitalism’s whole deal, which I was only
            beginning to understand.
         

         
         Still, it felt, for a moment, like they had to take this seriously. The world was behind us. If there was one thing nearly everyone agreed on, it was that the tech companies had too much power and too little accountability. Google had filled our heads with the idea that we were changing the world; now we finally had a chance to prove it. Of course we could protect this fragile, beautiful thing. We had to. 

         
         But quickly—first—who were these people I’d just staged a global uprising with? We’d pulled off the team project to end all team projects, but we barely
            knew each other. Most of our personal stories had been swallowed by the adrenaline of the days before. This Zoom was a belated
            Nice to meet you, comrades. Tanuja, ever the on-the-ball project manager, had sent around a neat agenda—press strategy, committee structure, next steps—but
            in three hours we never made it past item one: going around the horn to say how we felt, what the week had been like, and
            what had brought us here.
         

         
         Tanuja circulated meticulous minutes afterward, so I know roughly what each of us said that day. It’s funny, reading through
            them now—knowing who would leap, who would stick around, where the fractures already were. You could hear the anxiety under
            the surface, the fretting about personal risk; you could also hear a split between those who believed the executives’ goodwill
            was genuine and those who understood power better.
         

         
         Stephanie spoke early on. Her voice was gentle, deliberate, soft, but she had a lot of depth and magnetic force. She worked
            on YouTube’s trust and safety team, and co-led the Black@Google employee resource group. Her entry point into organizing was
            almost too on-the-nose: Despite a BA and master’s degree from Stanford and industry experience, she’d been funneled first
            into an entry-level contractor job. She’d wandered into a meeting of the Tech Workers Coalition—a nascent industry advocacy
            org—met Amr, and something opened up in her—new purpose, new questions. She wasn’t sure yet where it would all lead, only
            that it felt like the right direction.
         

         
         Then there was Erica. She also worked in New York, with piercing blue eyes and a close-cropped haircut. She was crisp, confident, practiced—years in journalism had given her a clean, exacting way of speaking. On the news team she’d been steeped in the daily contradictions of combating misinformation, wrestling with the shifting, murky boundaries of what counted as “truth” inside a company that served many masters. She was deeply rooted in the Gayglers and Lesbians Who Tech communities, so she’d seen how easily a corporation could buy a rainbow float yet balk at the first sign of a real moral obligation. 

         
         Celie and Kendra were women I knew from the marketing team. Like me, Kendra was in the thick of YouTube’s mixed messages around
            its stated commitment to “raising underrepresented voices”; she led several of the company’s creator marketing initiatives,
            working with Black, LGBTQ+, and female creators—building the company’s rapport with these key communities, which she said
            often got treated as “radical” (even if we all saw it as table stakes). She was a comfortable, clear advocate.
         

         
         Celie, a dead ringer for Reese Witherspoon, all shiny, sunny earnestness, said, “I’m here to lift Google up, not knock it
            down.” She was the perfect avatar of the good-girl cohort the Walkout had energized: hopeful, engaged, but skittish, not wanting
            to push it too far. Celie framed our protest as a kind of public service, almost brand maintenance. Maybe the Walkout had been good PR—Googlers performing the company’s own myth back to itself.
         

         
         But Meredith and Amr came from a different tradition. They were students of classic labor power struggles and didn’t believe
            for a second that management would share power willingly. The Walkout had worked because we’d flexed it. They didn’t want
            to destroy Google; they wanted to confront its unchecked power before it made the world worse. Appealing to executives’ better
            angels, they said, was structurally doomed. No matter how conciliatory the statements were now, management hated what we were
            doing. And that was fine. Confrontation was the point.
         

         
         I knew they were right. But in that brief window—before we went back into the building, before the company issued its response—I wanted to hold on to the fantasy that our careers and our activism could coexist. That we could be both loyal employees and moral citizens. That the place that had taught us “don’t be evil” might actually mean it. I needed to believe that the company I’d poured so much of myself into still had a soul. 

         
         Even if, deep down, I already knew we were about to find out it didn’t.

         
         

         I badged back into Google on Monday, feeling slightly foreign and more than slightly off-balance. I held my regular morning
            editorial stand-up with the social media team, avoiding mentioning the Walkout, though my phone was blowing up with reporters
            asking about next steps. The meeting began, as always, with the “nightmare fuel” portion.
         

         
         “Pretty quiet couple days,” our analyst Michaela chirped, noting a spike in political discourse ahead of the midterms, a plane
            crash in Indonesia, and an SNL clip skewering Trump’s fearmongering about a “migrant caravan.” There was an enormous, cartoon-size elephant in the stand-up:
            Nearly every headline about YouTube that weekend involved me, a YouTube employee, organizing a global protest. Michaela cheerfully edited all of those out of the briefing.
         

         
         

         We put out a dozen Article 13 tweets that week—even though Marion was technically offline, she’d emailed that we should keep
            up the volume on the campaign. The posts were sounding increasingly shrill. We changed the backdrop of our Twitter account
            and the avatar of our Instagram to our new branded assets #SaveYourInternet. Don’t you want to #SaveYourInternet? the copy seemed to shout, as if we were mad at the random people mindlessly scrolling their Twitter feed for not doing more to help us, one of the world’s most powerful multinational corporations. It had been only a week, and I already had a new, more cynical frame on the work I was doing. The internet itself wasn’t bad, but Google’s relentless commercialization of it was. And here I was smack-dab in obfuscating that, in advancing those interests. 

         
         I had seen the past few years how crucial the internal optics were—my whole department made sandcastles expressly to impress
            the higher-ups. This went both ways. There were three of us core Walkout organizers on Danielle’s team, and they gave us a
            shoutout in the weekly team email. Culture champions of the week, a recurring series where they put things like Thanks to Emily for organizing a mentor program for interns! The text was muted, defanged. Congrats to Celie, Kendra, and Claire for their work in organizing the Google Walkout—we’re proud of you. Go team!

         
         Isn’t this what I wanted—for my new emerging activism to coexist with my corporate career? Why did it feel all wrong—like
            they were trying to manage and contain the threat?
         

         
         On Thursday, a week after the Walkout, Google held a town hall to present its official response to our demands. Walking from
            my building to the one across the street—so I could watch it livestreamed to the big auditorium with a group of volunteers—felt
            like a shift in roles, a change of uniform.
         

         
         I expected a significant response. Our demands were straightforward and beneficial for business: a public sexual harassment
            transparency report, an overhaul of the reporting process for harassment and discrimination, and a commitment to correcting
            blatant pay inequities. This all seemed common sense, good business practice (hey, maybe we were doing Google a service with our protesting).
         

         
         Instead, we got a lot of blah blah blah. CEO Sundar Pichai spoke stiffly and at length. I could practically feel the talking
            points embedded in his script as he began: “It’s been a very difficult couple of weeks at Google. Intense feelings. Anger,
            frustration. We all feel it. I feel it, too. I worked much of the weekend on this. I am oozing empathy for the stories that
            have been shared.”
         

         
         Oozing. The torrent of jargon went on and on. They made only one concrete change: an end to forced arbitration for claims of sexual harassment—but not discrimination, which we’d asked for. The rest was all vague commitments to incrementally improving the processes we’d called out as broken and punitive. They wrapped it all up in a color-coded internal website to make it look like a lot more than it was. They also added a new sexual harassment training, which no one asked for. My chest buzzed with rage and disbelief. I’d hoped that their response would be a sign that the company we’d built our lives around was capable of self-reflection, courage, real change. Instead, it was pretty clear the machine was closing in, closing ranks. 

         
         Women on the Walkout email list had been sharpening questions for the executives—righteous, precise, surgical. We needed one
            that cut straight to the bone, so here’s the one that did:
         

         
         From the Walkout Storybank, a common theme is that reporting to HR does not help. Many report being treated as troublemakers.
               How do you plan to fix a system where the department meant to protect employees is the one people fear?

         
         The executives’ answer was a master class in evasion. The general counsel offered generalities about how PeopleOps cared deeply.
            Ruth, the CFO, praised the extraordinary HR teams (“they dedicate their lives to supporting and protecting Googlers”) and
            said they’d bolster HR “coverage,” as if it were spotty Wi-Fi. Eileen, the head of HR, promised a new survey in 2019 from
            the data wonk HR sub-group, People Analytics—a “rigorous, statistically relevant sample.”
         

         
         We’d not only asked about structural harm and retaliation but we’d also provided hundreds of examples of it. They answered
            with platitudes and a survey. The gap between what we needed and what they were willing to give was suddenly, painfully clear.
         

         
         I was so impressed with how everyone was showing up, pushing back—the company really was getting hoisted by its own petard
            after spending two decades hiring mission-driven idealists. Now that idealism was finally being turned inward, back on the
            company itself. Maybe this was always going to happen.
         

         
         

         Afterward a big group of Walkout organizers regrouped in a conference room near the auditorium. It went off the rails immediately. Demma, who’d been one of the lead speakers in the New York Walkout, launched into a lecture about how we were being reckless and not centering Black women enough in the work. She’d worked in the DEI and equity team within Google Engineering forever, and she felt like the Walkout “shitted” on all the work that well-meaning people had been doing within the organization—carving out slow change from within. This was their turf, that we had come in to claim, to put our names on blog posts, have our pictures in The New York Times. You white women will never understand, she said. I said nothing. I wanted to listen. I had so many blind spots—so I had
            learned in all my DEI trainings at Google. We did privilege walks at off-sites. Our leaders referenced their white fragility. But now it was no longer theoretical, in politely moderated conference rooms, and it felt significantly more complicated.
         

         
         A woman named Val piped in that, well, she was actually Middle Eastern and didn’t appreciate us all being described as an
            ignorant, insensitive monolith. If anything, the demands and the statements, spearheaded by people like Amr and Meredith,
            talked broadly and inclusively about systemic injustice—everyone and everything was collateral damage. Val and Demma ended
            up in a shouting match. Val left, crying, and we could never pull her back in.
         

         
         Then the core group got back together, chastened and hushed, but we opened a new doc to whip up a blog post, calling out how
            underwhelming Google’s response had been, vowing to keep up the fight. We wove in a quote from Demma and Stephanie, too, the
            other Black woman organizer. We were taking the feedback, iterating. But at this point, the feeling of invincibility and total
            alignment that we’d ridden on the week before had almost completely drained out. Maybe there were no shortcuts.
         

         
         We shared the blog post to our Medium account. We got a couple of comments immediately like What did you expect? Literally every employer will take advantage of you if given the opportunity; that’s just how the game
               works. Okay, so not everyone was on our side (I would soon learn that wide swaths of America are vehemently opposed to workers’
            rights, despite the right-wing nostalgia for the workingman—“man” being the operative word). Yeah, well, I’d always accepted
            that’s how the game works—I was so used to that.
         

         
         Meanwhile, New York magazine assigned a journalist named Alex Morris to write an “oral history” of the Walkout. We had barely lived through it
            and now it was history to be narrativized.
         

         
         Alex and I met at the Le Pain Quotidien across the street from Google at 9:00 a.m.—a quick stop before I started my workday.
            I liked Alex, trusted her, and immediately spilled my guts. Meredith said we need to be hyper-disciplined with our message.
            That wasn’t my style, though, or else I couldn’t resist (finally, some opportunity outside the micro kitchens to run my characterologically
            enormous mouth about my working conditions!). I talked a lot, guzzling coffee, and put the interview out of my mind as soon
            as I badged into Google. Back into the borg, Claire Stapleton: a foreign body.

         
         The Walkout leads had more long Zooms. Tanuja kept producing agendas, minutes, follow-up emails. But the meetings went long
            and loose as we debriefed how we were feeling, what was going on for each of us as we returned to our normal jobs. Amr defended
            the time we spent on this—the foundation, after all, had to be built on trust and relationships. We needed time to get to
            know where everyone was “at,” so to speak. We all had a lot to process and think about. Celie in particular was struggling
            with what she was risking by organizing—she was in the midst of transferring roles. She wanted a more explicit okay from the
            higher-ups that it was acceptable to be doing this. The internal good girl was yelling at her to get back in line.
         

         
         Tanuja was getting frustrated and couldn’t hide it in the meetings. Part of it was that she didn’t feel like we were aligning on a clear plan. She wanted escalation. The execs hadn’t delivered on the demands, so now what? And she could barely contain her contempt for Celie’s angst. “You should have thought about this before stepping up to work on the Walkout,” she said. But there hadn’t been any time to think. 

         
         The second weekend after the Walkout, Tanuja sent us a long email before our Zoom proposing a new governance model and a clear
            vision: building to a full boycott of Google in the streets the following Thanksgiving, a year later. We had a long discussion
            about it. Amr and Meredith spoke about organizing needing to move more slowly and organically—it can’t be contained in a project
            plan like a Google product. And anyway, what did a boycott of Google even mean? It was like the air we breathed—they even
            powered the Wi-Fi in downtown Manhattan. Still, we agreed to adopt Tanuja’s plan and model as our framework, while acknowledging
            we needed to move nimbly and course correct as we go.
         

         
         Monday, November 12, we woke up to an email from Tanuja “resigning” from the group and basically excoriating us for being
            unserious and not moving fast enough. I could feel her anger, her disappointment. It was so puzzling. We were just getting
            started, and we’d already gotten a bad performance review.
         

         
         Everyone wrote in with passionate pleas—Don’t go, Tanuja, let’s work it out, let’s find a compromise. But the door had slammed, she was gone. Shit. However imperceptible to the outside world at that moment, there was our first
            fracture, chink in our armor, internal drama. It had been only ten days.
         

         
         We put it aside, sewing ourselves back together in prep for one of our biggest press moments to date: Kara Swisher had asked
            us onto her podcast, Recode Decode. Kara wasn’t just a journalist—she was lore, a fixture of the Valley’s inner sanctum. A beloved scourge: sharp, funny, chronically unimpressed, but always welcome at
            the table. Executives trusted her, and they listened when she talked. Even when she skewered them; she understood their world
            from the inside and spoke its language better than almost anyone.
         

         
         We went in to the Vox magazine office at the southern tip of Manhattan on the Sunday before Thanksgiving to record. I was so nervous—I’d never
            recorded a podcast before, despite writing talking points for other people to do them. It was like Erica said, reflecting
            on her tech career: “I learned how to think with Twitter’s brain, then with Google’s brain. Now I’m thinking with my brain.”
         

         
         Well, I’d been thinking with my own brain for a while, watching the delta grow between my personal values and Google. But
            speaking on my own, unfiltered—damn, now there was the passion, the power. I fortified myself with cold brew and zipped into
            the recording booth with the rest of the group. It was over in an instant. I walked out of the dark recording booth and immediately
            forgot what I said. But I knew it sounded good.
         

         
         Still, our narrative and the path ahead sounded more cohesive and well-in-hand than it was. In reality, most of the people
            who’d walked out had gone back to work. The execs had thrown the women of Google some bones (some words, actually) and that
            would be enough—that had to be enough for most people whose lives and livelihoods depended on their Google salaries and upward trajectories within
            the hierarchy.
         

         
         But a new group was emerging in New York, with Meredith and me and a bunch of people who had been quietly organizing around
            Maven. It had a low barrier to entry. A lunch every Thursday where we could talk about anything—what was going on in our jobs,
            what evil thing Google was doing that week. There were some women, but it was mostly men, engineers obsessed by ethics, comfortable
            being contrarian and analytical. This was starting to feel like an education: how my stifling, alienating experience “laddered
            up,” why things like the Rubin payout were features, not bugs, of the system—as strenuously as Google declared otherwise.
            We may not have had a clear strategy for the path ahead, but this felt good, right, honest. Growing solidarity. No shortcuts.
         

         
         

         I flew to San Francisco early on the Sunday after Thanksgiving for an off-site in San Bruno. It was a brutally chaotic day
            to be traveling, and I was sad to be ripped from the family time with Malcolm in his little plaid button-down shirt and corduroy
            elastic-waist pants, his fanciest outfit.
         

         
         Marion was back after her two weeks of bereavement leave. I looked at her dark eye bags over the Zooms with an aching recognition
            of how horrible and bizarre she must be feeling in the wake of losing her dad (to borrow Sundar’s phrase, I was actually oozing
            empathy for her plight). But Marion didn’t seem to want that recognition, our eyes full of pity. She motored right on. “I’m
            fine,” she said—we don’t need to talk about it. “There’s so much to do before end of year.”
         

         
         Okay, then.

         
         I snapped a selfie on the tarmac early Sunday morning for Shane to show Malcolm, “handy” up to say hello. In the picture I
            look tired with my long tangled pre-AirPod headphones in. I had mentally prepped myself to listen to the Kara Swisher podcast
            on the flight. It had been released the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, and I’d gotten many texts from friends and far-flung
            acquaintances—Kara had even wider reach than I knew. I was nervous about what I’d said while soaring on cold brew, high on
            the sound of my voice unfiltered and unobstructed by the corporate line.
         

         
         On the podcast, I’d said the thing that had been crystallizing for weeks: that Google was structured for voices, but that
            structure itself wasn’t going to fix what was broken. That if anything was going to change, we were going to have to try something
            else.
         

         
         People seemed to like it. You’re a natural, my friend Sarah, a glamorous art-world PR consultant, texted me—which counted for something; of all people she knew about
            messaging.
         

         
         Another friend chimed in: you sound so empowered. when are you running for office?

         
         “Empowered” implied something conferred—permission granted from above—and that was the only kind of power I’d ever known. This felt different. I hadn’t been handed any power or authority; I was just taking it. 

         
         I listened to it sped up to 1.5x, trying to motor through the cringe of hearing my voice. I’d gone hard on Larry, Sergey,
            Sundar, all the execs for their flaccid, hollow, dismissive response. “We’re looking at the problems of this company and of
            the world around us, the sociopolitical hellscape we’re all in,” I said, “with total clarity and purpose, and we’re not giving
            up. It’s like the genie is out of the bottle.” The other five organizers sounded great, invigorating: We stood for something,
            for real. I’m gonna text this to every Google exec, Kara said. I was really pleased with this, as surreal as it was. But I knew I was probably overplaying my hand with my management.
            Danielle—and the rest of the Google execs—were going to hate it.
         

         
         

         I Ubered to Oakland, my parents’ house, straight from the San Francisco airport that afternoon. My home away from home: Google
            still entwined with my sense of home, California, the mothership.
         

         
         Celie was texting me like crazy. She was, as the kids say, “spiraling.”

         
         I feel so uncomfortable this is becoming an anti-Google movement. It’s a pro-Google movement. That’s the whole point.

         
         The Kara podcast might have boosted the conversation about the Walkout in good ways over Thanksgiving, but Celie’s dad was
            giving her grief. Telling her that this was a Big Deal, this nascent tech worker movement, that however we framed it, it was
            us versus them, and that she’d have to pick a side. The choices you make will affect your future in this industry.
         

         
         Well, yeah, sure, I figured as much, but it didn’t fill me with anxiety the way it did Celie. I didn’t know what I wanted, but preserving my place as a cog in the machine was not my highest priority. I soothed Celie, though, and commiserated. It was hard and weird to be sticking out now, a rabble-rouser. Many conversations with my dad had echoed Celie’s over the years. My dad had also said, “Don’t forget you love that place” when I was planning to exit Google Creative Lab. You can’t let the bad cloud out the good. There’s so much good.

         
         Was there any good left? When I arrived in San Bruno early Monday morning for the off-site, I paused for a couple of minutes
            in the lobby, which had gotten a massive facelift since I’d last been there. When the Google real estate team announced the
            reopening, they said it had been time for the lobby to reflect the vibrancy of the workplace culture. But it was more like
            walking through an architectural rendering than anything I’d ever experienced in situ: perfect, a little sterile, an empty
            time capsule of the taste and trends of the time.
         

         
         It looked cool, though, I had to admit. It was long, wide, and high: a double-height atrium stripped down to steel and glass,
            with a skylight the size of a pool, so it was flooded with California’s famously zealous sunlight. There was seating everywhere,
            with no one sitting in it: built-in banquettes upholstered in hopsack, fire-engine-red spinning top chairs that retailed for
            $1,700 at Herman Miller, gray wool poufs positioned nonchalantly in front of a lush living wall. But the showstopper was a
            forty-foot-high wall LED light installation spanning the entirety of the southerly wall. It was a technological feat: The
            LEDs somehow embedded into the panels, so if your finger grazed it, you felt only the soft textured fabric. How’d they do it? I wondered. It was very Google: the greatest minds of a generation working on a giant Lite-Brite for an office lobby.
         

         
         I lingered, absorbed against my will or intention by a gauzy time-lapse of cloudlike shapes, expanding, growing new edges, like ink staining paper. There was a YouTube logo—done in soft neon, a more aesthetic version—plopped straight in the middle just in case you didn’t get what the display was gesturing at: the art and abstract poetry of a YouTube video, without the messy vulgarity of displaying, y’know, an actual YouTube video. There was an interactive element, too: decals littered throughout the lobby with phrases like “I create,” and “I discover,” cribbed from the most recent iteration of the brand book, the so-called principles and values we were trying to always emulate in every context. When you stepped on the square, it briefly changed the display. Look at you, clicking and playing! it seemed to announce. You, too, have power and agency! Or at least the illusion of power and agency; I’m sure it was all preprogrammed. I mashed my bare foot on “I belong,” feeling
            very much like I didn’t. The shape on the screen transmuted, becoming oblong, flat. It was a Rorschach test, and I was seeing
            the mushroom cloud after nuclear detonation.
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            Chapter 15

         
         The day had come for our close-ups in San Bruno.

         
         The piece de resistance of Marion’s cursed post-Thanksgiving self-care off-site—this is the one where I was ceremonially presented
            with the Doc Marten boots—was a headshot photo shoot.
         

         
         Marion had been thrilled to announce it in her biweekly leads meeting (made up of the half dozen of us who ran her various
            workstreams) over video conference the week before. “I’ve gotten a major photographer to come and take everyone’s photo! Guess
            who?”
         

         
         Huh. I racked my brain for photographers who had the name recognition to elicit such a giddy reaction. Annie Leibovitz? Henri
            Cartier-Bresson?
         

         
         She stammered. Shoot, she’d forgotten the name (perfect) but assured us he’d done “all the major photos at Ferguson.”
         

         
         Her face beamed eagerness over the video screen, awaiting our response.

         
         What? I thought. Ferguson, as in the Ferguson riots, the uprising in St. Louis that had followed the police killing eighteen-year-old
            Michael Brown? Ferguson, the cultural flashpoint that sparked a national conversation about race, policing, and systemic injustice?
         

         
         Marion, ever the corporate weather vane, who always knew what had value and cachet in any given moment—and for now, at least, it was all about wokeness and social justice—had hired someone who’d documented this raw, painful moment in American history to produce shiny happy LinkedIn portraits for us? 

         
         It was a bit on the nose.

         
         “Yes!” Marion squealed. “How cool is that?”

         
         

         Now we were in San Bruno together in a conference room, dissecting our Myers-Briggs results before the photo shoot. The pro
            who did my makeup had such a heavy hand that I could smell the foundation. I’d taken so many personality tests at Google—they
            were standard off-site program filler, the endless categorization of people must have served the corporate goals for normative
            control—but it had been a few years, so as I plodded through the questions at my desk in New York, I thought surely I’ll get
            a different result now. What is personality if not our collective conditioning in the patriarchy/technocratic hellscape, man? I was sloughing off the layers left and right. I was a woman on the verge (of what, I wasn’t exactly sure).
         

         
         I made it through the test and clicked the result: ENFP, which stands for extraverted, intuitive, feeling, perceiving, not
            that that tells you much—all the Myers-Briggs types are a vague adjective bouquet. Hmmm. I searched my Gmail for the keyword.
            In 2008, I emailed Scott a link to the ENFP Wiki: Had to take this test for a Google thing. It is painfully accurate???

         
         Corporate surveillance made fun, he replied. A couple more emails beaming out my ENFP-dom dotted the inbox from the past decade (sharing one’s Myers-Briggs
            results seems, frankly, very ENFP). Oh well, I thought. Same as I ever was.
         

         
         At the off-site, I huddled with my fellow ENFPs. We read aloud from a webpage about our types at work. Nicknamed “Campaigners,” it was said that we loved our colleagues and gossiping and long ambling brainstorms and cheerleading the team. We hated details and busywork and the feeling of having power over anyone (was this just female-coded adult ADHD?). Reluctant managers we may be, we nevertheless had occasional, passionate bouts of leading the charge. “What sets ENFPs apart is how they can transform their popularity into natural leadership, inspiring their colleagues to band together to reach their goals.” God, I hadn’t changed much at all in eleven years at Google—it was the goals that had. What the campaigns were in service of. 

         
         Marion roved from table to table, like a kindergarten teacher supervising seatwork. By the time she got to ours, as befit
            our loosey-goosey, can’t-hold-us-down ENFP rep, we’d drifted to chatting and googling the Myers-Briggs types of various celebrities
            (Donald Trump: ESFP, “the Entertainer”; Taylor Swift: ESFJ, “the Consul”). I asked Marion what her type was.
         

         
         “Oh, a bit of everything. I get something different every time,” she said, looking far away even though she was right next
            to me. Despite our years of highly tethered back-and-forth—surely the log of our Gchats would stretch to the moon and back—she
            was such a cipher to me. I guess she was a cipher to herself, too. The effect was chilling.
         

         
         By late afternoon, I made my way outside for my session with Adrian, the “Ferguson photographer.” He looked cool: young and
            small, dressed in all black, gliding around, a low center of gravity. I leaned against the brick wall, waiting my turn, wearing
            a black cashmere sweater my mom had picked out for me that morning. There was a jackhammer rat-a-tatting across the street.
            It was warm out—too warm for late November—and the sun was still strong enough that you had to squint a little. The smell
            of the gobs of makeup combined with my sweat and the hot cashmere was thickening, becoming borderline intolerable. It wasn’t
            the first time that day I’d fantasized about bolting, running away down Cherry Avenue. But there was nothing in San Bruno,
            nowhere to go.
         

         
         Try as Marion might, the morale boosters of the day did little to distract from the reality that it had been an excruciating
            year for YouTube and, by extension, us, YouTube’s cheerful campaigners. For our shoots, Adrian had chosen the patio of the second floor of the building, directly opposite the lunch area where, in April, there had been a literal shooting on campus. It felt like a stunning, surreal manifestation of the growing vitriol toward YouTube and Big Tech that we saw all too clearly every day on social media. The story is this: A vegan YouTube creator drove up from LA with a Smith & Wesson pistol, entered campus through an exterior parking garage, and at 12:46 she opened fire where employees were eating lunch. She wounded three people (Did they make a full recovery? Google Gemini can’t tell me), before turning the pistol around and killing herself. She’d been making videos accusing the company of shadow-banning and demonetizing her channel, saying stuff like “They only let you succeed if they want you to.” 

         
         Susan had written an email that day that promised we’d “heal together as a family.” We had a week of trauma-informed listening
            sessions and then never spoke of it again, though once in a while someone would say, “Remember when there was a mass shooting
            at the office?” I’d started to associate the incident with a catchphrase from one of the earliest viral YouTube videos, “David
            After Dentist,” in which a kid coming off anesthesia moans, “Is this real life?”
         

         
         “Who’s next?” Adrian called out.

         
         I stepped up and waved shyly. He pointed to a spot on the patio, and I shuffled over. “Ferguson, huh? That must have been
            crazy.” My voice gargled as it came out. Maybe he didn’t want to be known for that. Maybe it was embarrassing, trading his
            authentic, lived experiences for corporate money. For what it’s worth, I wanted to say but didn’t, I also know a thing or two about selling out.

         
         “Yeah, pretty crazy,” he said.

         
         It was over almost as soon as it started. I looked down at Cherry Avenue as he started snapping. I fussed with my hair, forced
            my lips into a smile, feeling the dry mauve lipstick crack—another bad sensation.
         

         
         “Got it,” he said. “Next?”

         
         Get me out of here—these clothes, this body, this place, I thought.
         

         
         “Thank you so much,” I said.

         
         

         I took the shuttle back to Oakland from San Bruno that evening to spend one more night at my parents’ place before heading
            back to New York. The bus was packed and my seatmate’s gear took up most of our shared real estate, so I tucked the Doc Marten
            boots on my thighs for the drive. They leered at me, and I them. What an eventful Monday. A guy I’d known at Big Spaceship
            texted me that his wife had just finished her first-day Noogler orientation in Mountain View. Did you know they have a section devoted to how awesome you are?

         
         What? Like they’re talking about the Walkout in Noogler orientation? I typed back immediately. Okay, this was getting freaky: Google had already turned the Walkout into new-hire corporate propaganda?
            The week before, the CFO, Ruth Porat, had gone to a conference and reiterated how proud she was of us, how she herself had
            walked out, a patent absurdity given her powerful role in deals like Rubin’s $90 million payout.
         

         
         “We had Googlers doing what Googlers do well,” she said, cheerfully, chillingly. If we can make a car drive itself, she said,
            why can’t we sort out sexual harassment? (Yeah, Ruth, please enlighten the class: Why not?)
         

         
         No, no, the friend wrote back. It was about your TGIF emails. They read a bunch of them out loud. They called you “Bard of Google.”

         
         Oh, that. Yeah, well. That shoe, I thought, staring at the Doc Martens, didn’t fit anymore.
         

         
         

         Back in New York the next week, four of the Walkout organizers who worked at YouTube were invited to have a thirty-minute meeting with Susan. Stephanie and Kendra had met with her in a similar capacity as reps for the Black@YouTube network. In our prep doc, they wrote out beforehand what we could expect her to say: 

         
         I’m here to listen.

         
         As a woman who came up in the early days of Google, I know all about the boys’ club of Silicon Valley. I too had to fight
               back against the system, discrimination, harassment, etc.

         
         We have so many different viewpoints here at Google and we execs have a hard job of making sure they are all balanced when
               we make these decisions.

         
         I care deeply about equity. You can trust that creating an inclusive environment where everyone can thrive is my top priority.

         
         Let’s find time to keep the conversation going.

         
         We could’ve done bingo with these phrases; it was eerie how dead-on it was. (Why was I surprised? If I’d been writing her
            talking points I would’ve hit all these beats, too.) Susan, in her athleisure, was cold in the delivery, though: She made
            little eye contact, and her energy was harried, impatient, making no pretense of her desire to be anywhere but there. I wondered
            why she felt she had to have this meeting, or what she thought she could gain or impart by doing it. She started with a long
            speech about her own journey, asking us if we’d read the recent book by Bloomberg reporter Emily Chang called Brotopia.
         

         
         “I know all about the issues raised in the Walkout. I lived that. It wasn’t easy,” Susan said.

         
         I didn’t know how to debate Susan, whose main point seemed to be We’ve got it, don’t call us, we’ll call you. But Stephanie and Kendra, undeterred, launched into some nuanced talking points about the chronic issues with Black women
            coming in under-level at YouTube and getting paid less than their peers at the same level—this was a story they knew well
            because it was their story. Susan vehemently disagreed.
         

         
         “I personally sign off on all compensation here,” she said. “When I see discrepancies, I correct them.”

         
         She had to leave abruptly but said she looked forward to meeting again soon. “Let’s keep the conversation going,” she noted,
            just as Stephanie and Kendra had predicted.
         

         
         I knew we wouldn’t.

         
         “She was totally lying, by the way,” Stephanie said after Susan left the room and we could catch our breath. There had been
            a “State of Black Women” conference at Google the past few years—I’d heard about this, too—and at one of them, the top guy
            in HR then, Laszlo Bock, had acknowledged that management across Google was aware of the Black women compensation issues,
            and even put some data behind it—that Black women were, on average, two levels below their peers with the same experience
            and education levels.
         

         
         “Why would she lie if she knows the truth?” I asked.

         
         Stephanie couldn’t answer that. But I was starting to get it. The real cost of climbing that high wasn’t just forfeiting your
            voice and opinions. It was doing whatever it took to protect the system that put you there.
         

         
         

         More drama with the Walkout group was brewing. Tanuja reentered the fold—or attempted to. Since stepping down, she’d continued
            organizing a smaller group for one specific demand: to convince Google to agree to drop forced arbitration for discrimination
            (since Google had only fulfilled half of the demand after the Walkout when they agreed to drop it for sexual harassment).
            She started a huge email thread, reviving a list of volunteers from each office, called “Walkout - Next Steps Coordination!”
            She said her workstream had finished its execution plan and wanted to know the status of the others.
         

         
         No one replied—the other “demand workstreams” weren’t working in the same way, and anyway, as we hit a month since the Walkout, the core group had coalesced around a new issue to focus on: TVCs—temps, vendors, and contractors—Google’s contingent workers who made up a whopping half the total workforce. 

         
         After a day of crickets, Tanuja “bumped” her email. Friendly ping! This was starting to feel corporate. Should it be? Was that how to “get stuff done”?
         

         
         As people chimed in, she revealed that she wanted to send out an email to the womens-walk email group (thousands and still
            growing after the Walkout) proposing the “next steps” in the form of a sweeping plan, including another big public action
            very soon: #12DaysOfEquity, with protests of varying kinds every day in the run-up to Christmas. The finale would be a full
            boycott of Google products to make some sort of statement about women’s rights. It was the same idea we’d struggled with in
            the wake of the Walkout. Only now she had coined it a #Girlcott.
         

         
         Oh Jesus. I was the first one to write back, explaining why I didn’t think this was a good idea. We didn’t have the buy-in
            for another public action. We needed to move more slowly, organically, build confidence, assess and build people’s tolerance
            for risk and challenging the powers that be. Heck, even the core group of organizers wasn’t aligned on this—or anything, really.
            More people piled on, chiming in, agreeing, refining various points. Tanuja was furious and stomped away again. Forget protecting
            this beautiful, fragile thing—could we even salvage it?
         

         
         I’m so sick of the toxicity, Celie texted me after the exchange. I’m taking two weeks off of everything—work, the Walkout—and reevaluating.

         
         Another one of the core organizers, Erica, was out, too—she got a new job as a producer for Kara Swisher and was leaving Google.

         
         But Celie would email me again within a couple of days. She got promoted in the end-of-year cycle on the back of sky-high
            performance ratings (“superb,” the elusive highest one). And yet her salary increase was just 7 percent.
         

         
         I’m looking for a gut check, she said. Doesn’t it seem like I should’ve gotten a bigger bump? What do you think?

         
         It looked low to me, too, but as a midlevel manager (and ENFP/adult ADHD), I seldom engaged with the details of comp packages,
            so I went digging. I went sniffing around the file of my report, Rich. He was affable, British, an all-around good soldier.
            Marion loved him. He had a strong performance rating but nothing crazy—no “superb,” no promotion on the horizon—and he was
            a level on the corporate ladder below Celie. He’d gotten a 10 percent raise and was now making $15,000 a year more than Celie.
            What? It made no sense, except that I had a basic sense that how these things worked—how the world worked, I guess—was how
            much the powers that be liked you. How much value you had. Hell, what your gender and race were.
         

         
         At least you can breathe easy knowing that Susan personally signed off on this, I said, depressed.
         

         
         Spelled out like this—we were all on the same YouTube marketing team—it looked so unacceptable. We’d asked for pay transparency
            in one of the Walkout demands. I’d come into Google much earlier than most people, so I had a lot of stock options and been
            promoted a few times in my earlier years. But my salary and level had remained pretty stagnant (I got a 6 percent salary increase
            myself that year). I never asked for a raise or promotion once. I felt grateful for what I was getting for my bullshit job—wasn’t
            it a lot? Wasn’t I so lucky? That had always been my move: Don’t ask for much, head down, and do the job. I was a manager’s
            dream.
         

         
         Or at least I had been—my claim to that particular role was tenuous and growing more so by the day.

         
         

         Though YouTube had officially distanced itself from PewDiePie, our prodigal son/enfant terrible over a year ago—at least as far as our marketing and social promotion went—he remained an unavoidable force on the platform, and someone we still heard about with regularity in the “nightmare fuel” portion of the daily stand-up meeting. That fall, his reign as the biggest creator on the platform was in jeopardy, thanks to T-Series, a blockbuster Indian record label and Bollywood studio, which pumped out professional, polished content daily. 

         
         When T-Series’ subscriber count started to rival PewDiePie’s, for PewDiePie’s fans, the “bro army,” this wasn’t just a competition,
            it was a war between corporate, ad-friendly media and an organic, anti-establishment creator (PewDiePie’s fame and livelihood,
            it must be pointed out, nevertheless depended on the algorithm and ads peddled by one of the world’s biggest corporations).
            The bros vowed to make him bigger and more unstoppable than ever. “Subscribe to PewDiePie” became a catchphrase that spread
            like wildfire online and started to pop up offline, too: One of Logan Paul’s buddies took out a Times Square ad in solidarity
            with the cause, and a young upstart named Mr. Beast bought “Subscribe to PewDiePie” billboards all over his hometown in North
            Carolina. In October, a couple of weeks before the Walkout, PewDiePie fanned the flames with a T-Series diss track laced with
            his typical edgelord humor (“I’m a blue-eyed dragon, you’re just a dark magician”). Ugh.
         

         
         We might have been able to keep watching this play out on the sidelines if not for Rewind, our bonanza end-of-year marketing
            campaign. It was a big, slick production that we put millions into making and promoting every year—a feel-good, no-brainer
            celebration of the top memes and creators of the year on the platform. But this year, the video started a firestorm and led
            to a mass-downvoting campaign that became a meme of its own. Within a week, it became the most-disliked video in the history
            of the website, garnering more than ten million thumbs-down—led largely by the bro army, infuriated by PewDiePie’s exclusion
            from it.
         

         
         It blew up so much that it became a corporate crisis. Kevin Roose, The New York Times’s technology critic, wrote an incisive piece about the existential tension at the heart of YouTube’s marketing efforts: PewDiePie drama aside, this was about what the platform was versus how YouTube wanted the world to perceive it. “If YouTube had been trying to create an accurate picture of its platform’s most visible faces, it would need to include bigots, reactionaries and juvenile shock jocks. A YouTube recap that includes only displays of tolerance and pluralism is a little like a Weather Channel highlight reel featuring only footage of sunny days—it might be more pleasant to look at, but it doesn’t reflect the actual weather.” Yup. 

         
         We started on our apology comms. We hear your disappointment loud and clear, the tweet began. Our apology tweets always started like this—the empathy, we’re listening. The parenting books said this, too; I was learning to always validate the anger, the big feelings. It never worked with
            Malcolm—and it never worked on Twitter.
         

         
         The tweeted apologies weren’t the end of it. Late on a Friday, I went to get a massage from the Google masseuse—a woman named
            Sarah who had basically become my emotional chiropractor that year, kneading the stress knots out of my neck as I sweat and
            wept into the face cradle. When I emerged, my zen was short-lived. I had a barrage of pings from Marion: I needed to set up
            a playlist of creators reacting to Rewind.
         

         
         We will lead off with pdp, she instructed. PewDiePie.
         

         
         Wow, I said. We’re reversing our policy on him?

         
         I didn’t say that, she said. We just need to show we’re self-aware about the criticism. Pls also heart his tweet about it thx.

         
         PewDiePie had done a predictable “react” video all about how cringy and stupid Rewind had been.

         
         It’s a bad idea, I said to Marion, firm. It’s not going to get us any points with the bro army. We’re the villains in his reality show. We’ll be compromising our integrity
               for nothing.

         
         Marion never replied.

         
         Diana, a teammate who ran one of the other YouTube Twitter accounts, was the one to text me the news. Marion asked me to tweet the PewDiePie video out. She told me not to tell you, but I didn’t feel right about it. Sorry.

         
         I knew this was probably a stupid battle to pick. In the grand scheme, it didn’t matter. The video would go out or it wouldn’t.
            The internet would move on either way.
         

         
         But it mattered to me. And looking around, I had to ask: Did it matter to anyone else?
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            Chapter 16

         
         Retaliation—the possibility or even inevitability thereof—had been a frequent topic of discussion among the organizing group
            since the Walkout. It had been one of the first bullets in Tanuja’s original, post-Walkout agenda docs. The Tech Workers Coalition,
            a new industry advocacy group that Amr was tied into, launched a retaliation hotline for Googlers. Orgs like TIME’S UP Legal
            Defense Fund and the National Women’s Law Center reached out to us immediately after the Walkout to offer their support and
            services, dog-earing that we needed to be vigilant about retaliation given how publicly we’d put ourselves out there. “Employers
            usually oppose efforts to organize because they would prefer to have all of the power in the employment relationship,” it
            said in the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) “Know Your Rights” PDF we circulated
            to the thousands of women on the Walkout email list. “Employers regularly violate labor law when workers organize.”
         

         
         The literature said it could be subtle, too: “Retaliation often manifests as seemingly minor changes in an employee’s job, such as shifting responsibilities, exclusion from projects, or increased micromanagement.” You’d think, knowing this, especially considering the unique tensions and complexities in my relationship with Marion—that I would’ve walked into every meeting with her with my guard up, my sensors primed for any funny business. And yet when it happened, I wasn’t just blindsided, I didn’t believe it. 

         
         My first one-on-one with Marion of 2019 was on a Thursday, and it had already been an eventful day vis-à-vis the clash (synergy?)
            of my dual roles as organizer and corporate marketer. News had broken that the Google board was being sued by a flank of shareholders
            who were unhappy with how management had handled the Rubin affair. The pile-on and amplification of the Walkout message was
            righteous: The suit hammered the board on both ethical and fiduciary grounds, saying that their “culture of concealment” was
            harming the company and that the actions they’d taken so far, post-Walkout, were “deeply insufficient.” The lawsuit surfaced
            some new juicy tidbits, chiefly that Larry Page had personally arranged for Andy Rubin to get a $150 million stock grant before
            the $90 million payout—this was while the sexual harassment investigation was underway—and another exec had gotten a similar
            $45 million payout to leave quietly.
         

         
         Finally, the suit noted that as CEO overseeing this Shh, cover the perverts strategy, Sundar’s total compensation for 2016 and 2017 was $300 million (all this put Celie’s 7 percent raise in nauseating
            perspective, not hard to understand what kinds of performance this company really valued). That day, the core Walkout group
            gathered in a doc and hammered out a statement: “Anyone who enables abuse, harassment and discrimination must be held accountable,
            and those with the most power have the most to account for.” The New York Times ran a piece of it with their story about the suit. It was published right as I logged on to my meeting with Marion.
         

         
         It sounds, I’m sure, like I’d checked out of my normal job responsibilities. But in some strange way, the new sense of purpose I was feeling through organizing was feeding my mindset in my day job. I came back from the break reinvigorated; I’d finished my Social Studio proposal and felt a surprising surge of energy around it. Sure, Marion and I ended the year on a weird note with the PewDiePie stuff. Sure, it was weird that I was a public-facing organizer/critic of Google and a Google corporate marketer. But I was determined to make the two things work together—I didn’t want to leave. I was just
            getting started, again. My proposal was a modest thing, basically reorienting the head count and budget I already had in my
            purview to fashion something new, of value to the company—and me. We’d make good creative work. We wouldn’t solve all of YouTube’s
            problems, but it would be honest. We would amplify the good things, the real things, not the bad actors. It wouldn’t be bullshit.
         

         
         It was 5:00 p.m. in New York, so it was really late in London, where Marion was still visiting family for the holidays. “Hiiiiiii,” I bubbled in, trying to locate her.
            Her face was close to the computer, and the background was all fuzzy, as if she were suspended in time and space and not,
            as she said, in her parents’ spare bedroom.
         

         
         I asked how her holidays had been and how the family was faring. She barely responded, “Oh, fine, fine . . . ,” her answers
            trailing off as soon as she started speaking. In video conferences, you can’t really tell if someone’s not looking you in
            the eye—you don’t know where your eyes are on their screen. Still, it was obvious she was looking away, awkward, elsewhere.
         

         
         My commitment to being cheerful and light was unabated. “Happy to tell you I have my Social Studio proposal ready to share,
            so let’s talk about next steps there,” I said, as if there were an exclamation mark at the end of the sentence.
         

         
         “Yeah,” she said, changing the subject. “So I had a think about the team over the break.”

         
         A sharp spike beamed across my stomach.

         
         The preamble was all jargon. “So just in terms of having a really deep focus on community management, the twenty-four/seven
            global community management, I decided to restructure the team.”
         

         
         I was quiet, lips pressed tightly together as she laid out the full plan, corking my reaction as it fermented.

         
         Rich (her beloved well-paid Rich), she said, was going to be moved out under me, to be my peer. Now he would handle “daily social,” the stream of content we put out every day, which was inarguably the biggest and most influential thing I oversaw. The handful of young people I managed, plus the multiplicity of agencies, were all anchored to this “workstream.” 

         
         Oh, that wasn’t all. She was planning to hire a new person, a lead, who’d be over me and Rich. That meant I’d be kicked off
            her directs group, the people who reported to her, led big focus areas, and met biweekly. This might have been the most shocking
            move, since I’d been—to put it in congressional committee terms—the “ranking” member of that group since I’d started reporting
            to her in 2014, four years earlier.
         

         
         I was trying to modulate my reaction and stay calm. What am I supposed to work on? And what about my Social Studio proposal?

         
         “That’s been deprioritized,” she said flatly, offering no further explanation. She said she thought I could pick up the promotion
            of the YouTube Originals program (YouTube had tossed tons of money into a forgettable slate of shows and features, on life
            support at this point) as well as YouTube Kids. My gaze bored into the video screen, but I couldn’t locate Marion’s eyes.
         

         
         “I thought because of the Walkout you’d be interested in that. You know. Women’s issues.” I knew very well how lame these
            two workstreams were—Rich had told me before the holidays that Marion was trying to get him to take them on (in addition to
            what he was already doing) to build a bigger portfolio so she could promote him the next cycle.
         

         
         “With all due respect,” he recounted telling her, “fuck no,” describing those two things as the “redheaded stepchildren” of
            Marion’s team.
         

         
         I was in shock, thinking this must be some kind of joke. But I needed time to process and regroup. I sprinted off the call. It was dark in New York, 6:00 p.m. The adrenaline was coursing as I walked back to my desk, holding my laptop against my chest like a shield. 

         
         As I packed up to head home, I ran into Marly. She was about to take an Uber back to Brooklyn and, after taking one look at
            my stricken face, invited me to join.
         

         
         I closed the door on our SUV and immediately started sobbing.

         
         “Oh honey, tell me what’s happening,” Marly said, cooing.

         
         Part of me knew she was another emissary of the empire—Marly was the person who, a few years before, told me to “be careful
            how I use my voice,” when I’d spoken up about Kevin 2, and also the person who reprimanded my “aggression” in a meeting to
            Marion. But out this story was coming, whoever the ear or audience was. She didn’t say much in response—I could feel she was
            being careful, though she said she “never understood Marion’s whole deal.” Then she related that some other executive, a sporty
            Australian named Lucinda (who I’d really respected) had tried to manage her out at one point. There’s a corporate term for
            this, she said. It’s called continuous diminishment. Sure—that term had legs—but that couldn’t be the whole story. This wasn’t
            about my performance, my way of navigating the work. This was about something else—the organizing.
         

         
         I took melatonin as soon as Malcolm went to bed that night, knocking myself and my thoughts right out. The next morning, I
            sewed myself up. I was ready to push back, figure this out. I texted broadly that morning: my friends, my parents, but first,
            the Walkout organizers. Of course some of the more savvy in the bunch like Amr had expected this would happen.
         

         
         It’s clear retaliation. We have to fight back.

         
         Great, solidarity, the most precious resource when you’re being individually backed into a corner. He wanted me to file an Unfair Labor Practice
            with the National Labor Relations Board.
         

         
         It’s just good hygiene for our group as we organize, he explained—even if it doesn’t resolve the issue, it puts them on notice, and starts building a record of their shitty labor practices. 

         
         This freaked me out too much. It felt too aggressive, premature. I knew all these people—everyone up the chain. I told the
            group I wanted some time to dig into what was happening—maybe it was an anomaly. I’ll take a week or two to navigate this
            on my own, sort it out “woman to woman.” Amr started a new Signal group called “Project Shield” explicitly devoted to sharing
            updates about retaliation.
         

         
         My first idea was to email Marion, recapping our conversation and making the case, bullet by bullet, for keeping my job as
            it was. “You can’t just roll over,” I heard her voice in my head as I typed, determined. I doubted she would roll over—she was an iron lady, in her own right—but
            I liked this rhetorical exercise.
         

         
         If not, I need a stronger rationale for why you’re doing this, and why now?

         
         She replied quickly, not bothering to engage with the substance of the email. Instead, it was a blunt door in my face: hi claire. thanks for your email. sorry, for the needs of the business, the evolution of the team structure is going to will
               be happening thx.

         
         Ugh. Onward. I decided to reach out to Courtney, our department’s HR person, who I knew and liked well enough. She had eccentric,
            spunky energy—a nose piercing, bleached pixie cut, braces, an easy laugh—and she was a big champion of DEI initiatives, speaking
            regularly at our staff meetings about “showing up authentically” with our whole selves, etc. She’d be as horrified by Marion’s
            brazen move as I was, I was sure. I didn’t necessarily think the system would correct itself, but there was something satisfying,
            righteous about making all these people—the ones who’d opined about our commitment to equity, our values—face the ugliness of this. Whatever Marion’s motivations for demoting me, the almighty optics were terrible. This wasn’t just any department, either; our whole thing at YouTube marketing for years now had been values. Of course I’d seen enough to know how malleable and thin those values could be.
         

         
         Courtney replied immediately. Sorry, girl, she said, can’t help you, explaining that a few months ago the marketing department had switched to a new outsourced model for HR. Now, HR partners
            embedded in the teams, like her, would “serve” only directors. If anyone below that had an issue, we’d have to file a ticket,
            and someone would be assigned from a central HR function to manage it. Sorry, serfs, no more HR for you! Whose genius idea
            had this been? It was like Google wasn’t even pretending to care about the rank and file anymore.
         

         
         Courtney apologized and commiserated, saying she was herself beyond stretched thin and sleepless after having to fly to London
            on forty-eight hours’ notice to go to Danielle’s leads off-site. I’m exhausted, she said, explaining that her own budget and resourcing had been cut and she was stretched to the brink. Sorry to not be more helpful. I’m sure you and Marion will figure it out. I know how much you two respect each other. This wasn’t a good omen. And poor Courtney, a Black woman who had a Harvard BA and MBA and was rewarded for all her water-carrying
            for the narcissists of my department with budget cuts.
         

         
         But I went ahead and filed a ticket anyway, mostly out of curiosity about how this system worked. In the Please describe your issue box (250 characters allotted), I wrote, I organized the Google Walkout 2 months ago. My boss just demoted me out of nowhere. Retaliation for labor organizing? I sat back at my desk, cracking my knuckles, sure that some red-alarm was now blaring at HQ somewhere.
         

         
         Or not. It took four days for anyone to get back to me. Enter Brandon. I looked him up in the Google directory, then on LinkedIn.
            He was new to Google and had only graduated college in 2017, eighteen months earlier. He was in a small Google satellite office
            in Chicago, where I guess they’d plopped this HR customer support line.
         

         
         Brandon offered me a time slot to meet a couple of days later. Where was the urgency? I told him my story over the video screen—surprised by the force of it as it poured out of me, how clear and unjust it sounded. I’m not sure what I was expecting from young Brandon, so young and unsullied by the company/the world, but it was like he hadn’t heard me at all. He read from a script of solutions that pushed all the responsibility down to me, the person making the complaint. “One thing we find works really well when someone has challenges with their manager is to proactively propose quality time, out of the office.” Maybe Marion and I could go for manicures, he offered, coffee, or drinks? 

         
         “As I mentioned earlier, Marion and I aren’t in the same office,” I replied, my voice drained to monotone.

         
         “Right,” he replied. “It can be super challenging to communicate through differences remotely,” he said. “So maybe just keep
            that in mind for the next time you’re in San Bruno.”
         

         
         He rounded out the call with some links to internal resources for mindfulness and self-care. “Sometimes it can be good to
            just take some PTO to relax. Working at Google is pretty demanding!” he said.
         

         
         Was I going insane? Could anyone hear me?

         
         I was ready to take my fellow organizers’ advice and seek out a lawyer. This wasn’t about going to war with Google, I told
            myself, but I desperately needed some professional advice and, like the pamphlets we circulated said, to know my rights. Meredith found me a name: Christie Del Rey-Cone, a veteran employment attorney in New York. I sent her a cryptic email,
            and she was more than happy to roll up her sleeves and back me up. Christie was a character: She had a podcast about women
            at work and taught the Bar Method on the weekends; in fact, for our first meetup, we went to a cupcake shop in Brooklyn right
            next to where she’d just wrapped a class. She was small and radiated warmth but also cut through the shit. She’d seen it all
            and lapped up my long download of the Marion affair.
         

         
         She was dumbfounded that they hadn’t handled my case—either my role or my complaints—with more care (“You’re a unique entity,” she said, “why there isn’t a big red dot in your file that says DO NOT DISTURB makes no sense to me”). She told me that, based on everything I’d described, I had a solid legal case if I wanted to sue Google. The retaliation was real, the harm felt measurable, and the mishandling was almost textbook. But she warned me that litigation would be long, exhausting, bureaucratic, and incredibly stressful. Then there was the fact that if I won—or even if we reached a settlement—I would almost certainly be bound by a nondisclosure agreement. Companies like Google didn’t do payouts without silence. “Justice” would be a dollar amount, not my story. She knew how I thought and how pathologically committed I was to speaking up and encouraging others to do the same. Maybe, she said, my story as a changemaker who suffered the consequences of challenging power is more valuable than a settlement I could never talk about. 

         
         After we met, I sent her copies of my performance reviews, and she zeroed right in on how Marion negged me about enthusiasm
            and energy when I’d returned from mat leave.
         

         
         She pointed out how subjective they read—Was this how Google operated? she asked me.
         

         
         I thought it was just how the whole world worked.

         
         Christie was supportive of my already-in-progress approach to keep escalating and ringing the alarm through the normal channels,
            and our strategy, for the moment, was to wait and see.
         

         
         Next, I went up the chain to Marion’s boss, Jodi. We’d been on Jodi’s team for only six months or so—there were constant reshuffles at the top levels of our dysfunctional department—but she’d been an exec as long as I’d been at YouTube, and we’d crossed paths a couple of times, mostly on crises like our disastrous Pride and International Women’s Day campaigns. Like Danielle, she hadn’t come up through Google. She joined after a long stint at Microsoft, and she was not creative or cultural at all—I couldn’t imagine her having ever watched a YouTube video outside of a work context, but that was true of a lot of company execs. The past spring, she personally looped me into running a “brand moment” around the livestream of March for Our Lives, a protest led by the survivors of the Parkland school shooting in Florida. It followed a typical path from inception (“Let’s blow this out and make it the biggest campaign of the year, nothing could be more important, nothing could better reflect our values, kids’ lives are at stake, Claire,” she told me in a breathless rallying cry) to slow, steady downscaling—by the end she was telling me to make sure
            to have zero language that indicated YouTube agreed with the kids’ slogans against school shootings (e.g., “Enough is enough”).
            Couldn’t we have figured from the outset, Jodi, that we “couldn’t alienate conservatives”? She was a follower, not a leader,
            someone who delivered dictums from up the chain. But this much I knew of her: She really cared about the optics, and she hated
            mess. One way or the other, she was going to want to clean it up.
         

         
         Jodi was in New York after the off-site that Courtney had just broken her back to go to in London, so we could meet in person.
            Regardless of the level of intimacy she actually had with someone, Jodi called everyone honey and girl. I asked her how London had been, and she fizzed for a minute. “Oh, it was such good times with the crew. Super inspiring.
            But it’s been an intense time for the brand, right? Just like super challenging headwinds. We went to a super cool place in
            the countryside called the Soho Farmhouse, have you heard of it? But how are you, honey? What are we talking about today?”
         

         
         “I’m having a tough time, and I’m hitting a wall talking about it with Marion,” I said, feeling like a child reporting something
            bad to the teacher.
         

         
         “You’re in a safe space here, honey. You can tell me anything.”

         
         

         When I listened to a recording of this conversation I’d taken on my phone years later, I didn’t sound like a child at all. My story was clear at this point, the pieces had come together. The past year had been deeply fucked-up: I had a manager creating a meme around me that I wasn’t motivated enough, and now that I’d done the Walkout, she was using it as a breezy justification for pushing me off the team. I wasn’t using the words “retaliation” or “illegal” yet, but they were all but implied. 

         
         Jodi’s reaction was interesting. She was saccharine and effusive—“You’re so awesome, Claire, we’re all here to support you”—but
            used every tactic in the book to deflect.
         

         
         “Marion’s your biggest fan,” she said, or “I think something’s just gotten lost in translation,” without ever clarifying what,
            exactly, had been lost. Instead of facing the obvious—my demotion, the retaliation claim—we spent half the meeting circling
            around whether I was “demotivated.”
         

         
         I tried to redirect to the facts. “I presented four times to Susan as a result of the thought leadership Marion says she’s
            so proud of in her own career,” I said. “Are there other people at my level who are presenting to the CEO that much this cycle?”
         

         
         Jodi brushed it off—“Everybody is,” she said, a blatant untruth—and I realized how the rules of the game had shifted.

         
         I told her I was confused about how performance was measured now, that I’d felt like I was on a strong trajectory before.
            Marion had told me to come back with a plan for what I wanted to work on, so I had: my Social Studio proposal, my plan to
            build out a creative team focused on grassroots marketing that tied directly to the brand’s new direction.
         

         
         “Where is the motivation issue?” I asked.

         
         Jodi rubbed my arm as she got up to leave. “I have to go, girl,” she said brightly. “But let’s keep talking—we’re going to
            figure it out.” How, though, when she’d just spent the whole meeting not saying anything at all?
         

         
         

         After that, I had another terrible, door-shut conversation with Marion where, again, she told me the same thing about how she had to hire someone above me and I should probably start looking for another job. She was on the back foot, clearly mad that I had escalated things to Jodi. 

         
         She said, verbatim, “You can’t stay in a job if you hate your manager.” The supposed takeaway—that I should begin thinking
            about a new role—was buried in the conversation, but it was one of the bluntest retaliatory statements she’d made so far.
            To make matters worse, Marion had completely stopped looping me into everything. She routed everything through my colleague,
            Diana, with some vague justification that things were more pertinent to her role than mine (even though she’d gone to me for
            everything for years).
         

         
         Celie was in the thick of it, too. She’d been in the process of taking on a new role in my marketing department (while her
            current team overlapped with mine, it was technically a different department). Danielle, the YouTube CMO, had personally suggested
            she look for an open position. She was a golden child, recall our girl had just gotten the coveted “superb” rating! But in
            January it had stalled. She was getting some bullshit about “head count issues.” Finally, she had a one-on-one with her VP
            and pressed her for some insight about what was going on. The VP, Kate (a chipper, pearl-wearing, Princeton alum WASP), cheerfully
            relayed that Danielle had informed her she had some reservations about Celie taking the role. Danielle was worried about Celie’s
            entitlement.
         

         
         “She’s concerned that you’re going to be precious about what you work on,” Kate said.

         
         Danielle worried if Celie was a team player and if she would be able to roll up her sleeves and do the work. Huh? Not our
            “superb Celie”!
         

         
         Celie was also keeping verbatim notes of everything. She quoted Kate chillingly ending their meeting with this:

         
         “Most importantly, she wants to be sure she’s bringing on someone who is going to create a good culture on her team. She’s not open to bringing on someone who is going to push an ‘us vs. them’ culture of leadership vs. the team. Is Celie going to be a positive force on the team? Is Celie going to bring positive energy to the team?” 

         
         I sent all this over to Christie, but I didn’t need a lawyer to tell me how brazen and messed-up this was. But maybe most
            of all, I couldn’t believe how dumb they were: They were saying the quiet part out loud.
         

         
         

         Marion and I met again. She doubled down. Not only was she adamantly sticking to her reconfigured structure for the team that
            totally diminished my role and influence, she was starting to portray herself as the real victim in this situation.
         

         
         “You made strong allegations that knocked my confidence,” she said. “You told me you felt like I was punishing you. That was
            so hurtful. For you to say that. God, that hurt. That was really tough.”
         

         
         This reframing—that she was somehow the victim of the chaos she’d set in motion—was rich, and I stood my ground. “I understand
            that, Marion, but I feel disturbed by the way you’re managing my performance.”
         

         
         She kept going. Had I considered all she’d done for me? That she had asked me to present at “her” off-site? That her dad had
            died? That she was a woman? That she was half Black?
         

         
         I looked at the screen, my voice never wavering:

         
         “Marion,” I said, “you’re the leader. You have a lot of power. I know it’s really tough to hear, but I have a right to try and make sense of what’s happening to me.
         

         
         “My work, my words, my ideas represent the social team on the highest level of this company and I’m struggling to understand
            how I’m no longer even a lead on your team. It’s not even a conversation if there’s even a role for me as a lead on your team.”
         

         
         I was satisfied with that, eager to hear her response.

         
         She scowled. “I have another call. Goodbye.”

         
         I’d said my piece. But it wasn’t a real conversation anymore. It was me trying to point out what was happening, and her refusing
            to see it. In my righteous crusade to win the moral argument, it was getting harder to see what was happening: I was losing
            the war for my job.
         

         
         
      
   BookSharekh.com




      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         Anger was a powerful motivator and clarifying writing companion. After Marion hung up on me, I sat down to write an email,
            trying to get to the heart of the impasse. I was mad now, really seeing red, and while it was a totally foreign emotion to
            me, I welcomed it. For all the things that might have flared it before—Debbie Frost, Scott’s death, Nikesh, Kevin 1, Kevin
            2, PewDiePie, Christine Blasey Ford, Andy Rubin!—if I had ever felt angry, it had been almost immediately redirected, suppressed,
            transmuted into something else. Shame, sadness, frustration, anything I could quietly turn inward and manage on my own.
         

         
         But now I flung the doors wide open. I typed furiously (though the tone was clear and direct). I made the case for keeping
            my job intact, for building upon my leadership on the team, for using my skills to make an impact on the brand. If this doesn’t align with your vision for the team, I implored her, what do you suggest I do? I felt very satisfied clicking send—as with the Walkout, I was revealing (to myself, at least) the way I wanted to work,
            the way I wanted to use my voice—regardless of what the machine would do with that.
         

         
         Marion’s response was a technocratic nightmare. I expected as much—she never wrote her own emails (and I wasn’t going to be writing this one for her!), so when she did have to cough up something long, there was a fundamental incoherence. This one was 1.5 spaced and in a different font—it had clearly been copied from a Google Doc. Had someone else drafted this? Reviewed it? All of the above? But the meat of it was pure Marion—totally stubborn, unyielding, unwilling to engage with the substance of what I was pushing
            back on. For example, she said, As we move to 78% (from 26%) community engagement, it is important that we make some significant structural changes to the org.
               The new target of 78% community engagement was approved by Susan yesterday.
         

         
         I could barely translate the inanity of this as a rationale for my demotion. Shifting up the percentage of “community engagement”
            meant nothing more than a faceless group of contract workers around the world would be replying to more random tweets. And
            anyway, what did that have to do with demoting me after the Walkout? Over the four years I’d been working for her, Marion
            was always taking on some new area of the marketing business—conglomerating turf was one of her greatest passions—and she
            threw me into everything headfirst. I’d learned how to do promotional campaigns for teen shows, get-out-the-vote campaigns,
            event planning, crisis management, influencer marketing. Social media strategy, for God’s sake—now my supposed expertise—was something I’d never done before I joined Marion’s team. I’d never done any of these things before I joined Marion’s team. I’d aced every test with flying colors. But now because she wanted to do something
            as anodyne as “increase community management from 26 to 78 percent,” she needed me out of the way.
         

         
         Her email went on for seventeen bullet points. The only thing that even began to engage with the more complicated stuff I
            had raised to her was encapsulated in the last bullet: Lastly, I would like to address your feedback on feeling devalued on my team since Nov 2017 (when you returned from maternity
               leave). This is new feedback to me and I am sorry to hear that you feel this way. I would like to better understand how I can support you as a manager so that you feel like a valued team member. I’d love to prioritize this conversation
               in our next meeting.

         
         What would it take for me to feel like a valued team member? I had some ideas on this, chiefly that Marion resume speaking
            to me in the regular machinations of team life again. She had taken me off of every project, out of every meeting, replacing
            me with Rich and Diana, redirecting all the wdyt? pings to them. I was expendable, an outsider, and she was making sure I knew it.
         

         
         I replied to Marion’s email saying I disagreed with her rationale but thanked her for sharing, for the transparency (it felt sort of good to keep layering my emails with irony, subtext, and contempt, even if it was almost certainly lost on
            her). There were a couple of things Marion had still left me to deal with on my own, though: We had a new young contract writer,
            who’d come on to replace Lauren, who needed a lot of oversight and coaching, plus I was in the middle of the process of hiring
            a full-time writer. Since these people would be transitioned to Rich or the unnamed new team lead who’d be managing me, I
            told her I’d love to transition this work immediately. It didn’t make sense for me to handpick the core team of someone else,
            did it? From a legal perspective, it would probably be good to put down the swords and let this play out. But I couldn’t go
            along with it. I was fighting back, and I couldn’t stop.
         

         
         Okay, now I detected some humanity in Marion’s reply—she was furious. Claire I told you this restructuring was WIP [work in progress—when had she ever said this? She was backtracking, ever so slightly, in real time] and you should carry on with your responsibilities for now.

         
         

         On a Monday morning, I met over video conference with Lorraine Twohill, the chief marketing officer of Google, my boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. Reaching out to her was something of a Hail Mary after the conversations with Jodi, Marion, HR—I was sending up a big flare. She vaguely knew me, from TGIF, the Nikesh days, and had blessed and signed off on my moving to Creative Lab from Mountain View all those years ago. 

         
         Lorraine was a gargantuan ginger with a thick Irish accent and a strong, scary aura, though her thing in this period—as was
            de rigueur in the marketing industry—was all diversity, inclusion, equity, empathy. She was not a soft, beloved figure within
            the company; she was widely feared and nicknamed “Lorraine of Terror” for being a big yeller when she was displeased about
            something. The men of Creative Lab were intimidated by her; the place reverberated with anxiety when she was popping into
            our office from Mountain View.
         

         
         Why reach out to her? For my inner Catholic schoolgirl, this was an expression of faith in a higher power—literally, hers.
            Unlike everyone else I’d been escalating to, she had real institutional power. She was another person who spoke all the time
            about our principles, our values. But there was also one last shred of hope in me that, putting the optics aside, the system
            would work for me. I’d given so much to Google and asked for so little. Surely when I did need something—support, a lifeline,
            whatever—Google would give it.
         

         
         I wasn’t sure what to say or how to use this opportunity. The night before the meeting, I called Kate (this is the person
            who’d facilitated my joining the Lab, and, memorably, my lactation-room savior) and downloaded her on the entire story with
            Marion. I asked how I should approach the Lorraine conversation.
         

         
         Kate was careful. Or, rather, she was telling me to be careful. It was something of a rerun of Marly warning me that I needed
            to be mindful of how I used my voice, that I’d “almost really messed things up” for Kevin 2 (meanwhile he’d been promoted
            twice since then while I’d been promoted zero times—so who had messed up what here?).
         

         
         “If I were you, I would definitely not tell her what’s going on with Marion,” she said firmly.

         
         Huh? But wasn’t that the whole point of this meeting? It’s a very rare opportunity to get in the room with someone at Lorraine’s
            level, she told me.
         

         
         “She could really open some doors for you.”

         
         This was a redux of Elise, the head of Women@Google, telling me I shouldn’t waste my shot at visibility.

         
         “Someone at Lorraine’s level wouldn’t want you to be negative,” Kate went on. Keep it positive, keep it forward-looking. I should enlist her to help me find a new role somewhere on the team, she said.
         

         
         I could do that, the model good girl was still in there somewhere—or so I hoped.

         
         Lorraine and I met, and it was weird—what was the point if not to tell her I was being retaliated against? I kept it vague
            and said I was struggling and thinking about different roles in the marketing team. She pontificated for a bit about how moving
            roles could be good, to add my Google wisdom to a different area of the business. We chatted about how bad the executive response
            to the Walkout had been—me flexing my ghostwriting wiles of yesteryear—“They could’ve said they’d failed, they were all complicit,
            they’d take it back to the drawing board,” etc. I left the meeting feeling like I’d compromised myself. I had a new story
            now—one I wasn’t twisting myself into knots to uphold anymore.
         

         
         The restraint I showed in that meeting evaporated a couple of days later.

         
         One morning in the office, I was walking from one far-flung part of the building to another between meetings when I got a
            call from an unknown number. It was a New York magazine fact-checker, who wanted to run my quotes by me. The interview with the reporter, Alex, had taken place a mere week after the Walkout, engulfed in the blur and adrenaline of that week, and I was incredibly nervous to learn what exactly I’d said, particularly now that the ramifications of my activism were becoming clear. 

         
         “It says here you said that a senior creative director at Creative Lab had advised you: ‘Kevin’s a total guys’ guy, he likes
            to work with the kind of dude he can get a beer with after work.’”
         

         
         I frantically sought out a conference room for privacy. They were all booked, so I stowed myself away in a stairwell where
            there was just enough reception, cupping my hand over my mouth in a futile bid for privacy. Red heat beamed down my body from
            head to toe. I couldn’t name Kevin, as much as I loathed him, in a national magazine article. My voice, unleashed, was causing
            me problems, and now it was time to do some damage control. I asked them to leave Kevin’s name out of it but keep the rest.
            The temptation to expose the truth about Creative Lab was too irresistible.
         

         
         The story was online the next day. It was a long, dense piece that gave an hourly play-by-play of how the Walkout came together.
            I skimmed it, bristling at the Creative Lab mention, but it didn’t look too bad. It said that when I’d transferred to the
            Lab, I’d found myself “immersed in the sort of bro culture [I’d] never experienced in the ‘matriarchy’ of [my] previous department.”
            A male freelancer was given multiple projects, while I was told, “Just keep reading up on what we do.” When I finally reported
            the problem to HR, they moved me out the same day—and my old boss got promoted.
         

         
         It was true, and tame by any normal measure. Lots of people had shared stories like this around the Walkout. Nothing too crazy.
            Phew. No one in the office even seemed to register the article.
         

         
         After work that day, we went to a big, empty restaurant on Tenth Avenue for drinks for Rich’s birthday. As we ordered beers,
            Lorraine Gchatted me.
         

         
         I’m reading the NYMag article now. I need you to tell me what Kevin did.

         
         Shit. “Lorraine’s pinging me!” I announced to Rich—no one else was there yet—already sweating. Rich couldn’t believe it. As a guy still mostly in thrall to Google, teeming with gratitude for the opportunity to work here, Rich thought of Lorraine as a celebrity, Mick Jagger. Or Mother. 

         
         He was a bad manager, I typed. Shit, highlight—delete. Um. He never put me on projects. None of this sounded right. I landed on: It was basically bro culture. Opportunity discrimination, boys’ club favoritism that felt misaligned with Google’s values. I chased it with a note of positivity: But I understand the culture has improved a lot these past few years with the new operations person!

         
         Why was I softening it? Defending it? Abandoning my ground wasn’t going to help me. And anyway, the damage was already done.

         
         I don’t understand why I didn’t hear about this. There’s no documentation in your file, Lorraine pinged back.
         

         
         It was crazy to imagine Lorraine just pulling up my file right then and there. What else was in there?
         

         
         I reported it all to HR, I told her, and thought, Scout’s honor, sir! I rooted around my brain to resurrect the name of the HR person. Christina—that was it.
         

         
         I’m chatting with Andy Berndt right now and he said there was no HR person by that name, she wrote.
         

         
         I had to laugh, even in this pressure cooker moment. How perfect, how classic, that the bellowing, feared, unaccountable boss
            lording over one of Google’s most noxious work environments didn’t even remember the HR person’s name.
         

         
         I could be wrong, I guess, I said.
         

         
         OK, she replied. I’m going to have my personal HR exec look into this.

         
         As much as I had rocked the boat with the Walkout, this was my cardinal corporate sin. Creative Lab was an untouchable flank of Google—its magic factory, Lorraine’s crown jewel. The piece had aired what women had whispered about for years: that Creative Lab’s high-minded ideals masked a boys’ club where women, people of color, anyone else who wasn’t a “culture fit,” were sidelined, not given the same shot. Of course Lorraine wasn’t surprised by my “allegations”—one of Andy’s former assistants later told me Creative Lab’s HR file was a mile long—but she was horrified I’d had the gall to say it all out loud. The Lab’s myth depended on silence, and I’d punctured it. 

         
         All I could think, though, was: Wow, okay, finally, HR is looking into it. Just a minor ironic detail that the “case” they were interested in wasn’t the active, urgent one I’d filed a ticket about
            a month ago, but some old vestige of the past. No worries, though, I could work with this. I was finally getting into rooms
            with people who could fix it. The next week I had two big meetings scheduled, one with “employee relations,” and another with
            Suzanne Dalcourt, Lorraine’s personal HR person.
         

         
         The employee relations meeting was first. I was joined in a conference room far away from my corner of the office by two women
            named Dina and Candace in crisp shirts and slacks. What a strange job: listening to people’s stories of “workplace misconduct,”
            also known as being bullied, abused, assaulted. There had been so many anecdotes unearthed in the Walkout about how these
            investigations never amounted to anything—they were there to protect the company from liability. They weren’t investigators,
            they were fixers, there to make the pain go away. I doubted these women saw their work as completely meaningless or pernicious
            or both, but how did they see it? What did they do with all the ugly stories they heard? Their blank expressions gave me no insight.
         

         
         The women made colorless introductions and read boilerplate about confidentiality—that anything I said would be confidential
            “to the extent possible.” I assumed everything I said would be shared with the higher-ups, and I welcomed that. My story was
            incontrovertible—“Please, feel free to share it!”
         

         
         The meeting ran over an hour. Any hope I had that they would agree with me in some general sense that this situation is fucked-up dissipated as soon as we started talking. Their faces continued to express nothing. They only cared about Creative Lab. I
            plowed through my nuanced portrayal of a bad culture, citing messages I received since the New York magazine piece from former employees of the Lab.
         

         
         “Just ended an assignment with the Creative Lab,” one said, “and to be frank I don’t understand how they are still in operation
            with how corrupt they are, how racist they are, how sexist they are. There is a scandal every year it seems with women and
            POCs but they somehow manage to squash it and it remains the company’s go-to marketing arm. . . .”
         

         
         It went on: “Everyone leaves the Creative Lab infuriated. They love people who don’t know their worth and are so thrilled
            with the prospect of working at Google that they forget all else.”
         

         
         Another former employee told me that when she was fired, Robert Wong explained that her energy was like a vacuum cleaner—“sucking
            the air right out of the room”—when what he really needed was an air conditioner, “someone who just naturally emits good vibes.”
            Nice. And this, from a place that claimed to be “about truth, beauty, freedom—and above all, love.” This place was actually
            about taking problems in its own culture and collapsing them into a personality flaw. Once it’s an “energy” problem, there’s
            nothing left to investigate, nothing to fix—just a person to remove.
         

         
         But Dina and Candace kept interjecting, redirecting to yes/no questions of overt abuse. Had I been physically intimidated?
            Had there been comments about my appearance? Had other people confided that Kevin had mistreated them? No—no—no, well, maybe. It was like trying to express a vexing, complicated medical issue in a multiple-choice intake form
            at a doctor’s office. No, I didn’t have heart disease or diabetes, but that didn’t mean that something wasn’t wrong.
         

         
         We had just a few minutes to talk about Marion and the “reorg” in the wake of my having become a public organizer. Their typing slowed, then stopped altogether. They looked like they couldn’t have cared less. 

         
         I walked out feeling more dejected and hopeless than ever. The next day, I met with Suzanne, Lorraine’s “personal HR person,”
            in a conference room at the very end of the day. I was exhausted—had I slept in the six weeks since the initial demotion conversation?
            What was time? Malcolm, my super sensor, had absorbed the stress as much as I tried to keep things cheerful, and was waking
            up dysregulated in the middle of the night and flying off the handle during the day.
         

         
         I liked Suzanne immediately. She was in her late forties or early fifties with a warm brown bob and a sturdy build—central
            casting Silicon Valley HR gal. She had big, warm energy beaming out of a wide smile, and made full eye contact (I realized
            it had felt like an eternity since anyone had done that with me). We jumped right in.
         

         
         “You just tell me what you want me to know,” she said. I had told my story so many times at this point but it poured out of
            me, fresh and new and with ever increasing emotional intensity.
         

         
         “I’m so lost in all this,” I said, starting to cry.

         
         She scurried around the conference room looking for tissues.

         
         “I’m so embarrassed to be crying,” I told her, “it’s just that I’m so tired.”

         
         She put her hand over mine. “Oh, Claire, that’s what the conference room tissues are for. It’s life.”

         
         It was life, thank you for pointing that out, Suzanne! I felt real sympathy in her eyes—she got it. Unlike Jodi, her warmth
            and It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart energy felt genuine to me.
         

         
         “What do you want?” Suzanne asked me when I’d reach the narrative terminus. “What could we do to solve this?”

         
         I had a clear answer to this: I wanted to keep my job; I wanted things to go back to how they were. But I said that I knew that meant Marion would have to admit her part in how things had gone so awry, and commit to actually engaging with me again, and I was realistic about that, knowing Marion—I didn’t know if she could. It might be irreparable. In that case, I wanted a new job at Google, or at the very least, some period of time to find another job, just as it had gone when I was planning to leave Creative Lab. I didn’t want to leave like this. 

         
         “This has been so hard on you,” she said.

         
         It was like someone was handing me a cup of cold water during a marathon, except I was a little sheepish about how much I
            welcomed it.
         

         
         “We’re going to figure this out.” She said she had the perfect next step in mind: She would get me a meeting with someone
            named Julie Hammel from the benefits team first thing the next morning. “She’s amazing, she wrote so many of our workplace
            policies; I’m sure you’ll find some great options in there.”
         

         
         The benefits department? Huh? That sounded weird, but I didn’t question it. Suzanne, my trusty guide, would be getting me
            somewhere—anywhere. I nodded and thanked her profusely. We hugged. I had put my faith, again, in the higher power.
         

         
         

         I was dying to hear what Julie Hammel had to say. We met first thing Pacific time, midday in New York. Julie had been at Google
            since 2005, even longer than me, and I remembered her from my Mountain View days doing “culture PR”; she was on our roster
            of spokespeople to talk about how amazingly well Google took care of its people.
         

         
         “Can you see my screen?” she asked, launching right in. It was immediately apparent that she had no context at all about the
            high stakes and charged emotions of this meeting. “Suzanne asked me to take you through the different types of leaves we have
            available.”
         

         
         “First—and, of course, as a longtime Googler you’ll know this—we have paid time off, PTO, also known as vacation days.”

         
         She kept clicking through slides, narrating a well-worn spiel as she went. Then there were sick days, caregivers leave, bereavement leave, medical leave, unpaid sabbatical. What the fuck is this meeting? I wondered.
         

         
         My face registered my confusion first—then fury. I held it together long enough to say thank you—I knew Julie was only a messenger
            here—but the moment I hung up I stared at my screen, my jaw unhinged from the rest of my face. This was their response? A
            PowerPoint about PTO? The disconnect was so extreme it felt surreal—like reporting a house fire and being handed a brochure
            on smoke alarms. The damage was done: I was being handled.
         

         
         

         I Gchatted Suzanne as soon as I clicked off the call. I just got off with Julie. Can you talk?

         
         Sure, hon, she said, sending me a link.
         

         
         “I’m really confused,” I said, as we settled into the face-off over video chat, surprised at how sharp my voice was—direct,
            angry. “I’m bringing a serious claim about retaliation and mismanagement, and I’m being told how to use vacation?”
         

         
         Her tight smile made no mistake of its message: Calm down, Claire. She asked, “Did Julie tell you about medical leave?”
         

         
         “Sure,” I replied, “but how is that relevant? That’s for sick people. You need a doctor’s diagnosis, prognosis, treatment
            plan, and so on.”
         

         
         “No, no,” she said, tsk-tsking me. “It’s no big deal. We put people on it all the time.”

         
         My head was swimming. I had told Suzanne I was exhausted—but the root cause was the corporate bullshit, not a medical condition.
            Did she think I was, like, actually sick?
         

         
         “I don’t even have a doctor right now,” I told her. “I haven’t seen anyone since my OB a month after my son, Malcolm, was
            born.”
         

         
         “No problem at all,” she said. “We have doctors I could connect you with to sign the paperwork.”

         
         “This doesn’t feel right to me,” I said. “I’m not sick.”

         
         She looked straight into the camera. She was in the other building across the street, steel beams, New York scale, the full weight of Google’s structural power, but I felt her eyes bore right into me. “Claire, there are times in life when we could all use a pause, a breath. We really care about you and want you to get well.” 

         
         My mouth opened and closed like a fish. “Thanks, Suzanne,” I said weakly. “I’ll think about it.”

         
         The words felt foreign in my mouth, like someone else was saying them. I sat there staring at the screen in a daze long after
            she’d clicked off. A pause, a breath. It was the filler intro before a meditation on the Headspace app (Googlers got a free subscription), but creepy, insidious.
            They weren’t offering help; they were offering erasure, wrapped in the language of care.
         

         
         For years I had written the scripts, the internal comms, the talking points about Google’s compassion, about how deeply it
            valued its people, how deeply it felt its values. And now here it was, the company’s empathy engine in motion: Shh. Take a medical leave, sweetie.

         
         Finally, I closed my laptop, my pulse thrumming in my ears. The absurdity could’ve made me laugh—if I’d had the energy.

         
         

         My lawyer Christie’s response was immediate and validating. “This is absurd,” she said.

         
         It was classic, she said: Make the woman hysterical. We agreed I’d hit a dead end with the chain of command, the system. I
            told her I was ready to take an official legal step and have her send a litigation hold to Suzanne—put them on notice, preserve
            everything. The anger buoyed me; it almost canceled out the fear of going up against the machine.
         

         
         And as my own situation escalated, the whole company felt like it was entering a new phase of volatility, too. Someone leaked a damning HR presentation to Amr that showed Google’s master plan to cut costs by shifting health care expenses to Googlers, slowing raises and promotions, and slashing some perks. What was worse was that it specced out some ideas for dissimulating all this to Googlers, or framing it for “minimal cultural impact.” Engineers, in particular, have a strong intolerance for spin and obfuscation, so this went ultra viral in parts of Google that had been less engaged in the Walkout. 

         
         Another cycle of damage control by the executives, a big town hall to address concerns, another push by us to get people to
            share their salaries and press for equity/transparency. I sat in a room with the New York Walkout lunch group watching the
            town hall livestream. The tone had changed. Eileen, the head of HR, said, “We can’t let an entitled vocal minority tank the
            culture of this company.” The implication was clear: The problem wasn’t what we were pointing to, but us. It had been only
            a couple of months since the Walkout, and Google wasn’t trying to put the nice spin on it anymore. I was starting to see the
            company I worked for without the story it told about itself.
         

         
         

         Jodi continued to keep tabs on me: We were having biweekly check-ins on video chat now. Her image was glitchy as she launched
            into the call—freezing every few seconds, her face stuck mid-smile.
         

         
         “Okay, so I know there have been a lot of conversations going on,” she said, not pausing for me to respond to her small talk.
            She was measured, straining to maintain the cheeriness. “We are super happy for you to stay in your current role.”
         

         
         “Wow,” I replied. “But I just had a whole back-and-forth with Marion where she was, like, strenuously arguing for the reorg.”

         
         “Right, right, she has a very clear vision for the team, but this works, too. So let’s put it all behind us now.”

         
         I sat chewing on this, not sure what to trust or believe. They had done it—or rather undone it—wasn’t this what I’d asked
            for?
         

         
         “But what I want to know from you,” Jodi said, “is can you find it in your heart to move forward with Marion? Can you work to restore the trusting connection?” 

         
         My voice was steady, steely, resolute: “Marion’s the one you need to be asking these questions. She takes no accountability;
            she refuses to repair, much less to talk to me. I keep saying this is retaliation, and you all keep pushing the responsibility
            for fixing it back onto me.”
         

         
         “She cares so much about you, Claire,” Jodi replied. “She’s your biggest fan. I know with a little radical candor, you guys
            can find the path forward.”
         

         
         Right. Radical candor. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

         
         

         Weeks passed like this. I still ran the social media accounts, my little team, the daily meeting. Nothing fundamentally changed.
            Marion never spoke to me; I avoided her. It felt bad, but I told myself I could probably make it work.
         

         
         Another Jodi meeting, another Jodi suggestion. “Can you recommit to rocking it?” she asked on our next call. I nearly did
            a spit take with the swig of Google-issued seltzer in my mouth. Recommit to rocking it? What the hell was Marion telling her? Marion was oddly adept at damage control and spin for someone with zero communication
            skills.
         

         
         We had a team off-site in Napa the following week. I’d barely processed it—I hadn’t even bought a plane ticket—though I’d
            heard Jodi gush about it in the staff meeting. “I can’t wait to introduce you all to one of my most favorite places on earth,”
            she’d said, referring to a “modern bohemian resort” in Calistoga called Indian Springs.
         

         
         “This trip is going to be all about self-care, y’all,” she added—an oblique nod to the latest “pulse” survey, which had found
            departmental morale and well-being at code-red lows. (So at least it wasn’t just me in corporate hell.)
         

         
         The idea of seeing Marion in person felt intolerable. But Jodi insisted it would be good for us. “What I’d really like,” she said, “is for you and Marion to sit down, face-to-face—with Courtney there to chaperone—and find the path forward.” 

         
         I nodded.

         
         Then I booked the flight.

         
         

         “Little babe!” my dad greeted me when I stepped out of my airport Uber in Oakland. The early-spring light filtered through
            the birch trees that framed the house. I was exhausted—still on New York time (and New York toddler time)—bone-weary from
            months of cortisol and confusion.
         

         
         I didn’t want to talk about work; my parents would worry too much. So we fell into an easy, mindless rhythm. We watched Anderson
            Cooper and ate taqueria takeout and washed it down with cold glasses of the chardonnay my dad bought in bulk at Costco. My
            parents’ fat orange tabbies came around to sniff and size me up before scampering right back upstairs—even after a shower
            I was still a stranger, an outsider, a carrier of New York City smells.
         

         
         When my parents called it a night, I drifted downstairs to my brother’s room. Somehow Scott had been dead for ten years. The
            idea came from Dave, my LA ex, whom I’d been texting during my flight. We’d remained in touch over the years: He’d gotten
            married, then cowritten the indie film Ingrid Goes West, a huge critical success. Now, at a crossroads as his marriage unraveled, he’d spent a month in Oakland processing everything.
         

         
         One afternoon, he confessed, he’d driven to visit Scott’s grave. It was funny and strangely touching—during our relationship, Dave and I had barely connected about Scott at all. He said his trip felt accidental and intuitive, like he’d been pulled toward some source of solace or clarity or cosmic sounding board that he couldn’t name. If anyone needed a dose of that, it was me. And hey—I was the sister. Surely I had first dibs on messages from beyond the veil. And I needed his guidance now more than ever. 

         
         Scott’s room, on the basement level, was tomb-like, cut off from the flow of the house. First I stopped in the bathroom next
            door, sniffed the bathrobe on the hook—ten years and my parents had never moved it. I couldn’t tell if it still smelled like
            him or if I just desperately wanted it to. I opened a drawer to find a lone toothbrush. I glanced in the mirror, startled
            by how naked my grief looked. There it was: sadness without performance, no spin. For better or worse, there was no place
            to hide anymore.
         

         
         Crossing into his room, the air shifted—a pressure drop. My chest seized with the sudden, physical fact of him. It was a tidy
            block universe of his twenty-five years: the comic books, the Japanese textile wall hanging he’d salvaged when our beloved
            childhood Japanese spot, Tokyo Chicken, closed, a big nylon sleeve of DVDs: The Big Lebowski, Seven Samurai, Amélie. Shelves choked with books: sci-fi and junior mysteries; the heady greatest hits of his youth—Siddhartha, The Alchemist, On the Road; the intellectual stuff of college and after: Derrida, Barthes, Bourdieu. The Confessions of Saint Augustine, wedged in there mysteriously—I didn’t know where to place that in his chronology, maybe his high school flirtation with
            Catholic mysticism, or maybe right before the end.
         

         
         My mental images of him mostly sorted into two modes: (1) reading in a big chair, limbs folded in impossible angles, and (2)
            kinetic, on his way somewhere. He’d moved a lot in his life, in every sense, but all his main possessions had drifted back
            here. I opened the wardrobe and ran my finger over the Georgetown crew sweatshirt, the triathlon singlets and bike shorts,
            the kurtas and Nehru shirts from the years he lived in India.
         

         
         Now what? How does one commence a séance? 

         
         I flopped onto the bed, phone in hand, and opened the playlist I’d started a few years before—an archive of songs he’d loved. At first, I’d been depressed by how few I could summon on command. But they came back to me, one by one. A song in a café, on the radio—something that hit me square in the solar plexus, gutting but welcome—and I’d add it to the list. 

         
         Phish, “Heavy Things.” Talib Kweli, “Get By.” Vampire Weekend, “Cape Cod Kwassa Kwassa.” Everything on Kid A. The Smashing Pumpkins’s cover of “Landslide,” buried deep enough in our brother-sister lore that he’d once transferred it
            to me over a peer-to-peer network. Neil Young’s “Old Man,” which I’d seen him weep to, grieving his friend Ben Caraco after
            he died in a car accident at Oberlin.
         

         
         What a fate: to be forever associated with the music you liked before your prefrontal cortex fully developed. Thirty-six-year-old
            Scott—his would-be thirty-sixth birthday had just passed—would probably cringe at some of these. For me, the associations
            were pure cool: Scott driving me down Highway 13 in Oakland, windows down, singing Tracy Chapman in falsetto: “And I-ee-I
            had a feeling that I belonged. . . .”
         

         
         These songs weren’t just memories—they transported me, put us back together. They were the closest I could get.

         
         Scott had always known more than I did about politics, work, the world: his extra two and a half years might as well have
            been twenty. I’d never known him as a “radical,” he had standard-issue neoliberal politics for the time. He arrived at Georgetown’s
            School of Foreign Service three weeks before 9/11. He interned in counterterrorism at the State Department under Paul Wolfowitz,
            a figure whose Iraq-era legacy would age poorly. Scott thought globalization was generally good. He loved Obama. He believed
            tech could bring about productive societal changes. So had I.
         

         
         The world had shifted since then. Surely his politics, his “theory of change,” would’ve evolved—everyone’s had. How exactly,
            I’d never know.
         

         
         Young Scott had presciently wrestled with meaningful work: how to change the world, if that was even possible. What would be the grand narrative of our time, the collective project that proved we weren’t just “corks bobbing on the ocean in the dark”? Living in India, working at Infosys, he said he felt like he was starring in the 2000s remake of The Quiet American. He swung between cynicism and idealism, looking for the throughline that made any of it matter. I’d nodded along in my early
            twenties, replying to his emails, not really grasping the nuances. Now it felt like my life’s work, too.
         

         
         I sprawled across the bed like a starfish and breathed with heavy intent. “Scott? Are you there?” I said out loud, feeling
            equal parts stupid and onto something. “I need help.”
         

         
         “Try listening with your body,” an acupuncturist had told me near the end of my pregnancy, when I was stressed and trying
            to will myself into relaxation before birth. It was eerily quiet: the faint whip of wind outside, my blood pulsing like a
            metronome in my ear. Deep breath.
         

         
         Ping.

         
         My phone. Shit. A dreaded blue bubble: corporate Gchat. yt?

         
         Right. For all the ambiguity around my job, the day-to-day mechanics of managing YouTube’s social handles marched on.

         
         I tried ignoring my phone and failed. One of the junior social media managers needed approval on a last-minute post. Yep, I’m here, I typed back.
         

         
         Séance closed.

         
         

         At 6:30 a.m., I tapped my badge at the door of Google’s San Francisco office, sick to my stomach. The innocuous black square
            took a long second to respond. I held my breath. Every time I tapped my badge, I worried it wouldn’t work—that I’d be locked
            out, dangling off the side of the building, palms sweating.
         

         
         The San Francisco office was a memory portal; one swish through the badge-access door and I was twenty-two again, new to Google, enamored. Back then, though, it had been quickly converted from Gap HQ and looked like any old office space. Now it had obviously undergone some serious interior design; it had sprouted new floors and seating nooks, lush plants everywhere. You could smell the expense, the mood boards, the designer hours. 

         
         Google had even done PR about this remodel, putting out a video praising their “approach to office design,” the nods they
            had included to San Francisco’s history, art, and natural environment. “What’s great about Google is that it allows you to
            be your authentic self,” said someone whose job title was “chief of public affairs, Bay Area,” over sweeping office shots
            and gentle royalty-free music. “So when you embody San Francisco values, you embody those values at Google, you embody them
            on the street.”
         

         
         What did that even mean? Google had almost nothing to do with San Francisco except as its tax-avoidant alien overlord. I rolled
            my eyes but knew this script by heart. I’d written versions of it, delivered them with feeling.
         

         
         In 2008, when then-mayor Gavin Newsom came to bless the office, I was assigned to give him the tour. In the photo, I look
            like a different person: a polka dot J.Crew skirt (I had to override my dress-and-skirt moratorium for that particular occasion),
            a crisp poplin shirt from my mom—cosplaying “preppy young professional.” He wore a suit, his hair perfectly coiffed, both
            slick and voluminous.
         

         
         There wasn’t much to show: The office was quiet, hardly abuzz; even the “super cool” pool table room looked dinky under fluorescent
            light. So I leaned into philosophy, the rhetoric: our mission to foster innovation, celebrate local art, weave the city’s
            values into everything we did. Afterward, he addressed the Googlers: “This is a city of doers and dreamers . . .” he said,
            riffing easily on our talking points.
         

         
         I knew better now. It was bullshit. Google and its peers had helped turn San Francisco into a boomtown of lookalike Ivy grads,
            bidding up rents and pushing out the artists, bohemians, activists, eccentrics—the people who’d made San Francisco what it
            was.
         

         
         When I found the café, all the lights were on, ready for the hive, but only cafeteria workers were there, moving at 1.5x speed to set up breakfast. 

         
         I grabbed a seltzer from the fridges—Was I hungry? Who knew—and plunked down at the nearest table. As I oriented myself, it
            hit me: This was the very room where I’d been watching a livestream of the company strategy meeting when I got the text from
            my dad that Scott had been in an accident in Turkey and I needed to come home. The memories flew in uninvited: the navy-blue
            Volvo station wagon the coworker drove me home in; the hem of my sweatshirt between my fingers as my parents and I braced
            for updates; my parents howling.
         

         
         Years after Scott died, at a team happy hour—right here in the San Francisco office—a YouTube director named Maria asked if
            I had any siblings.
         

         
         “Nope,” I said. I’d largely stopped telling the real answer to that question, which comes up a lot in adult life small talk,
            surprisingly. People’s ashen, regretful faces and responses of “Oh, I’m so sorry” never felt worth it.
         

         
         “Really?” she said, studying me. “You don’t seem like an only child. I just don’t see that.” Maria spoke fast and lunged conversationally:
            a warm, boisterous alpha female. I stared back. She pounced: “What?”
         

         
         So I told her about Scott. And it appeared: the ashen face, the instant regret. The urge to rescue other people from feeling
            bad about my tragedy was pathological, but I swooped in as usual: “Yeah, it happened while I was at Google, which is why I’m,
            like, so grateful to the company.”
         

         
         “Really?” she said for the second time in this brief conversation. Maria, for all her warmth, was the kind of person who could
            cut the shit—and see through it.
         

         
         She was right. What had Google actually done? My coworkers had been kind. Let us hold you, an old-timer, a departmental oak tree named Karen, emailed me.
         

         
         “If you only work one-fourth as much as you did before, that’d be completely understandable,” my manager Sally said.

         
         I didn’t do that. I worked just as much; more. The real gift of Google then was letting me disappear in plain sight: just
            another person with a badge. It had propped me up, given me shape when I feared liquefying into a puddle. Google’s heft and
            gravity had been comforting, solid. Now that same weight was crushing me.
         

         
         It’s my one-year googleversary! I Gchatted Scott eight days before he died.
         

         
         You realize your company is a cult, right? he typed back.
         

         
         Scott had known. What else did he know?

         
         The question didn’t have time to take root. Coworkers started to trickle in, the room filling with the low static of logistics
            and small talk. I slung my bag over my shoulder and headed for the bus, grateful for the movement, the interruption.
         

         
         At 10:00 a.m., we pulled into Indian Springs’s palm-lined driveway, noses pressed to the windows as the olive groves rolled
            by. We stumbled off the bus, dropped our bags in the lobby, and filed into a light-filled bungalow converted into conference
            space. I sipped ice-cold lemon water while my eyes scanned for Marion.
         

         
         There were dozens of us at this off-site, chairs arranged in loose rows, so it was easy enough to avoid eye contact. I spotted
            her in the back, laptop already open, shoulders pitched forward. There was always a crisis: some creator who’d said the N-word
            or dared his teen followers to do something that could kill them. She was forever reporting “conversation volumes” back to
            Susan Wojcicki. In any other off-site I’d have been next to her, dictating sentences, adding context to the numbers our analysts
            spat out. But of course, she hadn’t spoken to me in months.
         

         
         Jodi kicked things off at the podium with the usual hype: We were the greatest brand team in the world, doing epic, impactful,
            game-changing work. “I truly believe our work is art,” she said.
         

         
         I swallowed a laugh.

         
         I used to be able to nod along and enjoy the buzz, even if it rang hollow. When had the pretending become impossible? Obviously
            what we were doing wasn’t art. It wasn’t “impactful.” It was busywork, self-congratulation, and burning through budgets while
            the world burned, too.
         

         
         “These next couple days are going to be a lot of fun,” she said. “We have a terrific lineup of speakers and creators to get
            us super pumped for the year ahead. But before we get into all that, I wanted to remind us why we’re here. The mission of
            this team and why it all matters. What gets us on fire every single day. Okay, guys, let’s roll the clip.”
         

         
         What an opening. Despite myself, I leaned forward in my chair. Some reflex of former belief made me curious—hopeful, even—about
            what she’d chosen to remind us of.
         

         
         On the screen appeared grainy home-movie footage of a boy playing guitar. “You want some of this?” he said. Cut to a Mongolian
            child herding sheep, a beauty vlogger wiping away tears, a skateboarder doing a kickflip.
         

         
         The voice-over pulsed: “This is the rawest, purest, most unfiltered portrait of who we are as people. . . .”
         

         
         “Oh no, no, no,” I murmured. I’d seen this video a million times: the big “brand refresh” manifesto we’d made a couple years
            earlier. Multiple agencies hired and fired, thousands of copy edits, hundreds of video versions. I glanced around for someone
            to roll eyes with. But the faces around me were open, luminous, intent. One team, one dream.
         

         
         The video closed with the familiar line it had taken a thousand versions to nail: “Give everyone a voice and show them the
            world.”
         

         
         How’s that working for you now? I thought, picturing our daily “nightmare fuel” briefing: a pixelated portrait of the ways YouTube was helping fuel chaos
            and violence. How could we still be playing the same singsong video?
         

         
         

         The next morning, I was hungover—too much wine at the previous night’s mandated pizza-making competition. My stomach lurched; I blamed the alcohol, not my upcoming meeting with Marion. 

         
         At noon, I walked to the patio of the resort’s restaurant for the dreaded lunch. I was the first one there and waited, sitting
            on a chair warmed through by the sun, staring blankly at the view. Around me, hotel guests in linen vacation wear and sunglasses
            clinked Aperol spritz glasses. The honeyed Napa Valley light filtering through the palms and olive trees was almost offensively
            beautiful. The air smelled like lavender and mineral water drifting over from the hotel’s geyser-fed pools.
         

         
         Courtney and Marion arrived together. I tried to catch Marion’s eye—this was the first time we’d really been face-to-face
            since the ordeal began—some small human acknowledgment. She wouldn’t meet it.
         

         
         Courtney launched in immediately, her voice stretching brightly over the unbearable awkwardness. “I always struggle with lunch,”
            she said. “I start my day pretty healthy, then by dinner it’s pretty unhealthy, so it’s like, lunch—do I switch over? Do I
            fall off the ledge?”
         

         
         I forced a laugh. “Totally, totally.”

         
         Then she shifted into the agenda. She ran the meeting as if it were a process audit: How often should we schedule one-on-ones?
            What cadence made sense? Could we add more structure? Should we circulate agendas in advance? Document action items? If we
            could just operationalize the relationship correctly, perhaps the relationship itself would repair.
         

         
         When it was my turn to talk, I gave specifics. Marion had systematically excluded me from projects that squarely fell within
            my stated role. I mentioned a recent example: A viral hoax had erupted, directly in my lane, and I’d been cut out of writing
            and posting the response. I’d found out after the fact. And of course this wasn’t a one-off; it was how everything had gone
            since the January conversation.
         

         
         Marion mounted a strenuous defense. At multiple points she chalked up my complaints to the fact that she’d been “on holiday” in Cabo for a week in January. The logic looped in on itself. It was becoming Kafkaesque. 

         
         Courtney kept steering us back to an optimistic frame. She asked us both to reflect on what might derail the “great progress”
            we were making today in her alternate-reality experience of events.
         

         
         I said the obvious: Marion had barely spoken to me in months and continually canceled our one-on-ones. So if she could stop
            doing that—or rather, start talking to me—that would help. I also noted I’d “really love” if she could substantively acknowledge
            this massive rupture between us, if not take any accountability for her role in it.
         

         
         Marion said nothing.

         
         Courtney nodded thoughtfully, as if we were making meaningful headway. Then came her wrap-up, delivered with buoyant certainty.
            “This does not seem irreparable, you guys,” she said. “It didn’t seem so deeply broken that there was no way forward. You’re
            both good people. You’re both such good workers.”
         

         
         There was a way out, she went on, if we just committed to showing up and being present. We should take whatever time we needed
            to “heal past this.” She wasn’t suggesting we pretend nothing had happened—“I’m not expecting this to be all cupcakes starting
            now”—but it was good that we were committed to looking forward.
         

         
         “Cupcakes for all,” she joked.

         
         “Cupcakes for all,” I echoed weakly.

         
         We had not addressed a single core issue. There was no plan, no repair. Just a new template for recurring meetings that Marion
            would continue to avoid.
         

         
         When it ended, I practically sprinted away from the patio, past the lavender bushes and the glittering pools, knowing that
            any hope of reconciliation—with Google, with Marion, with the version of myself who once believed in the possibility of good
            faith—was gone.
         

         
         In the afternoon, management’s answer to the morale crisis arrived: a productivity/time management expert. I sat outside in the sun and read a book. (Nothing mattered anymore. I would prefer not to.) I’d slipped Scott’s copy of The Quiet American off his shelf a couple nights before, but I couldn’t focus on it; I barely made it past the edition’s introduction written
            by Zadie Smith, so I examined the book like it was an object, mining for clues, bread crumbs Scott may have left me years
            ago to help me find my way now. The sticker on the front said he’d bought it for £4.10—I wondered when he’d been in London.
         

         
         I flipped through the pages. He had underlined one thing in the whole book, on page 166: “Sooner or later . . . one has to
            take sides, if one is to remain human.” If I was waiting for a cosmic telegram, this would do. I closed the book and exhaled.
            All right, Scott. I hear you.

         
         Later, I had to show up for a social team breakout session. Marion announced that leadership had decided PewDiePie was officially
            uncanceled. We were to start weaving him back into our “daily drumbeat” of social content. The decision, she said, was final.
         

         
         Diana pushed back—where were our principles? How did this square with the marquee goal of proving YouTube was a net positive
            to society? Diana sounded so brave, impassioned—and obviously right.
         

         
         Checked out, deflated, with no desire to bang my head against the system one more time, I said nothing.

         
         I flew back to New York unsure of my next move. After landing, I opened Twitter. The trending topics spelled out the crisis
            du jour: a mass shooting at an Arab mosque in Christchurch, New Zealand. PewDiePie, our newly uncanceled golden boy, was trending,
            too: The shooter had livestreamed the whole thing and made multiple shoutouts to him and his “bro army.”
         

         
         “Remember, lads, subscribe to PewDiePie,” he’d said before entering the mosque.

         
         The terribleness of my day-to-day with Marion was colliding with the terrible decisions of the company. What was worth staying
            for at this point? I couldn’t keep fighting Google for the “privilege” of defending choices I vehemently disagreed with.
         

         
         Back in Brooklyn, stomach still queasy, I had a lightning-bolt thought: When was the last time I had my period? I’d been so wrapped up in drama I couldn’t remember, but it had been months. I dug a probably-expired pregnancy test out of a drawer. It would have to do. 

         
         Within seconds, the blue line appeared. Shit.

         
         Malcolm was a couple of months shy of two, so this wasn’t completely crazy, but we hadn’t been planning another baby or even
            thinking about it. It changed the calculus. If I kept fighting, I’d lose: no job, no six-figure salary, no ultra-good health
            insurance that covered Shane and Malcolm, too. But what was the alternative? Staying in a toxic environment with a manager
            who hated me and higher-ups who wanted to force me onto medical leave? The stress was killing me. I couldn’t sleep; I could
            barely eat. Was this job more important than my well-being? My life? This baby’s life? Maybe I should take that medical leave.
         

         
         A few days later, my HCG levels still doubling while everything else felt in free fall, Dina and Candace delivered the results
            of the investigation in a seven-minute phone call. “We looked into your allegations around ‘bro culture’ in Creative Lab as
            well as your specific work concerns and found that you were treated fairly while you were there.”
         

         
         A dozen women had reached out since the New York magazine article with their horror stories from Creative Lab. I mentioned that.
         

         
         “Understood,” they said. “We thank you for taking the time to share your concerns.”

         
         As for Marion, they’d found that my performance had been managed fairly for my work product. However, they determined she
            had not communicated well about her reorg, and she would be getting some communication training as part of her regular executive
            coaching.
         

         
         I nearly threw up.
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            Chapter 18

         
         After the investigation concluded, something inside me finally clicked into clarity. My conviction was rock-solid: I had been
            right about the retaliation, right about the toxicity, right about the harm—and Google had no intention of acknowledging any
            of it. But another realization surfaced, almost embarrassingly obvious once I could see it: The rupture with Marion hadn’t
            just damaged my job. It had exposed it.
         

         
         For years, my role had been structured around the soft-power art of keeping Marion happy. Supply her information at any time
            of day, make her look good, sustain Marion and the empire—it was all the same thing. The deliverables—campaigns, reports,
            decks, launches—gave it the appearance of impact, but the real job expectations were harmony, deference, availability, narrative
            control. Like so many Bullshit Jobs, any technical tasks were secondary to the emotional and political maintenance required
            to keep the boss satisfied.
         

         
         Once that cord between Marion and me—the connection, the daily drip of access, allegiance, proximity—was severed, my actual
            job evaporated. So yeah, on paper, Marion could insist to Jodi, HR, and legal that my responsibilities were restored and everything
            was “back to normal.” But it was performance art. Nothing about the working reality resembled normal. I was treated like an
            unwelcome alien on the team.
         

         
         Whenever I was looped into things (always indirectly, by someone other than Marion), it was like I was being trolled. Marion had another group on the team lead the plan for International Women’s Day, but I was brought in to “amplify” it. They’d gone with another vapid hashtag, #SheShowsMe, and the campaign copy that year felt especially lifeless: This IWD, we’re celebrating creators who show us strength and resilience! I directed our agency to add lots of heart emojis to our promo tweets.
         

         
         The irony wasn’t lost on me. Here I was, a woman being punished for speaking up, assigned to “amplify” a campaign about “resilience.”
            #SheShowsMe what? How to stay silent? How to smile through it? How to watch women weaponize the language of empowerment to
               protect the status quo?

         
         By then, the whole thing had come to feel like an experiment in institutional gaslighting. I went to the other Google building
            every Thursday for our “ethical Googlers” lunch, an offshoot of the Walkout, venting and documenting the whole thing. It was
            a balm and a lifeline. As much as Marion, Jodi, Courtney, etc. wanted to frame this conflict as unique to Marion and me (“the
            complexities of managing different personalities,” they called it, or our varying degrees of commitment to “rocking it”),
            connecting my story to the group’s system-level view of Big Tech and its endless quest for power helped a lot. Their analysis
            made sense of it all: how Google fed on these contradictions, how it sold feminism, anti-racism, inclusion, as a brand strategy
            while punishing anyone who actually practiced it.
         

         
         At the end of March, Google announced the Advanced Technology External Advisory Council (or ATEAC), a committee meant to give
            the company guidance on how to responsibly develop new technologies like AI. Among the eight people named to the group was
            Kay Coles James, president of the influential right-wing think tank the Heritage Foundation (of course, I knew from experience
            that this choice was about strategically placating conservatives and managing the optics of diversity of thought), who had a long documented history of anti-trans, anti-LGBTQ+, and anti-immigrant statements and policy positions. Our New York lunch group wanted to push back on James’s appointment, so a subcommittee drafted a petition on Medium and circulated it both internally to Googlers and externally to civil society: “The potential harms of AI are not evenly distributed, and follow historical patterns of discrimination and exclusion,” the statement said. “From AI that doesn’t recognize trans people, doesn’t ‘hear’ more feminine voices, and doesn’t ‘see’ women of color, to AI used to enhance police surveillance, profile immigrants, and automate weapons—those who are most marginalized are most at risk. Not only are James’s views counter to Google’s stated values, but they are directly counter to the project of ensuring that the development and application of AI prioritizes justice over profit.” God, I appreciated how cleanly this group could frame the stakes, how clearly and collectively we saw through the Google bullshit. 

         
         The petition took off. More than twenty-five hundred Googlers and hundreds of professors and industry folks signed it. Alessandro
            Acquisti, a highly respected privacy expert and professor who’d been appointed to ATEAC, read it and promptly resigned.
         

         
         Within a week, Google succumbed to the pressure and scrapped the committee altogether, saying, “It’s become clear that in
            the current environment, ATEAC can’t function as we wanted.”
         

         
         See, we showed the rest of Google, we do have a voice, power. Collective action works.

         
         The company, though, wasn’t going to take this lying down. Days later, the blowback came in Meredith’s direction. She had a unique situation within Google: For the past few years, Google had embraced, funded, and utilized her as a “principled voice” for AI issues in the industry through her work at NYU’s AI Now Institute. There had always been an inherent tension—she was an outspoken critic of Big Tech—but Google had welcomed it, and her, for years—her work made Google look more responsible and self-aware about the issues than it was. In the wake of her activism, the tension had become too much. Her manager called a meeting and told her she would have to “abandon her work on AI ethics” and take a standard program manager job in engineering. She had three days to accept the offer or . . . else. 

         
         For me, it had been an agonizing, endless, ambiguous three months since the demotion conversation with Marion. But now there
            was a ticking clock on it—on all of us.
         

         
         The original Walkout organizers furiously convened on a video chat. It was time to break glass, take a stand, have a new labor
            action, this time focused on retaliation. The company was trying to have it both ways—punish us while putting massive media
            budgets behind their International Women’s Day campaigns.
         

         
         Meredith and I would draft up our stories and share them as a joint message—simple as that. I was ready. This wasn’t so much
            a decision as a recognition that my Google career was over. Maybe there was a way to salvage it—move to a different team (if
            anyone would have me—was I radioactive?) or let time and perfect behavior spackle over the rift with Marion. This had always
            been the bargain, the deal, even before the drama; the only way it would work—the only way I could continue to work at Google—was if I was willing to self-contort beyond recognition. I would have to start playing along
            again: say, do, think, be whatever Google wanted. To smile and nod, to use my voice to advance Google’s interests—to have
            no inner voice at all. It was no longer a question of whether I wanted to do that; I couldn’t.
         

         
         I was all for putting my story out. What a relief to exit the tight frame Google was trying to thrust over this horrible situation
            and let the world decide what was right. I knew that doing this was a profound breach and would change everything: We’d probably
            enter legal proceedings. Maybe they’d outright fire us. I had no idea what awaited me on the other side, Dorothy ejected from
            Oz, but it sounded like freedom, agency, relief—even a little power.
         

         
         As Meredith’s clock ran down, she and I drafted our stories. We wanted them heard live, so we tapped the Walkout network to set up livestreams in offices across the world. We’d hoped Celie might join us—her retaliation case was painfully clear—but she opted out, wanting to preserve a future in tech. 

         
         When the three days were up, Meredith and I met in the big Google building—a couple of floors under Creative Lab and not far
            from Meredith’s impending meeting with her manager. We sat together on textured wool cubes while I nervously downed Hint waters—the
            only thing I could stomach. I’d read the draft email so many times it no longer registered as words. At 10:00 a.m., we made
            ourselves send it to the Walkout list—now three thousand people strong. Other organizers would forward it to press contacts.
            We were going nuclear.
         

         
         Meredith’s hand hovered over the Gmail window.

         
         “Are we blowing up our lives?” I asked.

         
         She squeezed my hand. “Probably.”

         
         Send.

         
         
            
               
                  Hi everyone,

                  This is a difficult message to share. Google has retaliated against several organizers, including us. Here’s what has happened:

                  Meredith

                  After Google dissolved its AI ethics council, I was told my job would change dramatically. To stay at Google, I’m expected
                     to give up my work on AI ethics and the AI Now Institute, which I co-founded and have spent years building. I’ve helped shape
                     the field and pushed for a more ethical Google, even when it wasn’t easy or profitable.
                  

                  Claire

                  Two months after the Walkout—and after five strong years on YouTube Marketing—I was told I’d be demoted, lose half my reports, and a previously approved project would be cancelled. Escalating to HR and my VP made things worse: my manager froze me out, my work was reassigned, and I was urged to take medical leave despite not being sick. Only after hiring a lawyer did Google reverse the demotion on paper. While my role has been officially restored, the environment is hostile and I think about leaving nearly every day. 

                  These stories are not unique. Google has a pattern of retaliation that disproportionately affects women, people of color,
                     and gender minorities. Retaliation is often subtle—icy conversations, gaslighting, cancelled projects, blocked transfers,
                     or downgraded roles. The message is that the employee, not the misconduct, is the problem.
                  

                  During the Walkout, we gathered over 350 stories. A clear pattern emerged: people who report discrimination, abuse, or unethical
                     behavior are punished or pushed out, while perpetrators frequently go unchallenged—or even rewarded.
                  

                  By punishing those who speak up, Google enables discrimination, harassment, and unethical decisions. Ending retaliation is
                     the first step if we want to build a workplace that truly protects people and does the right thing.
                  

               

            

         
         The stakes felt so high, so raw, so intense. It was the opposite of everything I’d been raised to do: Stay tucked in line,
            don’t disrupt the order. You’ll be safe if you don’t break the bargain—as shitty or unjust as that bargain may be for you.
            But I’d broken it. We had said the quiet part out loud, not internally to HR or a VP or some faceless ethics portal, but to
            thousands of our colleagues and, inevitably, to the outside world.
         

         
         And then—this is the part that feels truly unreal—I had to get up and go back to my desk. Same seat, same badge, same team
            meetings. The people around me, most of them good and well-meaning, stayed in their places in the hierarchy, still performing
            their part of the corporate play. I remember thinking: How am I sitting here, reviewing social media copy, after detonating something this enormous?

         
         By afternoon, The New York Times had published a breaking headline: “Google Employees Say They Faced Retaliation After Organizing Walkout.” My phone began
            buzzing like crazy—a welcome distraction from the WTF of this moment.
         

         
         Hunter and another social media manager named Chesco—they were a funny, big-hearted duo I often thought of as my “work sons”—materialized
            with cupcakes, as if I’d just won an award instead of blown up my career. We’re proud of you, queen, they said. It was wildly tender and completely absurd—I should’ve been wearing the Doc Martens.
         

         
         Amid the chaos, we had somehow hired a new social media manager, Dolly—and it was her first day. I was meant to collect her
            at 3:00 p.m. after orientation. The timing bordered on slapstick. I had to ask someone else to go pick her up. I felt like
            a mother slipping out the door just as the babysitter arrived, murmuring apologies, offering fragments of explanation.
         

         
         On Friday, Meredith and I read our stories in a town hall. Ten thousand Googlers tuned in to the livestream; twenty thousand
            had clicked the link to our open letter on the intranet. My inbox flooded with support notes, solidarity, stories from other
            people who’d been quietly crushed or coerced into silence by their managers. People started sending me links to outside job
            postings. I felt buoyed—if I’m going to use some life-coaching jargon, I finally felt aligned with what I was doing. I knew
            this kind of thing happened all the time: people retaliated against and squashed by corporations, their experiences dissolved
            into HR files and quiet exits. It was rare, almost miraculous, to be able to say: Let the world see what this looks like.
         

         
         

         Google’s response came swiftly, too. In the days after the email, “we investigated and found no evidence of retaliation” was the talking point that rang around Google like the town church bells. But nothing so stunned me as a pair of emails from the two CMOs in my chain: Danielle from YouTube and Lorraine of Google—to my entire org, thousands of my colleagues. 

         
         First, I am a passionate supporter of women and other underrepresented groups, Danielle’s email said. As a woman working in Tech for 22 years, I’ve fought for women to have a seat and a voice at every table. This is why I personally
               participated in the walkout, and why my leadership team and I awarded Claire (and the other walkout organizers on our team)
               the YouTube Marketing Team Culture Award after the walkout. Claire’s manager also celebrated Claire’s leadership during the
               walkout at a team off-site by presenting her with a gift of “walkout inspired” Doc Martens.

         
         Wow, this was a stretch—a “Culture Award,” dressed up in initial caps, was how they framed the Walkout in a staff email? Plus
            the Doc Martens, ugh—of course proof that Marion couldn’t have retaliated against me.
         

         
         Second, the emails and articles mentioned that we had attempted to demote Claire after the walkout, and I want to be clear
               that never happened. Throughout 2018, at Claire’s request we’d been discussing new career opportunities for her, and early
               this year we presented multiple options that would have increased her scope and number of direct reports. Claire chose to
               remain in the same role she was in before the walkout.

         
         It was my story versus their brute spin—I just had to hope my fellow rank and file could see through it.

         
         Lorraine’s email, entitled Creating a Safe and Healthy Workplace—sent to the entire marketing org, ten thousand people—was more shocking. I was putting Malcolm to bed and my phone, parked
            on a dresser, started blowing up before I’d seen the email myself.
         

         
         I’m so sorry dude, said one text. This is so incredibly fucked up, said another.
         

         
         I took a deep breath and braced myself, leaning against Malcolm’s dresser as I opened the email.

         
         Over the last several weeks, I have spent a lot of time talking to everyone involved, trying to understand and empathize with
               the situation, Lorraine wrote. For those who don’t know, we have a dedicated Employee Relations team, an impartial group that works on behalf of all of you
               and they have helped me understand the facts of the case.

         
         Employee Relations found no evidence of retaliation. In fact, they found evidence of the opposite. We have done everything
               possible to help, champion, and support the person involved—from awarding them their team Culture Award to offering them a number of career options at their request, including increasing their scope.

         
         It went on a few more paragraphs about Lorraine’s steadfast commitment to women, listening, empathy, and holding space.

         
         I’d been holding it all in, steel, resolve for months, but this one broke me, flicked on the faucet. I sobbed—blubbered, technically—on
            the floor of Malcolm’s room. He walked over to me in his pajamas, fascinated by this display, having only ever seen me sewn
            up. I hugged him as he traced his chubby forefinger up and down my cheek.
         

         
         Intellectually, thanks to my organizing comrades, I knew exactly what was going on here: Google was putting on the shock collar,
            punishing me for stepping out of line, signaling to everyone else: This is what will happen to you if you dare to speak your truth. Lorraine, like Danielle, Jodi, Marion, was so tied up in the system that she’d do whatever it took to defend it. Still,
            I was taken aback, and so, so angry: This was how these women wanted to use their tremendous power? To paint me as a liar?
         

         
         Celie might have decided against going public with her own story, but she couldn’t resist taking Lorraine up on her open-door
            offer to share thoughts or questions. She replied to Lorraine directly to help corroborate my account. I believe Claire, she recounted replying to her, because this very same department has been doing the same thing to me.

         
         Lorraine responded (not very promptly) and said she was willing to jump on a call to discuss further.

         
         Celie prepared for days, compiling all the screenshots, timeline, and notes into a presentation. It strikes me now that even this was an act of faith in a system that we already knew had forsaken us and was riddled with bad faith actors. Celie was devastated by what happened next. Lorraine was wholly uninterested in hearing her story. She knew all about it, she said, and anyway, it was her doing that Celie hadn’t gotten that job—Lorraine didn’t think she had the right profile for it (despite Celie writing the
            freaking job description for this role).
         

         
         “I barely got a word in, before she launched into trashing you,” Celie said over the phone afterward. “She said you’re crazy.
            Unhinged. You’re emotional. Crying in meetings all the time. I didn’t get a word in but was on the verge of tears the entire
            time.”
         

         
         Celie went on: “I really wanted to share my story—to prove that this is really happening. But I’m not willing to let them
            wreck my reputation and career, like they did to you.”
         

         
         Jesus Christ, did they do that? I might not have much of a career left in corporate tech marketing, but I still felt intact—angry, yes, but
            lucid, and aware that plenty of people saw through this charade. It was so ridiculous, so sad, I almost had to laugh.
         

         
         If you want to see how women uphold the system, how they weaponize empathy and “allyship” to crush dissent—look no further.
            Lorraine didn’t need a hashtag campaign to model “strength and resilience.” #SheShowsMe how it’s done.
         

         
         

         Celie was still giving me the download of her conversation when Lorraine of Terror herself Gchatted me.

         
         Hey, I’m in New York, want to chat?

         
         What, like we were old friends who just needed to hash it out over a cuppa? God, these lady patriarchs were confusing.

         
         I didn’t respond—I wanted to run it by Christie first. But a few minutes later, Lorraine’s assistant Gchatted me to find a
            time for us to meet.
         

         
         She wants to meet you in person in New York. At the Creative Lab, tomorrow morning.

         
         If I’d been vaguely considering meeting with Lorraine, the idea of walking into Creative Lab and facing Kevin 1 and Andy and that whole toxic subuniverse . . . well, let’s just say I’d rather become Andy Rubin’s spokeswoman. 

         
         Christie helped me write an email back to Lorraine.

         
         At this point I wasn’t performing niceness or neutrality. I wrote that I was hesitant to meet with her.

         
         When I spoke up last week, I didn’t mention you or Danielle or Marion by name. I didn’t make it about individual people, but
               about the company and its culture. . . . You and Danielle did the opposite: painting me to my peers and to Google leadership as emotional, impossible to please, and
               a liar. I was saddened to hear you went on and on to a colleague yesterday about performance issues last year I never had,
               or at the very least were never discussed with me or reflected in my performance reviews. I understand why you all need me
               to have had performance issues before I complained, but it simply isn’t accurate. . . . If this is about telling me my experience didn’t happen, or gathering fodder for the narrative that I’m unstable and too emotional, I’m not sure it makes sense. I know what happened
               to me, what I was told, what was done and what was not—and no discussion will change that.

         
         Lorraine never replied. The door clicked shut.

         
         Now we entered exit negotiations. Google’s lawyer and Christie were backchanneling. The Google lawyer asked Christie what I wanted in order to leave; they were prepared to offer Meredith and me severance. The end was near, and real. I felt a strange, exhausted clarity settle over me, like my body finally understood something my mind had been resisting. Christie and I decided to ask for compensation that would carry me through the pregnancy and what would have been my maternity leave—something that acknowledged both the timing and the disruption. In some alternate timeline, I would have been returning from Google’s famously generous leave around then anyway. We tacked on my legal fees, too. The Google lawyer wrote back immediately assenting to this and started drafting an agreement. Years later, I would talk to a former Google HR person who was suing the company for discrimination, and she was dumbfounded when I disclosed the dollar amount of my severance: “Wow, they sure got you out cheap,” she said. My dad, too, thought I should’ve asked for more—factor in the stock that wouldn’t vest, the bonus I might have gotten if not for Marion’s hijinks. 

         
         “I don’t care,” I told him. “I just want it to be done.”

         
         

         The weeks ticked along. My reports—a merry band of young creatives—were totally unmoored and had no idea what my imminent
            departure would mean for them, which I felt guilty about. I took vacation the week before Memorial Day so I could get out
            of the office, out of town. Shane and I took Malcolm to visit my parents in California while the lawyers finalized my departure.
         

         
         On the Friday before Memorial Day, we reached an agreement. The only stipulation Google insisted on was that my last day be
            a week later, Friday, May 29. I had wanted an extra week to wrap things up and say goodbye to my team, which was going to
            be in LA for an off-site with Marion the next week, but Google refused.
         

         
         There are questions about your client’s true motives for delaying the separation, their lawyer responded.
         

         
         My eyes stung as I read on, the lawyer ticking off all the ways I’d manipulated the facts of my story—or in other words, how
            I’d gotten my own experience wrong. For example, he said that I’d asked Suzanne for details about Google’s leave options,
            then painted it publicly as being pushed on a fraudulent medical leave.
         

         
         Furthermore, he went on, my client has reason to believe that with more time, she could do further harm to the company.

         
         Jesus. After all I’d been through, Google was accusing me of harm. I guess, to them, that was the truth—or at least the version they wanted to go with.
         

         
         Marion and I met one last time over video conference. I installed myself a few minutes early and stared blankly at the video-conference screen. Hunter and I had just walked downstairs to a secret kitchen where they were stocking ice cream sandwiches. 

         
         “There’s always some sort of special treat in the summer,” I told him knowingly as I cut one in half with a plastic knife,
            slipping back into my Google tour guide schtick. “It’s good for morale.” My sugar buzz commingled with my nerves in a potent
            fizz that wasn’t entirely unpleasant, like being a little high.
         

         
         I hadn’t planned out what I wanted to say, but I’d been talking about this showdown all day. Marion had Gchatted Hunter and
            others on the team as soon as word broke that I was leaving, using the same talking points. Just to be clear, Claire approached us about leaving so she could focus on the next phase of her career.
         

         
         “I wish they’d stop trying to spin the story,” Hunter had said, spinning around to face me in his office chair—we were right
            next to each other when she pinged him. “Does she not know we all know what happened?”
         

         
         When Marion appeared on the screen, I studied her face. She wore an awkward, shy smile. Her hair looked freshly “done”—brighter
            blond than I remembered, waves blown out buoyantly. She looked like someone—who?—oh, right. Elise. It looked like all the
            handmaidens of the empire had the same glam team.
         

         
         “Hi there,” she said.

         
         I recognized the background as her kitchen in San Francisco. “I thought you were in LA today,” I said.

         
         “Well, I was yesterday,” she said, “and I’m going again tomorrow. But I had to come back because I couldn’t get childcare
            overnight.”
         

         
         I nodded sympathetically.

         
         “And then I was up until three a.m. last night dealing with the T-Series drama. I’m sure you know about that.”

         
         T-Series, the Indian conglomerate, had once and for all surpassed PewDiePie for total subscribers. I’d barely followed the latest—I’d mentally floated far away from the day-to-day weeks ago—but assumed PewDiePie had done something racist again. 

         
         She mumbled on about it. I couldn’t catch the words as they tumbled out if I tried, and I didn’t.

         
         A few minutes later, Courtney joined the call.

         
         “Hi, Courtney,” Marion and I said in near unison. I was tempted to say “Jinx.”

         
         “I was just filling Claire in on the T-Series drama.”

         
         Courtney nodded, surely having even less of an idea what Marion was talking about than I did.

         
         Marion pivoted the conversation to me. “So, in terms of your transition, what were you thinking—a doc, a deck, a folder?”

         
         I stared at the split screen separating the two of them, avoiding either set of eyes.

         
         “I’m not sure how much visibility you have into the legal stuff,” I said quickly. “But I asked for an extra week in order
            to work on a more thorough transition, but they told me they didn’t want me to do that.” Pause. “I only have two days left
            now, so not sure how much I can do.” Pause. “But if there’s anything in particular you need from me, um, let me know . . . ?”
            I trailed off on a question mark.
         

         
         “Right,” Marion said. “Okay. So if you could just try to get all of your institutional knowledge into a doc, anything you
            think I should know. The trainings and onboardings, any notes on your reports, any projects in process, that would be helpful
            for me.”
         

         
         All five years of my institutional knowledge—heck, all twelve—into a doc. I ran a mental ticker of all the 10:00 p.m. pings
            I’d gotten from Marion asking questions about the things we do. A rough idea, a quick gut check, an insight or turn of phrase
            she could use to flex our (my) expertise in an exec meeting.
         

         
         “Oh, sure,” I said, with no intention of sending anything.

         
         Marion looked satisfied with that. “Courtney, anything else?”

         
         “Oh, hmm,” Courtney said, punching up her posture and tapping her chin like she was thinking. “One good thing to check out is go/leavinggoogle. There are tons of great tips there on things you should do before leaving. Make sure your mailing address is up-to-date, that’s a good one. Oh, and return all your corporate devices. After twelve years, you’ve probably got a few phones and tablets stuck in your desk, huh?” 

         
         “That’s a great idea, Courtney, yeah,” I said, as I mimed writing something down just slightly out of frame.

         
         “And don’t forget to turn in your badge. That’s not a souvenir, unfortunately!”

         
         “Yep, knew that one.”

         
         “And that’s pretty much all I have!”

         
         “Any other questions?” Marion said, the shy half smile returned to her face.

         
         I hadn’t asked anything, aside from my ambiguous not-really-a-question. “Nope, I think that’s it.”

         
         We all sat in an endless split-second pause.

         
         “All the best to you both,” I said.

         
         “Same to you,” said Marion.

         
         That’s the last time I’d ever see Marion’s face in a box on my screen.

         
         

         At TGIF the week I left, they trotted out Larry and Sergey—they hadn’t been to TGIF since the Rubin debacle, so as a kind
            of fun distraction, they talked about what they’d been up to, what projects they’d been “geeking out” over. They milked this
            for most of the hour, then turned to a short Q and A.
         

         
         The top question: Claire Stapleton, a legend in Google culture, is leaving because of retaliation and mistreatment. Can leadership please acknowledge
               this issue? Is the fact that employees barely trust HR not considered an issue? Can outside objectivity please be added to
               HR and investigations to add some legitimacy?

         
         Eileen, the head of HR, took one for the team to deliver the same corporate line/lie: “Let me first say that we did acknowledge Claire’s concerns. We investigated her claims thoroughly, and we found no evidence of retaliation. It was Claire’s decision to leave Google, and we respect that decision.” 

         
         What a strange thing. My crazy, life-changing rupture narrated away as no big deal—nothing to see here. Whose version of the
            story would people believe?
         

         
         

         As I walked through Chelsea Market to the office on my last day at Google, I bought a bagel.

         
         I’d vowed to make my last few days in the land of free snacks count. I plan to eat 10,000 calories every day this week, I’d Gchatted to a friend. MINIMUM.
         

         
         But as they ticked by, I hadn’t felt especially hungry. I’d made it only once to Market Café, the new vegetarian Google cafeteria,
            which everyone (mostly me) gushed was as good as the Jean-Georges vegan restaurant, abcV, and while there, I joylessly pushed
            a limp stuffed squash blossom around my plate. On my way home on the final Thursday, I passed through the kitchen on my floor,
            thinking I’d stock up, like a squirrel hoards nuts for the long winter, but as my eyes scanned the shelves, I felt uninspired.
            I slipped a single protein bar into the side pocket of my backpack (and weeks later, after unsuccessfully trying to foist
            it on Malcolm, threw it out).
         

         
         As I forked over my credit card for the $4.00 bagel, I felt like there was some dumb shred of dignity in it. A declaration
            of independence.
         

         
         Marion (or her deputy Victoria, probably) had organized a team-building activity in Malibu that morning: goat yoga, which I’d see documented in my Instagram Story feed. In one of the videos, a colleague, one of several people Marion had slotted in to fill the void I’d left as her “right hand,” executed a perfect trio of push-ups with a baby goat on his back. People giggled in the jarringly brilliant Malibu sunshine. Goats brayed. 

         
         I pressed my finger on the screen to pause the goat yoga video when I spotted Marion. She was grinning widely, not participating,
            just cheering the group on as she surveyed her corporate dominion. Perfect. What a player. What a winner.
         

         
         It’s so weird. People keep asking me how I’m doing, like you died, Diana, who everyone knew was close to me, texted me midday. Marion mentioned you in her opening salvo—did anyone tell you that yet?

         
         No—oh? And? Though our drama had been playing out internally for months and publicly for weeks, this was the first time she’d addressed
            it.
         

         
         Just acknowledged your important contributions to the team and the company. It was kind of awkward but fine. Only lasted a
               minute. She actually asked me right beforehand what she should say.

         
         I chuckled imagining this—classic—Marion unable to resist asking someone else what to say in this poignant moment. She might
            have filled the void with some new faces, but my departure meant she had an open position. A new ghost.
         

         
         I gave her some ideas and then she said, “You know Claire and I used to be really close, right?”

         
         I sat with that for a second, at my cluttered desk in the empty office, rolling back a few seconds of the tape, the “Marion
            and Claire” highlight reel. It was kinda true: We had been really close, in our weird corporate exchange way. The whole drama
            had unfolded with a force and momentum akin to fate; it was so much bigger than either of us that we seemed to be almost incidental.
            We represented different things now: me, the disgruntled tech worker checking and challenging the company’s power; her, the
            recently promoted director putting Google before all else. And yet in that moment, thinking of Marion garbling through a tribute
            to me in an off-site I distinctly wasn’t included in, I just felt sad.
         

         
         

         My goodbye party had been planned by my fellow organizers, the growing mass of activists who had been meeting to talk about ethics, equity, and collective action on a weekly basis since the Google Walkout six months before. This community was new, the connections just coagulating, and
            it was one of the hardest things for me to leave. They had sharp observations and ideas about all the things I’d been quietly
            troubled by the past years: the rise of harassment and reactionaries on the internet and how little Google was doing about
            it, the mounting mistrust of our HR systems, the general sense that the company had started to put shareholder value above
            pretty much everything else. Though we’d been branded as agitators, these people reminded me of the idealism and purpose of
            the old days.
         

         
         The party itself was such a blur that I can play back the whole thing in my mind like it’s thirty seconds of a movie montage.
            The crowd—a sizable assembly, maybe fifty people, I noticed with an embarrassing amount of relief—bubbled expectantly. They’d
            tacked up a wall with “messages to Claire” Post-its. A long picnic table was stuffed with sweets and booze, clearly store-bought
            and brought in from “the outside,” which lent an air of subversion, of counterculture; that’s not how parties at Google, the
            promised land of snacks and plentiful catering, usually went. Someone thrust a piece of matcha cake and a cup of champagne
            in my hand, and I took a long glug, pregnancy be damned. I ran out of small talk almost instantly.
         

         
         “This is so nice. This is amazing, thank you so much for doing this,” I told the organizers, my new friends, as I immediately
            started scoping out a perch from which to deliver a speech. Let’s get this show on the road.

         
         I climbed a couple of steps, coughed an “ahem” to get people’s attention, and peered out at the crowd. I realized how few faces I recognized. I’d dumped the entire contents of my contact list that morning into the CC line of my goodbye email. Twelve years’ worth of teams, projects, memories: The sheer volume of interaction (and electronic correspondence) was staggering. And yet there was no one who I’d actually ever worked with at my goodbye party. My current team was all in Malibu. A lot of people I’d known and worked with over the years had left. But really, just like I’d chosen a side, so had many of my old acquaintances—and they’d picked Google’s. 

         
         Then, lingering at the edge of the party, there was Philip: the man that management had designated to confiscate my Google-issued
            devices and ensure I “did no further harm to the company.” This wasn’t standard protocol. Last days at Google were loose:
            Leave your computer and badge on your desk, or turn them in to a receptionist, if you happen to think of it. I noticed him
            immediately after assuming my speech perch. He hung, hawk-eyed, at the periphery of the gathering, looking the part of a Google-branded
            henchman in his hiking boots and nylon shorts, his small, taut frame punctuated by a showstopping topknot. He had emailed
            me earlier that day (Could you let me know where and when to meet you?), but I hadn’t gotten around to replying. I wondered how he figured out where I’d be, but nothing surprised me anymore.
         

         
         My speech wasn’t a speech, really, only a copy of the goodbye email I’d written (I’d tossed My last TGIF email into the subject line at the last minute). I read it straight through, never looking up, no pauses for laugh lines or emotional
            crescendos (“slowwwwwwww dowwwwwwwn” I would’ve mouthed if I’d been watching this from the side of the stage at TGIF).
         

         
         “I still think this place is magic, but now I locate much of its brilliance and goodness in the people, not in some amorphous
            idea of the ‘culture’ or what happens at TGIF every week. It is my greatest hope in leaving that people continue to speak
            up and talk to each other, stand up for one another and for what’s right, and keep building the collective voice. I hope that
            leadership listens. Because if they won’t lead, we will.”
         

         
         The crowd swelled in a supportive round of applause. Afterward, I sank onto the picnic table, flanked by two of my organizer friends to greet a receiving line of strangers. 

         
         “You don’t know me, but I’ve been really inspired by you and by all of this. . . .”

         
         I struggled to ingest the kindnesses, feeling like I should be offering them something—my autograph?

         
         “What’s your name? Got it. Dear Ethan, keep reaching for your dreams! Together we can do anything. Best, Claire Stapleton.”
         

         
         It felt surreal, lingering in this liminal space—I’d spent my career reflecting Google back to itself, but now, I guessed,
            it was something they—or the management, at least—didn’t want to see.
         

         
         Philip waited until the party was dwindling to introduce himself, slicing into the conversation I was having with the final
            stragglers. “I’m here to, uh, collect your things,” he said haltingly, projecting his voice from a comfortable distance a
            few feet away.
         

         
         I was desperate, not ready. I was pulled into the vortex of my open laptop, glancing every few seconds at my Gmail inbox,
            where replies to my goodbye note were pouring in. This was it, once my email was turned off, I would never see these notes
            again.
         

         
         Let us know if there’s anything we can do, Larry Page’s assistant Esther had written.
         

         
         What does that mean? I thought. Who’s “we”? Larry himself? Can he step in and stop this? Can anyone? But time was up.
         

         
         I exhaled a year’s worth of breath and trudged over to Philip, limply offering him my stack of devices. I pulled my badge
            off my belt loop, taking one final, wan look at my security photo. “Goodbye, old friend,” I said, placing it gently in his
            palm.
         

         
         Philip didn’t crack a smile. He neatly packed my things into his Google-issued bike bag.

         
         “Are you ready?”

         
         “I guess,” I said, pouting my lips. I’d regressed to a sullen teen.

         
         I hugged and said goodbye to NM and Joëlle, two people I’d met through the Thursday lunches who’d become real friends—my final goodbyes to people I’d met only a few months before. Then Philip and I set off for the door in lockstep. We had a couple of dozen steps to traverse together. The yellow brick road, but backward: this way out of Oz. 

         
         The silence throbbed.

         
         “This is super weird.” The words tumbled out of me. “I used to be a huge cheerleader for this place,” I said, suppressing
            my impulse to tell him about the “Bard of Google” thing. “And now, I’m, like, Company Enemy Number One. But I’m not—I’m not
            that, Philip.”
         

         
         I looked over at him, eager for some reaction—something to resurrect this moment. The last chance to end my Google career
            on a different note.
         

         
         He said nothing.

         
         We reached the door.

         
         His eyes were unfocused, elsewhere, back at work.

         
         “Well, um. Goodbye, then,” I said, for lack of any other ideas.

         
         I didn’t know what was next—but for the first time in a long time, maybe ever, the story was finally mine to write.
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            Chapter 19

         
         A few years after leaving Google, I got a letter in the mail. The return address was Google Inc., 1600 Amphitheatre Parkway,
            Mountain View. I hadn’t seen those words printed on an envelope in ages. The sight gave me a little jolt that wasn’t wholly
            unpleasant—like spotting an old flame’s name in your inbox—and I tore it open immediately.
         

         
         Inside was a single sheet of Google letterhead and a lumpy stack of Post-it notes with curling edges. The letter was from
            someone I didn’t know, and when he’d emailed me to ask where he should send them, he’d said: “Through a complicated turn of
            events, these messages to you from an event the day you left ended up on my desk. I thought you might like to see them.”
         

         
         You thought right, stranger. I sat on the rug, eagerly thumbed through the Post-its like a flipbook.
         

         
         Thanks for standing up and being a force for good.

         
         The fight is just beginning. We won’t let them get away with what they did to you and Meredith.

         
         I never knew you but your memory and your TGIF emails will live on forever at Google.

         
         Final perf rating: strongly exceeds expectations SUPERB.

         
         The flipbook was over in a minute. I laughed at the perf bit. There were laptop stickers, too; they said Don’t Be Evil. I thumbed one idly as I processed. “My memory will live on forever”? Had I died? In a sense, I had—my Google identity felt like a past life, or someone else’s life. But I tended to think more
            about the rebirth aspect, or just birth in general—I had another baby now.
         

         
         Felix, who’d been the size of a sweet potato in utero the June I left, was now a full fleshy cherub: blond, amiable, my constant
            companion. We’d never spent a day apart, thanks to Covid—he was four months old in March 2020—and the slow pace of my life
            post-Google. I’d been so stressed during those first few months of pregnancy—mired in the intense saga with Marion, my career,
            Google—that I was worried he’d come out of the womb with off-the-charts cortisol levels. If it had affected him, though, it
            was opposite of what I’d expected: He was a calm and sweet boy, with a precocious ability to regulate himself and relate to
            others. As a toddler he liked to bring his thumb and forefinger to my earlobe and rub it, a soothing technique he’d come up
            with himself. It was like he was wired for community care.
         

         
         Felix was curious about the Post-its. He sat next to me, naked, rearranging them in constellations on the floor.

         
         He got bored eventually, and I scooped them back up into the envelope—their stickiness was gone, which felt apt—and tucked
            them into a junk drawer with Malcolm’s origami paper, loose change, and fabric swatches from when we were choosing a couch—a
            decision we made before Malcolm was born, also a lifetime ago.
         

         
         I had whooshed out of Google on a flume of righteousness and solidarity, convinced we tech workers were building power. For a few months after, that felt true. But as the organizing intensified, so did Google’s counterattack. Months after the Walkout, Google introduced new policies that flew in the face of the open culture we’d been sold when we started. They rolled out new “community guidelines” meant to limit discussing politics or current events in internal groups (patrolled and enforced by a group of paid hall monitors) and making accessing “need-to-know” documents a fireable offense without ever defining what “need to know” meant or how someone would know what could or couldn’t be accessed. 

         
         Six Googlers were trial balloons, fired in the immediate aftermath of the new policies. Laurence Berland was first: He’d been
            poking around in open calendars (that most calendars at Google were open by default was “a hallmark of our open culture, transparency,
            and pancake-flat structure!”—MASTER WORKPLACE TALKING POINTS 2007), when he discovered HR meetings with IRI Consultants, a
            notorious union-busting firm. Uh-oh. Then Kathryn Spiers, a security engineer who had the power to deploy pop-up notifications
            on the internal network, sent a rogue one: Whenever a Googler visited the IRI site, they’d see a note reminding them that
            Googlers have the right to participate in protected concerted activities. They fired both of them, and then four more.
         

         
         The National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) sued Google on Laurence’s, Kathryn’s, and the four other organizers’ behalf, saying
            what Google had done was illegal, and won. Investigations revealed that for years Google had a secret project (and literal
            psychological operation) code-named Project Vivian to convince Googlers that “unions suck.” A union did emerge regardless,
            in 2021: the Alphabet Workers Union, under the Communications Workers of America. It was historic—privileged white-collar
            tech workers embracing unionism in the United States had seemed impossible—but the fight has been uphill. Membership, at a
            thousand people, is small relative to the enormous workforce. There are countless issues a Google union could take on—contractors,
            layoffs, AI ethics, military contracts, “No Tech for Apartheid,” company culture—but with so many competing priorities and
            dissenting opinions, I would imagine it’s hard to build unity and momentum, especially now that the career risks feel sharper
            than ever.
         

         
         As craven as it seemed, the retaliation worked: Most of the Walkout’s broad base got the message loud and clear that stepping outside the company line was no longer a fun expression of “Googlers doing what Googlers do well.” It’s over, if you want to keep your job. Keeping your job means something different now, too: The industry has started mass layoffs. Google laid off 6 percent of its workforce (twelve thousand people) in one fell swoop in 2023, and in the two years that followed (2023–2025), it’s estimated five hundred thousand jobs were eliminated across tech. 

         
         For a while, Google tried to maintain its two faces. The comms team placed multiple op-eds from Lorraine and Danielle pontificating
            about building diverse, inclusive teams. Sundar, the CEO, instituted a company-wide eight minutes of silence after George
            Floyd was murdered by police. The company said it was making a $175 million donation for racial justice initiatives that summer,
            though some reports emerged about the frustration and outcry from Black Googlers about how the company had recently cut funding
            for diversity initiatives.
         

         
         Then Trump was reelected in 2024, and the mask slipped in an instant. At the inauguration, Sundar sat behind him, flanked
            by Elon Musk, Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos. The vibe shift was immediate. Google, like most brands, scrubbed anything that
            resembled liberal values or a moral stance. There are no more International Women’s Day campaigns (they even took Women’s
            History Month off their calendar app). I’ve heard this phenomenon called the Unwokening.
         

         
         Marion, who got a huge promotion and now oversees all of Google social media, the place where Google’s voice and values are
            disseminated every day, helped steer the turn. I spoke with one of the old-guard YouTube marketing execs recently, and she
            told me about a dinner she had with Marion.
         

         
         “She’s really gotten close to Lorraine,” our mutual friend said, “and that means a lot to her.”

         
         I’m sure it does. Unlike me, she never slept on a visibility opportunity. Unlike me, the corporate hypocrisy and flip-flopping and politicking never brought her down. Moral clarity was never on the list of the Google Marketing Performance Attributes. 

         
         Lorraine is still reigning. She and Creative Lab have a new assignment: making Google’s AI look as friendly and “magical”
            as possible. The ads they put out are sugary and surreal: sloths and raccoons doing kickflips on skateboards, phones turning
            into vanilla ice cream cones, all set to music that sounds like it belongs in a Wes Anderson movie. The idea is simple: If
            AI feels maximally whimsical, nonthreatening, and emotionally intelligent, you’ll let it deeper into your life.
         

         
         I’d be remiss not to note that Google’s AI was initially named Bard. It flopped, so they rebranded it to Gemini—a name that
            feels more apt. Pseudo cosmic, dual-faced. The perfect metaphor for a tool that insists it’s here to empower you while quietly
            learning how to replace you. “It’s probably the most profound and transformative creative tool I’ve come across in my lifetime
            and probably will,” said Robert Wong—the “empathy is king” guy who now runs the Lab—in an interview with Katie Couric.
         

         
         Now that is the Google magic: turning the machinery of extraction into a story about human creativity. The snake eats its own tail—and
            calls it art.
         

         
         Meanwhile, my last corporate home, YouTube, has only grown more powerful—shaping culture, language, politics, young people.
            On its twentieth anniversary in 2025, former colleagues flooded social media with montage videos and earnest captions. One
            gushed about “our mission to broaden the aperture of the stories we hear.” Another called YouTube “the ultimate joy machine.”
         

         
         I read those posts incredulously. How can anyone still recycle the rosy narrative?

         
         YouTube was sold as a democratizing force—a place where anyone could speak, create, belong. For a time, maybe, that promise felt real. But the algorithm doesn’t ask what’s true, or healthy for a functioning society, or good for our souls. It only asks what will keep you watching. And more often than not, that’s grievance, spectacle, humiliation, division, rage. 

         
         Of course, YouTube is just one limb of something much larger. Like its parent company—like the rest of the tech giants—it
            doesn’t merely shape culture; it owns and runs the entire infrastructure of modern life. The pipes and switches and invisible
            rails of the world—our attention, our time, our inner lives—run through a handful of companies.
         

         
         If this was the moon shot—organizing the world’s information, connecting humanity—then the landing looks bleak. Tech didn’t
            solve the world’s problems, but it sure intensified (and monetized) them. An “intelligence” distilled from our labor, our
            curiosity, our lives, feeding on ecological and psychic surplus, ever expanding because growth is the only incentive it understands.
         

         
         Google said it would change the world. It did. I just didn’t expect the transformation to feel so relentlessly hollow.

         
         The organizers scattered. Amr sparred publicly with the group of Googlers who had formed the union effort; he left the company.
            Stephanie, the Stanford grad YouTube employee, became a somatic movement teacher in Oakland who posts on Instagram a lot about
            trauma, identity, and self-worth outside the limiting systems we’re all indoctrinated in—I always watch her stories. After
            working for Kara Swisher, Erica embarked on the most analog possible career path: She started a candle company called the
            New Savant.
         

         
         Tanuja—who said at the time of the Walkout that she’d made peace with the fact that she’d never get promoted again—did get
            promoted and lasted longer at Google than any of us. She found an activism lane that Google could live with: She worked diligently
            with Congress to push through legislation banning forced arbitration. But in 2022 it fell apart for her, too—she started speaking
            up about caste discrimination in the Indian population at Google and ended up leaving, citing retaliation.
         

         
         Meredith’s life veered onto an even bigger, stranger, more impactful trajectory than any of us could’ve predicted. She’d already built a public reputation while at Google as a principled troublemaker. After she left, she deepened that critique from her research institute, AI Now at NYU, and even got an FTC advisory role under Lina Khan, a rare appointment that signaled how seriously Washington was beginning to take the voices of people who’d actually seen Big Tech from the inside (that moment would prove short-lived once Trump came back into office). Then Meredith was named President of the Signal Foundation, the encrypted messaging app. She now threads the needle—criticizing Big Tech while occupying a powerful perch within it—one of the few who can sit across from governments and executives and hold her line on consolidation and power. 

         
         All of us untethered, in our own ways, from the place that once felt like the center of the world. Well, all of us except
            for Celie. Celie went to Pinterest and became a communications executive, telling a different company’s story, this time a
            better one, she said. But she got laid off there after several years and wound up back at Google, actually, as a “chief Cloud
            storyteller.” I was surprised to see that—the Walkout hadn’t been the scarlet letter she feared.
         

         
         Has anyone ever asked you about that? I texted her.
         

         
         Not once, she said. The job was chill; she was grateful. To each her own.
         

         
         

         As for me, well, I drifted around, taking contract gigs, some short-term, some long-term, always part-time, to accommodate parenting. I felt I had no answers to the big, burning questions of how a person should be (or what they should do to make their bread) in this crazy Big Tech bullshit jobs landscape. That didn’t stop people from asking me, and in the years that followed leaving, I became something of an agony aunt for tech workers. I regularly get emails from people seeking advice. Sometimes people want something specific: the name of my lawyer, help figuring out what moves they can play in the system, advice on “going public” with their story. Some people just want to reminisce. I read about what happened to you. I went through something so similar with IBM Romania ten years ago. They made my life hell
               in there. From my DMs on Instagram: Dear Ms. Stapleton, I’m a Stanford student trying to figure out what a more ethical career in tech might look like.

         
         But lots of these letters are bigger, more existential: burnout, ethical stress, the low-level soul crush of spending years
            in a cushy, elite job that you’re pretty sure doesn’t matter at all, yet is definitely contributing to the end of civilization.
            The questions accumulated, ringing in my ear, painting a whole class of overachieving workers as drowning in a sea of deep
            ennui and disillusionment. Just tell us what’s next, they whispered. Unionism, Luddism, the Peace Corps? Where do we go from
            here? NOW WHAT?

         
         Nevertheless, I always respond earnestly, channeling my brother, Scott, or The Quiet American’s Thomas Fowler—the Bard of Google in there still, just pointing the pen and the lens somewhere else, hopefully truer and
            realer. There is no finish line, I say: There’s only a constant process of trying to figure it out, of tuning in to your own
            voice and sense of what matters. It is healthy and important to be able to separate what you think from the manager and company
            line, and to build the courage and capacity to speak up and push back when your moral sensors are blaring.
         

         
         

         One email, from someone weighing whether to “go public” with their story at a Big Tech company, asked me if, at the end of
            the day, I thought that what I’d done was worth it. There were shades of Celie in that—Should I let them trash my life and reputation like they did to you? The question came at me as if in a foreign language. Worth it? Leaving Google has been great, an invitation to the life I actually want to live, or at least to get closer to it. I had spent so many years letting my voice serve a “greater thing,” passively, compliantly, pouring myself into a mission that had nothing to do with who I am. The “greater thing” looks bad. Certainly now, looking at the techno-feudalist hellscape, the endless greed and power consolidation of a company like Google is the last thing to which I’d want to devote my life force. 

         
         I’ve come to see my journey—as dramatic as it has been—as a total, unabashed blessing. After all, what did I lose by being
            cast out of the Eden of Google? My blind loyalty to management, the constant diminishment, the soulless pursuit of stock options,
            the nagging angst and sense of purposelessness. And what I gained is worth so much more: clarity, integrity, a commitment
            to our fragile, singular shared humanity. All the things Google claimed to value—but I had to leave to find them for real.
         

         
         Doing good matters. Resisting power matters. I may have shed most of what I picked up along the way—including dozens of Google
            T-shirts, an Alcatraz sweatshirt, and a pair of white Doc Martens—but I did keep one thing after all those years: a credo,
            a lifestyle, a mantra.
         

         
         I’ll never have the hubris to claim a sweeping moral purity—we’re all complicit in this brutal system—but I’ve landed on something
            smaller, truer, and worth shooting for:
         

         
         Try not to be evil.
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