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Chapter One
VisualAxioms. "So, here's my cost function for estimating region borders in a scene. Recall Duncan's hack using the plenoptic illumination function in face recognition algorithms."
Shafts of California sunlight fall across Cory Wilder's jeans and black T-shirt as his energetic hand continues to fill a wall-sized whiteboard with mathematical expressions. The light is filtering in through the branches of a eucalyptus tree outside the window.
John Shang, on the far side of the conference table, leans back in his chair and narrows his eyes analytically at the whiteboard. "We've got 2-D images with occlusions. Optimizing the segmentation of those can, of course, be NP-complete." His low, cultivated voice has a trace of accent from a boyhood lived in Hong Kong.
Cory pivots to face him. "Right. So iteration ends when there's no significant increase in energy above this adaptive threshold." He taps his cost function with a blue marker. "We stay in polynomial time."
"Very chill." Pradip Singh beams in satisfaction. He has been following Cory's line of reasoning intently as he stands braced against the edge of the conference table. He's wearing a green VisualAxioms T-shirt that looks vibrant against his dark skin.
Cory's intense expression dissolves into a smile. "Yeah, I'm hoping you'll come up with the right way to break this into parallel processes."
Pradip, a native of Bangalore, raises his hands to his face in contemplation, then offers, "I'm thinking compute each camera angle per scene in parallel. The new GPUs are really fast." His speech has the mellifluous cadence of subcontinent syllable-timed English, and the softer execution of 'p' which approximates 'b' to an American ear.
"So, how's everything going?"
The three hackers look abruptly toward the doorway at Trish Daniels. They politely conceal their annoyance at this interruption and Trish, who doesn't register it, enters the room with a breezy confidence. At twenty-seven, she's a year older than Cory and John, and two years older than Pradip. She's the new marketing hire and projects a preppy air in polo shirt and slacks, expensive black flats.
"We've got a new media group, Crowdr, coming in Tuesday, Their backers are Holfield and Tompkins, by the way," she tells them with a touch of awe in her voice. Not getting the enthusiastic reaction she expected, she adds, "Richard thinks there could be some real synergy here."
"And?" Cory is now leaning against the whiteboard with his arms folded.
"And they'll want to see what we've got." She now peruses the formulas on the whiteboard and frowns. "I doubt they're going to connect with this Greek, though."
Cory shakes his head. "Why is Richard pitching this now?"
She takes a step closer to them, tossing her short blond hair back from her face. "A hundred billion images are captured and uploaded every year onto the Internet and that number just keeps growing. New media is very visual. And, we can provide them with the best visual search technology in the world, right?"
"Yeah." Cory looks straight at her.
Trish notes his wide-set brown eyes and his fit, agile body, and thinks he's the hottest geek she's ever worked with. Maintaining her professional tempo, she continues, "So what can I show these guys?"
Now it's John who answers. He's known as a mathematician who doesn't suffer fools gladly, but his voice is patient at the moment.
"Our algorithms are still evolving, Trish. This underlying logic is like the rockets, the boosters you need to reach the moon. Your job right now should be to help them understand this process, why we spend so much time on logic. It's critical. Fast, accurate scene analysis by a computer is a hard problem. If it weren't, the solution would be out there already."
She directs an Ivy League smile at John, but her hazel eyes remain steely. "And, if we run out of money before we get to the moon?" She registers the stress in their faces and presses on. "What is going to get these people excited? The mumbo-jumbo math won't. Cory, we need some sizzle here."
Cory breathes out and runs his hands through his thatch of brown hair. He looks at her, then points at the whiteboard with a quick, decisive gesture.
"Guess what? These derivatives and integrals provide a really novel way for a computer to accurately recognize a picture of, say, the Eiffel Tower. Regardless of whether it was taken at night, in the morning, in color, in black and white, from close up, from a panoramic distance, or with varying resolutions of the image." He arches his brows at her. "And, it's going to be an order of magnitude faster and more accurate than anything out there."
"Can't you make a demo of that?" Trish's expression is energized and commanding.
Cory nods emphatically. "We will. But we're still working out how to address border detection, rotational deformations, occlusions of objects."
He's losing her. He moves his hand across the formulas on the whiteboard, rephrasing himself. "These equations are concise statements of how we define visual objects to a computer, so the computer can recognize these objects under a broad set of parameters. The equations guide us around intractabilities. They guide us toward faster, more efficient ways of solving these recognition problems. We have to build and prove this foundation before we can show off any meaningful visual app. The eye candy."
Eye candy! She crosses her arms, bristling over his choice of words. Is he patronizing her?
Cory sees her expression and sighs. He points to the last formula he'd written before she came in. "You studied cost functions in B-school, right?" She looks at him incredulously and he can't resist a dig. "So, cool. They do teach calculus, not just the mumbo-jumbo math."
Her eyes flash at him. Of course she studied cost functions and calculus in her MBA program. But what on earth do these triple integrals on the whiteboard refer to?
Sharply, she asks, "Have you guys ever considered working with flow charts?"
When they say nothing, she offers more assertively, "Help me out here, maybe I put this in my PowerPoint presentation. Something like: VisualAxiom's proprietary cost function informs our innovative scene analysis technology. How's that?"
Cory and John exchange a private look of futility. Pradip stares at the floor.
She waits for their reply, which finally comes from Pradip.
"Maybe Trish could use some data visualizations of different object recognition methods. You know, so she could see the measurable trade-offs, the pitfalls, of different approaches. Why our approach is pretty novel. And why it will, hopefully, scale."
She beams at him. "Yes! Can you put that together in time for Tuesday?"
Pradip nods. "Probably come in over the weekend and hack up something."
Cory now pictures his weekend devolving into tedium. But, it's not fair for Pradip to get stuck with the whole thing. He says quietly, "I'll come in Sunday and help you write it."
Trish notes the word Zinfidel across the front of Cory's T-shirt and recalls hearing that he is into wine. Zinfandel, apparently. Maybe she'll suggest a wine bar after work sometime.
She glances back at John and Pradip. "Okay! We've got a plan. And, remember that Richard wants us all in Sausalito at ten tomorrow. Jo is sending out email with directions to the marina."
She gives Cory a wry, flirty smile. "Work hard, play hard."
Chapter Two
An hour later, Cory returns to his small office. He walks to a shelf containing several books on computer vision, numerical analysis and graph theory and pulls down a volume by Duncan Wright and locates a page. He reviews it quickly and puts the book back, then goes to the whiteboard on the opposite wall and makes some small changes to two mathematical functions written in blue ink. He erases a portion of a diagram on the whiteboard and redraws it, then goes to his desk and rapidly scans email on the thirty-inch flat monitor that's connected to a Mac Pro. Lying underneath the desk is Snoots, who is watching him with an alert, wolfy expression.
There's nothing in his email that can't wait. He, John and Pradip now have a concise formulation of their new approximation algorithm. They could implement and test it this weekend if it weren't for the visual-search-for-dummies app that Trish now needs asap.
Cory accepts that Trish is a minefield. From the first day she joined VisualAxioms three weeks ago she has simultaneously tried to dominate him professionally and come on to him in covert ways. He's not interested in her achieving either goal. He isn't going to dwell on that right now, it's Friday evening and he's got plans. He looks at Snoots. "Let's go, boy!"
The dog crawls out from under the desk, stretches, and looks expectantly at him. Snoots is a three-year-old, seventy-five pound male, a classic black-and-tan shepherd, except for the tips of his ears which flop over slightly. The other trace of yellow lab in his lineage is the lighter coloring around his face, which accentuates his keenly intelligent dark eyes.
Cory picks up his iPod from the desk, looks at it momentarily, then stuffs it into the back pocket of his jeans. No tunes for the ride home. He pulls on a red hoodie and grabs his book bag off the floor, slinging it onto his shoulders. He moves a ten-speed bicycle away from the wall, removes the black helmet dangling from the handlebars and straps it on his head.
It's the middle of March and still light when he exits the building. Snoots inspects a nearby shrub, marking it briefly. Cory mounts his bike and heads off down the street with Snoots trotting alongside. They go past a number of small high-tech businesses in this industrial enclave of Menlo Park and Cory notices a new lease sign in front of one space. Someone's entrepreneurial dream didn't pan out.
He turns the bike up a quiet residential street of modest single-story ranch houses, riding at an easy pace because Snoots is with him. He pats the pocket of his hoodie, confirming the cord leash is there -- a safeguard in case he's confronted for having his dog off-leash. Snoots knows to stay just ahead and to the right of the bicycle when he's on a leash, but it's better exercise for him to run freely and more fun for both of them.
Cory cycles past colorful flower beds and white cement driveways, reflecting on the past year and how different it would be if Duncan were still running things. Still alive.
Duncan Wright, a full professor at twenty-eight, left academics to start VisualAxioms to go after a thorny and largely unsolved problem space in computer science -- fast, accurate, dynamic scene recognition. Duncan believed he could scale his innovative concepts into robust technology that would change the game of how visual search and identification are done on the Internet. Or anywhere in the digital universe.
That was a year ago, about the time Cory completed his Ph.D. thesis at Stanford on parametric geometric constraints for fast boundary detection and Duncan, who served on his committee, wanted Cory to join his startup. The chance to continue working with a scientist of Duncan's stature, and on such a cutting edge venture, was an extraordinary opportunity.
Cory quit his lucrative part-time gig at a computer game company and joined Duncan's team. Duncan lured John away from CalTech and super-hacker Pradip, who had just completed his masters at Stanford.
During the first six months the guys basically lived at work. There were late nights together at the whiteboard, dawn runs for caffeinated drinks, bagels and power bars, more whiteboard sessions, intense hacking of ideas to test and measure their algorithms. It was heady, exhilarating.
A Sand Hill investment firm was backing their effort with seed funding, secured on the basis of Duncan's reputation and the achievement of a couple of preliminary milestones. The investors looked for a business developer so that all the geek power could stay focused on the formidable technical challenges. They found Richard.
At thirty-six, Richard Dorne is the oldest person at VisualAxioms by almost a decade. His background is digital media. He's neither a scientist nor a hacker, but he successfully grew two startups in the Valley to profitable exits for their investors.
Cory mostly ignored him in the beginning, assuming Richard could push ahead on the business front with Duncan's reputation and coaching backing him up.
Duncan was an experienced private pilot, and flew his own Mooney, a high-performance single-engine aircraft which he parked at the Reid-Hillview airport in San Jose. He'd taken Cory, John and Pradip flying a number of times, explaining the instrument panel to them, describing the routine pre-flight check as what you do to convince yourself that this plane can fly now.
It was a rush of freedom to feel the lift beneath the wings as the runway receded below, to see the tawny foothills looming ahead and experience the angular momentum as Duncan made a smooth turn to head out over the Pacific and turn again to follow the coastline. He often took them over San Gregorio, then north to Half Moon Bay, sometimes flying the plane only a few hundred feet above the water so they could really experience the details of the beaches and farmland from the air. More than one inspired idea about object normalization and edge-detection had been conceived in that rarefied intellectual environment aloft.
Then, Duncan took his new girlfriend for a sight-seeing trip down the coast. On final approach at a small Santa Cruz county airport, he was forced to make an extreme, evasive maneuver to avoid colliding with another small aircraft that was violating the traffic pattern. Duncan couldn't recover in time to land on the runway and crashed to the side of it. Both he and his girlfriend were killed.
The other plane was unharmed, but the investigation revealed that its pilot had an outdated chart of the airspace and did not have a functioning radio.
It's painful to recall this, so Cory focuses on the setting around him. He waves to a familiar elderly man who is watering rose bushes in his front yard. They've never spoken, but the man reminds him a little of his own grandfather back in Ohio. The man waves back, giving Snoots an approving nod.
The small ranch houses abruptly disappear and are replaced by tall privacy walls with towering green foliage overhanging them. This is Atherton they have just entered. He always enjoys the ride through this peaceful, affluent stretch on the way to the other side of Menlo Park, what used to be unincorporated Menlo Park, where he now lives.
These stately Atherton manors belong to the entrepreneurial winners of the high-stakes technology pursuits that power this region of the world, Silicon Valley. Or, Silicon Gulch, as it was referred to by the early geeks, decades ago, before the rest of the world knew what was going on out here. Deals move quickly here; a lot of ideas and plans get launched, most disappear, some survive, and a few spawn innovations that create enormous wealth and opportunity for their founders and followers.
They definitely had a shot at it with Duncan. Do they still?
For weeks after his death, it was impossible to do any real work. Cory tried to find solace in the abstract beauty of designing algorithms and writing code, but Duncan's absence hung over all of them in a huge, hollow silence. With Duncan, they put their ideas out there and he pushed back hard, demanding more rigor, greater clarity, forcing them to think at deeper levels about the problem.
Richard persuaded the investors that he could keep the company on track, at least for the near term. He emphasized the ability of the team Duncan had put in place with Cory, John and Pradip, and drafted a rough schedule of new milestones which he presented to them.
But, they are now a ship without a captain. They need an advocate who understands their work they way they understand it, someone who can communicate it to the world of investors. Why did Richard expend precious resources to hire someone like Trish? They are burning through their capital and Cory knows that getting another round of funding is far less certain than it was six months ago with Duncan at the helm.
They're past Atherton now, coming up to El Camino Real, a bustling thoroughfare. Cory watches Snoots; the dog knows to wait. They move across the intersection and head up a less busy street, residential again, back to the small ranch houses. Cory wonders if Becca wants to move in with him.
He recalls the day he met her at Cafe Boronne a few weeks after Duncan's plane crash. The patio tables were packed with people and he'd been sitting there for hours in a fugue-like concentration, implementing a feature-extraction algorithm on his laptop. A soft, feminine voice asked to share his table and he looked up to see an extremely pretty girl in a jean jacket holding a cappuccino and pastry, her light brown hair falling past her waist.
He said sure, a little caught off guard, but with growing admiration of her confident, airy manner. He shifted from writing code to having a conversation with her.
He learned she had just finished her undergrad degree in communications at Stanford and was working for a graphics design firm in Redwood City. She knew someone at the game company he used to work for, too.
Cory gave her a broad overview of what he did and, that day, she seemed genuinely interested. He usually felt at ease in any intellectual discussion, but Becca's startling beauty was unsettling. Nevertheless, he made sure to exchange contact information.
He'd texted her the next day, surprised at how nervous he felt trying to compose a witty, casual message. When she responded, they continued texting each other until he finally asked her out three days later.
Things between them escalated rapidly after that. and it was a major factor in helping him regain his focus on work.
If he asks her to move in, and she says yes, could it work with Snoots? She's not that into dogs. He drops this train of thought and focuses on the pleasant evening light, the familiar leafy neighborhood.
Chapter Three
Rob Valentine watches the cream-colored Mini Cooper come to a stop in front of Cory's house. He also watches its driver, a young woman with shoulder-length dark hair and glasses, get out of the car. She's slender in a black sweater and narrow black pants and she's carrying a shiny, bottle-shaped bag in one hand.
As she walks up the driveway, Rob quickly descends the outside stairway of his apartment over Cory's small garage. His jaunty gait projects the easy grace of a well-built twenty-five-year-old athlete.
"Looking for Cory?" he asks, giving her a friendly smile.
She notices him now and the blue, gift-wrapped box he's carrying. "I'm Dawn. Cory and I were housemates in grad school."
"I figured that was you."
When she looks surprised he adds, "Don't worry, he's only told me good things."
"I have to pay him hush money for that."
He laughs. "I'm Rob. I moved in last month."
Her intelligent blue eyes appraise him from behind her dark-framed glasses. He's dressed in jeans and a navy polo shirt, tall, clean-shaven, and his dark hair is neat, trimmed short. Definitely good-looking.
"You're a biochemist, right?" he asks, wanting to initiate more conversation, finding her confidence, and her blue eyes, interesting.
"Well, I fool around with molecules."
"Making drugs, pharmaceuticals?"
"That's the idea." She can't resist a wicked smile. "But, not in a basement or a garage."
"Some of the guys in our house wished you had, though." Cory grins at her as he glides up on his bicycle.
She turns toward him and laughs. "Hey, happy birthday!"
Snoots bounds up to Rob and dances around, tail wagging, sniffing the package that Rob is holding. Rob ruffles the dog's fur behind his ears. "Hey boy!"
Dawn crouches and Snoots rushes forward and licks her on the face. "Good boy!"
Cory smiles at his dog. "He is that. I think Jo our office manager wants to kidnap him. So, you two have introduced yourselves?"
Dawn nods. "Rob from upstairs."
"He's the head mechanic at J. Hamilton Motorworks. You know, where the local billionaires take their Bugattis." Cory smiles knowingly. "He's also a killer pool player."
"Did Cory make that a prerequisite for renting the apartment? So many nights a week of pool?"
Rob laughs good-naturedly. "I haven't played much since college. Until now."
Dawn continues with her mock sarcasm. "Just don't play poker with him. He knows way too many card tricks."
"Naw, you just didn't like playing with Mike and Ben."
She rolls her eyes, recalling their former housemates. "The designer drug duo? I think you and I were the only marginally sane people in that place. Actually, maybe only you." She offers Cory the shiny bottle bag. "The guy at Beltramo's said you'd like this."
Cory lifts the bottle from the bag for a look. "Oh yeah! A late harvest zinfandel."
She sighs. "I guess I can't boss you around now that we're the same age."
As Cory opens the front door of his house, his iPhone chirps an upbeat tone. He pulls it out and answers. "Hey. Everyone just got here, what?"
Dawn looks at him, registering his expression. He nods, his happy face gone. "So come over later. No, it's okay."
He sticks the phone back in his pocket. "Becca can't make dinner. Work."
"That stinks." Dawn doesn't conceal her annoyance, but immediately regrets it when she sees how crestfallen he has suddenly become.
Rob clears his throat and hands Cory the blue box. "Happy birthday, man."
Cory's Kitchen. Dawn swings back and forth slowly on a tall stool at the kitchen counter and watches Cory press coarsely-ground pepper into steaks. She selected music from his techno-electronic playlist and VNV Nation is playing on the stereo at the moment. It's created an upbeat atmosphere and his happy mood has returned and she's glad.
"Going for a hunk of cow tonight, huh?" she smiles, swirling her glass of wine.
"Yeah. I thought about making Vietnamese, but somehow French bistro sounded good."
Dawn has kicked off her shoes and, with a bare foot, is petting Snoots, who is stretched out on the floor next to her stool. She takes a sip of her wine, swinging and petting. "So, we're starting preclinicals on Priapase. By the way, this is really good."
Cory looks up from his steaks, interested. "That's your molecule, the one you're patenting?"
She nods.
Rob, leaning against the counter with a beer in his hand, looks at her with a faint smile on his lips. "So, what does that do? Priapase? Help guys who took too much Viagra?"
Cory laughs out loud and Dawn, caught off guard for only nanoseconds, delivers her unabashed response. "Nope, it will definitely not alleviate priapism. Priapase is a small molecule, an inhibitor, to be more precise."
She turns toward Rob as she continues to stroke Snoots with her foot. "It disrupts signals in the metabolic pathway of glycogen synthase kinase-three beta, a regulator of certain processes in pancreatic cancer cells. I'm hoping that it will also inhibit GSK-3 beta in real patients."
She examines her wine glass. "So what is this, Cory?"
"A cult syrah from Dry Creek. 2004."
Rob puts down his beer, picks up the bottle of wine and reads aloud from the label. "Estate bottled, single vineyard from the Precise Winery. Made from small molecule grapes."
Dawn observes that his hands are spotless. They are strong, shapely hands with neatly groomed fingernails. Cory said he is a mechanic. She wouldn't have guessed it. The only auto mechanics she's ever dealt with have had callused, oil-stained fingers and dirty nails
"Let me see that." She eyes Rob playfully as she takes the bottle from him and inspects the label. "Precipice Winery."
Rob shrugs and picks up his beer. Dawn fills an empty wine glass on the counter with the syrah and offers it to him. "Here. You ought to experience this astounding concoction of polyphenolic compounds for yourself."
He sets the beer down and tries the wine. He arches a brow at her to indicate his approval. It is pretty good, judging from his limited exposure to wine. He sets the wine glass back down next to the box he brought for Cory, which is now unwrapped with its contents on display: two small, wheeled robots with remote controls and white plastic balls that can be launched as weapons. Rob picks up one of the robots and examines it, turning it over in his hands.
Cory pulls a hot tray of gougères out of the oven and sets it on the counter. The scent of the parmesan cheese in these savory French pastry puffs wafts through the kitchen. Snoots gets up and looks hopefully at Dawn.
Rob shakes his head at the dog. "I wouldn't beg from her, boy. She might splice some mean old cat genes into you."
Dawn laughs. "Now that's a proposal I should write up and submit to Greg. Definitely worth a patent."
"Yeah, but imagine if PETA found out," Cory warns in mock seriousness.
Dawn mimes cutting her own throat. Snoots presses his head against her leg, staring into her eyes. She selects a gougère from the tray, gives the dog a piece and eats the rest. "God, I'd forgotten what a great cook you are!"
The dog pursues his begging strategy and gets a whole gougère from her. Cory frowns. "Dawn, Snootsy's dinner is in his bowl. I made those for you guys."
She hangs her head guiltily. "Sorry. But, can you imagine what these must smell like to him? With that nose?"
Rob shifts his weight against the counter, appraising the dog. "Snoots likes to stick his nose up the backside of that white cat across the street. I've seen him do it."
Dawn gets off her stool and squats down to pet Snoots. She's aware that Rob is watching her. "Dogs' noses are wet, right? Molecules in the air get captured, dissolved, for further analysis."
She has Rob's full attention as she continues. "Those molecules contact membranes inside his nose. A beautiful, long snout with about a hundred and seventy square centimeters of neural epithelium, in contrast to our puny little noses with a mere five square centimeters. Snootsy could have as many as two billion olfactory receptors, whereas my nose has maybe twelve million. And the nerve impulses that are generated by scents travel to his brain's smell center which is forty times larger than ours." She looks up at Rob. "He can probably distinguish more than half a million different smells. We humans? Maybe four thousand."
Snoots touches his nose to her face as she continues. "Snootsy also has a vomeronasal organ on the roof of his mouth, so he can actually taste the smells."
"So he knows which females are in heat?" Rob suggests.
She nods. "Or, maybe, which suitcase has the bomb." She stands up again and sits back on her stool, looking earnestly at Rob. "Dogs are being trained to detect early-stage lung cancer. By the scent of the patient's breath."
Rob offers his wine glass to Snoots. "Wonder what he thinks of this stuff." The dog sniffs it tentatively, but remains focused on the gougères.
Dawn muses over Snoots' reaction. "That glass is loaded with data for him. Who's that famous wine critic, Cory?"
"Leonard Pillar."
"Yeah. Wonder what he'd give to have Snootsy's nose."
Rob looks at her. "You think Snoots could really identify wines?"
"In theory, I have no doubt. Why he'd want to is another question."
Rob smiles at her. "To sniff where no dog has sniffed before."
Cory whistles the Star Trek theme under his breath as he refills Dawn's glass.
"Thanks." She takes a sip of the syrah, savoring it, staring into space. "God, I need a vacation."
Cory begins slicing an avocado on top of tomatoes and red romaine in a salad bowl. He asks her, "Still seeing what's-his-name in L.A.? The neuropathologist?"
She shakes her head dismissively.
Rob glances at her, then picks up the remote control for the robot he inspected earlier. He activates the robot and it begins to move along the counter.
Dawn watches Cory skillfully beat vinaigrette over the salad. She hands him a pair of wooden salad forks and elaborates. "He went to med school with my father and now they're both at UCLA. It could be awkward to run into daddy there with, Donald. I'm pretty sure he's met Donald's wife." Her smile is a little jaded, a little cynical.
Cory tosses the salad in silence and Dawn decides to shift topics. "I can't believe you made your own cake. I would have picked one up at Draeger's for you."
He smiles, pleased. "I happen to think this bittersweet dark chocolate cake is better than any I've had from a bakery. But thanks."
"I thought John and Pradip were coming," Dawn says, as she takes another gougère.
"John was, but Faye's parents are in town just tonight and they wanted to do dinner in the city at some place where the menus are only in Cantonese."
Cory lights a burner on the stove and puts a large skillet on it. "And Pradip has his monthly programming reenactment tournament."
"Programming reenactment tournament?" Rob asks, baffled.
Cory laughs. "Deep geek shit. Actually started by a friend of mine at Stanford. He writes software simulations on a Unix server to emulate earlier computers, say from nineteen seventy-five. Hackers agree to write code to tackle some current problem, usually in AI, using only the computing power and storage capacity of the earlier technology. There's a time limit, too, I think it's six hours, and whoever writes the best program, wins. It's challenging, and, given the caliber of hackers who compete, the bragging rights of the winner are considerable."
Rob laughs. "Doesn't sound like the ideal place to meet women on a Friday night."
"You never know. They might be designing their virtual reality dream girls," Dawn adds a little contemptuously.
Cory throws the steaks into the hot skillet. He opens a half-filled bottle of brandy. "Anyway, I'll see John and Pradip tomorrow. Richard invited everyone to go for a sail on his boat. Becca's coming, too."
"What kind of boat?" Rob's interest is piqued.
"A sailboat. French. Fifty-four feet I think he said."
Rob whistles approvingly. "Nice. Probably a customized Beneteau. Or even an Amel."
Dawn looks at him with curiosity. "You know about boats?"
"I raced Lasers in college. For fun."
"You told me you made nationals," Cory says with emphasis.
Dawn raises her glass to Rob, who concentrates on his robot more intently. "I'm just a gearhead who messes around with rich guys' hot rods."
Rob picks up the control for the second robot and puts it in Dawn's hand. She tries the buttons and her robot stutters forward. She looks at Cory. "So how are things at work?"
"Frustrating." He sighs. "The technology is completely over Trish's head. She won't be able to pitch it convincingly. I don't know why Richard hired her."
"Who's Trish?" Rob asks.
"Cory's passive-aggressive marketing diva from Harvard business school," Dawn explains, as she gets her robot to move faster along the counter.
Cory turns his full attention to his steaks and pours brandy into the pan. He tips the pan away from himself, slightly toward the gas flame, and the brandy ignites dramatically.
Dawn has become engrossed with her robot which is now approaching Rob's on the kitchen counter. Hers lurches forward abruptly and the two robots collide head-on. Rob's backs up smoothly and circles around to re-engage.
Cory removes the flambeed steaks onto a platter. He looks at his friends. "Guys, let's eat!"
Rob launches one of the white plastic balls at Dawn's robot, spinning her little machine sideways. She reaches over and picks up his robot, laying it on its side.
He is indignant. "Hey, that's not fair!"
She taunts him with a jousting smile. "Everything is fair in...war."
Their eyes meet for a moment. The openness in his expression makes her pulse quicken. She looks away quickly and picks up her wine glass and follows Cory to the dining table.
Chapter Four
Two hours later the robots are engaged in earnest combat on Cory's dining room table. The table is actually a pool table bought on the cheap from an East Palo Alto bar that went out of business. Cory built a plywood cover for it which fits protectively over the felt surface when the table is used to eat on. At the moment, the plywood is also covered in a pale blue tablecloth of Italian linen that Becca contributed from a recent excursion to an upscale housewares store in the Stanford Shopping Center.
The chocolate cake, half-eaten, is on the table, along with two half-consumed bottles of wine. One of them is the late harvest zinfandel that was Dawn's birthday gift. Pieces of flatware and dessert plates are arranged across the middle of the table in a slalom-style obstacle course for the robots.
Dawn and Cory are teamed up on one robot against Rob. Rob's moves skillfully around a fork to block the advance of theirs. Dawn is operating the remote control and wheels her robot to the left of Rob's and immediately charges straight into the chocolate cake. The three friends shout in amused dismay.
"Whoa! Trying to pull off the old Trojan Cake trick?" Rob accuses them, smiling.
Cory groans, "It took me three hours last night to make it."
"Sorry." Dawn fiddles with her remote, trying to get the robot moving again.
Cory touches her hand, "Hit reverse. No! Yeah -- that button!"
The robot begins to back away, but its wheels have cake stuck to them and it stops moving. Rob picks it up and deftly clears the wheels of gooey crumbs. He orients it away from the cake, arching a brow at Dawn. "What do I get for letting the prisoner go?"
Snoots suddenly emits a series of barks as the front door swings open; Becca has finally arrived. She's wearing a short leather jacket over a pale blue halter top, and toothpick jeans that accentuate her long legs. The twenty-two-year-old exudes grace and confidence as she walks toward the table, giving the robots a slightly disgusted look. "Hi guys."
"Want some wine?" Cory asks her, his eyes warm and welcoming.
"Okay."
He refills his own glass with some of the late harvest zinfandel and hands it to her. She sits down next to him and samples the wine. She pushes her hair back from her face and her perfume releases a hint of violets into the air. Her oval face is classically beautiful, Boticelli-like, framed by the cascading light brown hair that falls to her hips. Snoots extends his nose toward her, but she doesn't pet him.
Rob and Dawn put down their robot controls. Dawn asks, a little flatly. "Working late?"
"I joined a new company today."
Cory looks at her, startled. "Wow. Where?"
"iPhlox. In Sunnyvale." Becca looks into his eyes, sipping her wine indifferently. "It's a six-person startup and I'm basically the public relations department." She shrugs a shoulder. "I was feeling boxed in at Loud Planet. The timing is really good for me."
Dawn's eyes narrow slightly. "iPhlox? God, who came up with that name. Sounds like some kind of pathogen."
Rob looks down at the table to conceal his broad smile.
Becca releases a small breath of disbelief. "They build social groups in real time. People can create spontaneous, collaborative blogs, or set up virtual bazaars to sell stuff. Like on their smart phones."
She has been a quick study in absorbing her new company's mantra. Her brown eyes wide, she explains the iPhlox mission. "Imagine like a global village yard sale. Or block party. Then everyone just disbands. It's totally fluid."
"Oh, I get it. Like flocks of birds. Only on the Internet." Dawn all but rolls her eyes.
Becca directs a slightly venomous smile at her. "Derek Hammond, the founder, sold a startup in social media last year for twenty-eight million. He's twenty six." She sips her wine defiantly now, she has more. "They want me to travel. China, Singapore, India, Czech Republic, London. Buenos Aires maybe."
Rob is now remembering a Spyder F430 that he replaced the timing belt of. He thinks he remembers the name of the owner, too. "Does that guy drive a blue Ferrari?" he asks Becca, out of sheer curiosity.
She beams at him. "Yes! He drove me to lunch in it. Fidelio's, to celebrate joining iPhlox."
Cory feels a stab of jealousy; he'd been planning to take Becca there for her birthday next month.
Becca, without forethought, twists the knife a little deeper. "Derek says that Trilobite in the city is even better." Her long-lashed eyes connect with Cory's. "They are supposed to have an amazing wine list. The food is all small plates, molecular gastronomy. And Dominic Downey likes to mingle with his guests and talk about how he does stuff, you know, his ideas about cooking."
"So when does he find time to actually whip up those calcium-chloride pearls and lecithin foams?" Dawn asks sarcastically, thinking of the chemical party tricks used in making these trendy dishes.
Becca shrugs incredulously. "He's a celebrity chef."
Becca's cell phone jingles and she checks it, smiling at something and texting a reply. "Derek," she explains, amusedly.
Dawn glances at Cory, aware that he looks annoyed. Well, he is the one who chose Becca.
Stretching unhurriedly, Dawn gets up from the table and looks at her watch. "I'm afraid it's that time. I've got the patent filing due on Monday and microarray output to analyze before then. No rest for the wicked."
Cory stands up and looks at her. She senses he'd like the party to go on a little longer, but she really has seen enough of his girlfriend this evening.
"Hey, thanks for coming," he tells her, holding out an arm to embrace her.
The two friends hug.
"This was great. I'll call you," Dawn says as she gives Snoots a last fondle.
She glances at Becca who is still preoccupied with text messages. "Good luck with the new job."
Rob, seeing that Dawn is really leaving, is also eager to be going. He pumps Cory on the shoulder, "Thanks, man. Excellent dinner."
Becca looks up from her phone at Rob and he gives her a casual smile. He catches up with Dawn in time to open the front door for her and follow her out.
Cory picks up his glass of wine from the table, the one he filled for Becca, and finishes it. He carries an empty wine bottle to the kitchen, brushing his free hand across Becca's hair as she continues to text furiously. He scrapes leftovers into Snoots bowl, which the dog happily devours, then returns to the dining table and picks up one of the robots, examining its structure, how the wheels are attached to the chassis.
Becca looks up from her phone and sees that Cory is becoming engrossed in the toy vehicle. She puts her phone on the table and stands up, retrieving a small card from the pocket of her jacket. She offers it to him.
"Happy birthday, you."
He opens the envelope. It's an iStore gift certificate. He flashes a warm smile at her, nodding in approval.
"Sorry I was so late," she adds, a little flirtatiously.
He looks directly into her eyes; she likes his attention and intelligence focused on her and he knows it. He takes her face between his hands and kisses her. Hard.
Rob walks Dawn to her car and, for the second time, opens a door for her. She has learned not to expect this kind of chivalry from men. It's not their fault, they just don't want to seem chauvinistic. The modern protocol has become a vague, tentative avoidance of initiating social gestures of all kinds. She is both surprised and pleased by Rob's nonchalant, unconscious gallantry. He's lingering a little, and she doesn't mind.
"How do you like this?" he asks her, touching the side of her Mini Cooper.
Sitting in the driver's seat, she tilts her head, looking at the dashboard. "It gets me around. It gets decent mileage." She smiles at him. "Not exactly the kind of sports car you deal with. And, I bought it with an automatic transmission."
"Say it isn't so!" He cringes in mock despair.
She nods her head in solemn affirmation. "Yep. I did."
This emboldens him. "If you'd like to sometime, I'll teach you to drive a stick. It's really not hard. And you get way better control, road feel. With manual."
He points his head toward the curb to a low-slung red sports car. "That's my Mazda RX. Rotary engine. Real road hugger."
She beams at him. "I'd better warn you that when my dad tried to teach me to drive his Z4, he had to get the clutch replaced."
She notices his unconscious wince and laughs. "Don't worry. I won't hold you to it."
He nods slightly, not wanting to completely renege on his offer.
There's a moment of silence. Dawn starts her engine. "Well, I'm sure I'll see you around. Cory and I try to stay in touch. Maybe we'll have a rematch with the robots sometime. Nice meeting you."
"Likewise." Rob gives her a farewell smile and watches the Mini Cooper pull away from the curb. Then he heads back up the driveway and bounds up the stairs to his apartment, taking two at a time.
Chapter Five
San Francisco Bay. A stiff, twenty-knot breeze is blowing and a dozen sailboats are tacking and maneuvering on the water, tall white sails trimmed against their masts, with the occasional brilliant red, blue or yellow spinnaker flying on a downwind run. The sky is deep blue, but beyond the Golden Gate Bridge out to sea, a thin band of purple fog lies along the horizon.
At the moment, Richard's sparkling white Beneteau Oceanis is under diesel power, her sails furled. There is some chop to the waves, but the hired captain, standing at the starboard wheel, steers the fifty-four-foot monohull through it with an easy expertise.
The VisualAxiom team is gathered in the spacious cockpit of the boat. No one is talking except Richard, who currently has a bluetooth attachment on his ear and a cellphone in his hand. Seated nearest the captain, he's wearing a visor and dark glasses that conceal his fine brown hair and gray eyes.
Trish is next to him, her body inclined a little toward him, her face looking down in concentration, trying to fill in the other side of his conversation in her mind.
There's a discernible edge to Richard’s otherwise upbeat intonation. "I'm well aware of that. Sure. But, it's a big market, no question about it. What? Absolutely. Sorry, it's a little hard to hear with the wind. I'm out in the bay right now. Yeah, sailing. I've got my principals with me. Okay, we'll definitely chat tomorrow. Terrific."
He ends the call. Cory wonders what big market Richard is referring to. Does it relate to the pitch on Tuesday?
Richard now points to a boat some distance away, addressing the captain, a touch of concern in his tone. "You see that sailboat, right?"
The captain, a young, muscular professional, nods. "We're passing well behind." His voice is rich and low, commanding for his youthful age.
The answer irritates Richard. "Why behind?"
The captain keeps his eyes focused on the sea, the boat traffic. "We're under power. They have the right of way. Shall we raise the mainsail?"
"Why not."
A deeply tanned sailor, younger even than the young captain, comes midships and unclips the halyard, attaching it to the head of the mainsail which is resting, flaked neatly, upon the massive boom. The sailor deftly removes a hank of halyard, preparing to apply downward tension to it, as the captain eases the main sheet.
Cory watches with growing interest, wishing he could help. Too bad Rob isn't here; this boat is loaded with mechanisms that Cory is curious about and Rob could explain them.
Richard looks at the captain. "Will the boat heel a lot?"
"We'll be beating into a twenty-knot breeze on this tack, so we'll heel some. But she's got a deep keel and a lot of freeboard. She's a fifty-four-foot vessel.”
Richard surveys the sea in a vague way. "You know what? Let's go ahead and motor there." He shakes his head. "With these winds."
"Take it down, Sam."
Sam unhooks the halyard from the head of the mainsail and re-clips it to the safety line.
Cory unexpectedly gets a quick glimpse of the sailor's expression as he tidies and stows the line he'd been preparing to hoist the sail with. It's private contempt for the kind of guy who doesn't understand the difference between owning a boat and sailing it.
A second sailor, tall with scandinavian good looks, comes up through the companionway carrying a tray of snacks, Indian food arranged on colorful square plates. He sets the tray down on the spacious teak table which is anchored between the two seating areas of the cockpit.
Richard encourages them to try the food. "Take-out from Yoginis. My wife's suggestion. It's super organic and vegan."
Faye, John's girlfriend and a pretty strawberry blond with an analytic gaze, asks, "Your wife practices yoga, doesn't she?"
Cory wonders why Richard's wife isn't on the boat today.
Richard nods, taking a handful of roasted lentil mix. "She teaches Hatha and Vinyasa classes. She named the boat. Prana. In yoga-speak that means 'life force'."
Pradip scoops up tamarind chutney with a pita chip. "It's an ancient Sanskrit word. And 'pranayama' means the control of the life force."
Richard nods, munching his lentils. "Right. This boat could take me anywhere on the planet. I could point her through the Golden Gate and sail to...Vanuatu."
"Sure, Richard. If you had the time." Jo's alto voice achieves the tone of highlighting the boss's importance, without sounding fawning. As an experienced office manager, she knows exactly how to play that card. He smiles appreciatively at her.
John points past the Golden Gate Bridge. "About fifteen degrees south, you would be sailing on a course to Hong Kong."
The scandinavian sailor returns with bottles of water and white wine, and expertly opens the wine, pouring it into clear plastic glasses that are secured in a teak drink holder.
Cory takes one and tries the wine. It's a mass-produced California chardonnay, cloyingly over-oaked. He's sorry he didn't just choose a bottle of water. It's probably not okay to just toss the liquid overboard into the sea, even though it's what this wine deserves.
Becca also takes a glass of the wine. In her white nautical gear, Dolce and Garbana sunglasses and long braided ponytail, she looks ready for a fashion shoot. She wants to toast, so Cory touches his glass to hers, deciding to go ahead and drink the swill.
Richard picks up a wine glass and sips from it. He seems to actually like it.
Cory decides to ask Pradip how the reenactment tournament went last night. Pradip laughs.
"We had to work with only two megabytes of memory. Can you believe it? Two. The processing was probably moving like a microsecond per instruction."
"Wow." Cory is impressed.
"No way could I go parallel with that and accomplish a thing. I was mapping my neural net data structures into assembler in my head, just to bootstrap a bare-bones functionality."
"What was the problem?"
"Write a program to simulate the neo-cortex of a rodent."
"No shit!" Cory and John both laugh.
"Nobody really got it." Pradip shakes his head.
"Could you use directed bipartite graphs?" John wonders aloud.
"Petri nets. Yeah one guy tried that approach." Pradip smiles. "His code sucked, though. I mean, it just didn't run."
Richard looks at the hackers, wanting to regain the conversational center. "So, I had lunch with Ray Bishop on Thursday. His guys are working on an enterprise solutions app for mobile devices that connects to the cloud to do the heavy lifting. Walker and Random Partners on Sand Hill have signed on."
Trish nods emphatically. "Ray Bishop is a maverick and a visionary. Cloud computing is where everyone is moving." She glances at Cory, inviting him to comment on the new technology, a little disappointed that he showed up with a girlfriend today.
Cory is underwhelmed by her assessment of visionary technology. Cloud computing is the latest buzzword for how distributed, remote computations are performed nowadays. There were thin clients; before that, there were client-server configurations. Now, with the Internet so large, it seems more empowered to not even know where your computation is being done...out there. In the clouds. It sounds like magic, which the marketing guys find appealing. More fun than referring to server farms with mirrored backups located in geographically-dispersed large, drab facilities. Less difficult to think about than optimistic concurrency logic or network routers.
Ray Bishop is a successful entrepreneur, meaning he has made money and is discussed in the technology gossip circles. Cory imagines the new Bishop app is probably using some ten-year-old resource allocation algorithms coupled with wireless connectivity and a fancy layer of graphics slapped on top. The graphics is made possible by the ever-increasing power of the hardware that runs underneath. Maybe it'll make money for the guy, but it's not the kind of challenge that will advance the fundamental understanding of computational complexities, or push the envelop of science. The kind of technology that VisualAxioms is pursuing.
Two hours later, Prana is docked at a fashionable marina in Sausalito north of San Francisco. Other expensive sailboats are tied up in nearby slips. Richard, Trish and Becca step onto the dock and immediately place calls on their cellphones, while John, Faye and Pradip examine the various winches and standing rigging of the boat and watch the two crew members throw a turquoise-colored canvas cover over the mainsail, securing it with snaps. Jo goes below deck to check for bags and jackets left behind. She also wants to admire the high-end teak trim in the boat's expansive salon.
Cory approaches the captain who is putting a cover over the starboard steering wheel. "This must be nice work. Spending so much time on the water."
He looks at Cory through dark wraparound sunglasses. "Sometimes."
Cory watches him zip up the canvas wheel cover. He's curious. "Why does this boat have two wheels?"
"She's big enough that it helps a lot with visibility. When the jib's up and you're beating, you can see ahead much better. It wasn't an issue today with the sails down." He reaches into his pocket and hands Cory a business card. "Call me when you want to go for a real sail some time." The card is pale blue, with a white sailboat embossed on it.
Cory smiles at the captain and puts the card in his wallet as Jo touches his arm. He turns to face her; her cropped black hair and ripped muscles look natural on a boat. Those muscles are the result of hundreds of hours of triathlon training -- her real passion.
She speaks in a low, slightly confidential tone. "Some of us are going to dinner. A place in the city John knows. Coming?"
He nods. He knows Becca will enjoy it, and he's pretty sure that 'some of us' means 'not Trish and not Richard'.
As Cory steps off the boat to join Becca, he is approached by Richard. "So what do you think of her?" Richard begins, admiring his high-priced trophy on the water.
Cory turns to look at Prana again. "That's one beautiful boat. She must look amazing with her sails unfurled."
Richard laughs in agreement and moves on to his real topic. "Listen, I think it would be great if you would join us on Tuesday for that meeting. Trish is fantastic, but she's just joined us and it would be nice to give her some additional support, backup. In case she needs to field some technical questions."
He is surprised by the request. "No problem. Maybe John should be there, too? His ideas are manifest in all the work we've done."
Richard gives a tiny sigh. "We all know John is brilliant. But, he can be a little testy at times with people who don't...mm, catch on as quickly as he'd like. I want this to go very smoothly on Tuesday."
Cory is pretty sure John will be delighted not to sit in the conference room for three hours and listen to repetitions of marketing catch phrases such as 'leveraging the Internet', 'best of breed' and, now, very probably, 'cloud computing'. Cory agrees with John, an equation is worth a thousand words.
He looks at Richard. "Pradip and I are coming in tomorrow to put together a demo for Trish. To make our technology more concrete for her, the fundamental issues, the benefits."
"That's fabulous, Cory! Great idea. Let's plan to all spend time together on Monday to iron this thing out. Get our ducks lined up. It could be a long day, but worth the effort."
Cory nods. He'd better start figuring out what he's going to say, in case Trish freezes up in front of the media guys. Or worse, starts spouting nonsense.
Chapter Six
San Francisco. Fog has rolled in off the ocean and the night air has a bite to it, so Cory has his arm around Becca as they amble through a fashionable district near Russian Hill that is populated with chic bistros and wine bars.
"So, how'd you like that French-Vietnamese place?" Cory asks, referring to the dinner spot where the group, sans Trish and Richard, had dined.
She frowns at him. "I thought you would never stop talking about work."
"Sorry. We're in the middle of some new stuff. It's pretty exciting actually."
He's about to launch into an explanation of their newest algorithm when he gauges her expression and stops himself. He's learned that the formidable challenge of how to enable a computer to disambiguate the overlapping visual patterns that the human eye is so good at resolving, is not high on Becca's list of interests.
They are now walking past the famous Trilobite restaurant run by a celebrity chef. They stop to have a look.
Becca admires the dark wooden panels that conceal the interior from the street. "Philippe Lourdes did their decor. Some kind of Precambrian-Postmodern fusion, you know, to go with the name."
"Actually, trilobites were late Cambrian, not Precambrian."
She is annoyed. "You always have to be so precise."
He smiles at her. "I'm a geek, Becca. What can I say. I want to know how the world actually works."
He sees that his remark has not made things better. He grazes his cheek against her silky head. "I think it's cool that you know about the interior design here."
She brightens. "Want to have a drink? I'd really love to see how they decorated the bar."
He opens the elegant carved door of the restaurant and lets her walk in ahead of him.
They are greeted by a thin, elegant woman dressed in black. She's standing at a tall podium of expensive dark wood. "Good evening. Name, please?”
Becca slips casually by the podium, headed toward the most likely direction for the ladies' room. With unassailable sweetness in her voice she assures the woman, "I'll be right back."
Cory is left to deal with the hostess of Trilobite, who is not pleased with him at the moment. "We don't have a reservation. We just want to have drinks at the bar."
The woman barely consults her thin silver computer console on the podium. She regards Cory with beautifully made-up eyes that convey icy civility. "I'm very sorry. The bar is full this evening."
He surveys the bar quickly. It's fairly full, but not completely. Can he tip the balance in his favor? Becca really wants to be here right now, and Trilobite is definitely more upscale than Fidelio's. By maybe an order of magnitude. He takes a calculated risk and pulls two fifty-dollar bills from his wallet, holding them discreetly between his fingers, but not so discreetly that the woman in black cannot notice them. "Are you sure? We're happy to sit anywhere."
The woman takes the money. "One moment." She turns and walks into the bar area.
While he waits for the payoff, he scans the dining room of casually-dressed, affluent-looking diners being tended by wait staff dressed in deep purple pants and tunics. The lighting is low and indirect with intricate bands of LEDs set into the walls; violet and gold seem to predominate in the spectrum. He looks over at the bar, which is a long rectangle of gleaming honey-red hardwood, probably South American. A brushed stainless-steel wine cooler soars twenty feet to the ceiling, racks of wine bottles are visible through the clear glass front of this stately, high-tech storage unit. Rows of sparkling liqueur bottles line LED-lit glass shelves behind the bar.
Becca returns. She's beaming. "It's awesome. The walls are deep purple near the floor and fade into lavender-white at the ceiling. And there are these round, etched glass and metal sculptures attached to the walls."
"The trilobites?" Cory guesses.
She nods and continues. "The basins are done in violet ceramics and the lighting makes wavy reflections on the walls, like you're looking through water."
The woman in black returns. "This way please."
She seats them at a tiny table in the corner of the bar. A deep purple waiter presents a drink menu and they peruse it. Becca wants to try the signature martini made with a violet liqueur. Cory decides he'll order a glass of Italian wine from the unusual and extensive Umbrian selection.
When the waiter returns, he asks to see their I.D.s. Cory knows it's Becca's the guy is worried about, he never gets carded alone, but the protocol nowadays is, if you check one, you check all.
Becca offers hers to the waiter along with her smiling wood nymph gaze and he melts, returning it to her without having really looked at it.
The drinks arrive promptly. The martini is a pale lavender liquid garnished with three fresh violets, served in a tall, asymmetrical glass.
Cory tries his glass of Lungarotti Rubesco Riserva. It's superb. He takes a longer, slower sip, drawing the red wine over his palate, savoring its earthy, spiced mouth, the elegant finish.
His thoughts return to a problem Pradip brought up at dinner about concurrency. They're trying to go massively parallel in their approach and getting concurrency right is going to matter deeply.
Becca leans forward and touches his arm. "Isn't that Larry Ellison leaving? With those people?" Her eyes are looking toward the front of the restaurant.
Cory looks up, but whoever it was is now gone.
Becca sips more of her purple drink, still distracted by her possible sighting of high-tech royalty. "Doesn't he have a sailboat?" she asks.
"Yeah, more than one. His latest Oracle-BMW won the America's Cup."
She takes another sip of her violet martini. "Are you still obsessing over work?"
"I was." He gazes at her across the table, smiling. "How can you look so polished and perfect after a windblown day on the water?"
She looks into his eyes, smiling. "Cory? Let's spend the night here in the city."
He shakes his head. "I need to go into work tomorrow. Pradip and I promised to write a demo for Trish."
"Come on. You'll have all day for that and besides, you're a super hacker." She's gazing at him seductively, her eyes promising magic.
"We could come back next weekend. I won't have a demo to write then."
She sighs. "But it's so romantic here right now."
He feels his resistance dissolving. "I guess if Rob can feed Snoots and let him out...assuming Rob is even home tonight."
She watches expectantly as he pulls out his iPhone. Rob is home and quite happy to take Snoots for the night. Becca now wants to linger at Trilobite, so they order more drinks.
Cory tries his second glass of the excellent Italian wine and decides to pursue what's on his mind.
"So, I have a crazy idea. You want to live together?"
"What?"
"Move into my house. You can replace your two roommates with me and Snoots."
"We're semi-doing that now." Becca reaches her hand across the table and places it on Cory's, to indicate she is not displeased by his offer.
"You wouldn't have to keep track of your stuff between two places. And you could have the office for your own room. I really don't use it much." Wanting to make the terms very clear, he adds, "And you'd be saving all your rent money."
She leans gracefully forward in contemplation. "I just started a new job. I mean."
"That's true."
They sit quietly. She withdraws her hand to pick up her martini glass.
"Can I think about it?"
"Sure." He watches her face, wondering what she's really thinking.
He's become aware of several guys at the bar glancing at Becca. He doesn't know why she singled him out that day at Cafe Borrone, or why things clicked between them so fast. He only knows that he wants to make her happy.
Cory awakens to bright sunlight. It's pouring in the large windows of the high-ceilinged Edwardian hotel room he paid three hundred dollars for last night. He sits up and flexes his back and arms, enjoying the feel of the fine, smooth sheets against his bare skin. Becca is asleep next to him in the grand, canopied bed. The contours of her slender body are evident beneath the french linen.
She's lying face down, her abundant hair spread across the pillows, her long graceful arms, extended like a dancer's, framing her head. One shoulder is bare and he admires the fine bones of the shoulder blade, remembering the feel of her soft, firm skin against him. He glances at the clock on the table next to the bed. Almost ten. Shit.
Feeling a jolt of adrenaline, he gently shakes her pretty shoulder. "Hey, Beccacelli. Are you awake?"
She stirs and rolls over on her side to look at him, slit-eyed and seductive.
"What?" she murmurs in a voice husky with sleep.
He strokes her head. Her beauty in the morning light amid the tangle of sheets is bewitching, but he's thinking about work. "It's late. I've got hours of hacking ahead of me. Pradip probably expected me an hour ago and it'll take an hour to drive back to the peninsula."
She stretches luxuriously, catlike. "Not yet," she pleads drowsily, unconcerned.
"Becca, I really have to do this."
She drapes her arms around his neck, drawing him to her. They begin to kiss. He's enjoying it, but he can't give in to these urges right now. She opens her mouth against his to kiss him more deeply. He yanks the sheet away so their bare skin is in full contact and she rolls over on top of him, letting her long hair spill across his chest. He moves his hands over her smooth skin and pulls her tightly against him. Pradip will have to wait a little longer.
Chapter Seven
VisualAxioms. It's Monday morning, a little before nine and Cory is still at his desk, typing rapidly at his keyboard. He's been here all night. So has Pradip. But, Trish's demo is nearly finished and they will have time to go through it with her before the meeting tomorrow.
He rubs his eyes and arches his back, then picks up a can of Guru and downs the remains of the energy drink. He feels tired, buzzed and grubby. He runs his hands through his hair, across his face. He needs a shave but there's no time right now. Fortunately, he remembered to call Rob to let Snoots out and feed him.
As he waits for the compiler to finish, he recalls Saturday night. That evening had cost him almost six hundred dollars. Dinner, Trilobite and a four-star hotel on Nob Hill. Working here through the wee hours last night, he'd missed Becca, her warmth. So why does it sometimes feel as though he is waiting to get a grade from her? He shakes his head. Stop thinking about this, you're fried.
Jo pokes her head into his doorway. "Meeting in five. Conference room."
He nods at her without looking up from the screen. The compilation is finished. He runs the executable and the visualization demo pops up. He selects an interface option, quickly surveying the animation that illustrates different time values for various graphical search algorithms. He fast-forwards through another animation that presents an overview of the object recognition problem, major developments in its history and where VisualAxioms is now. It's a damn decent demo for sixteen hours of work, but it would have been better if they hadn't had to write it in the first place.
He fires off email to Trish, stands up and stretches. He's already ten minutes late to the meeting.
When he enters the conference room, everyone else is already there. Trish is sitting on one side of the table opposite John and Pradip. Richard is pacing at the head of it. Why does Richard always look vaguely peeved. Cory goes to the far end and sits down.
Richard stops pacing and directs his eyes at Cory. "So, we're all here. I'll cut to the chase. Price, Goodwill and Darington will not be providing us with another round of funding."
There is a moment of complete silence. Adrenalin jangles through Cory's tired body. He looks at Trish and notes that she does not look surprised. He breaks the silence. "What about the meeting tomorrow?"
Richard shakes his head. "It's a shame. The media folks are bailing. They called this morning."
Cory is surprised by his own emotion as he defends their work. "This is ground-breaking technology. It has major implications for the accurate searching and identification of images on a scale never done before. Richard, Duncan's vision of this is what got the investors excited in the first place."
Richard frowns. "Unfortunately, they have now reached the conclusion that scene analysis is too narrow a focus They are becoming concerned about the time frame, the exit, the opportunity costs."
Trish has been watching Cory's reaction. She decides to take the lead. "There is good news, too." She lets this announcement sink in for a moment, before adding, "We have a new investor who wants to fund a broad business application for mobile devices. I put together some PowerPoint slides over the weekend to give an overview of the requirement specs."
Richard picks up the ball. "We're going to retool, provide interactive meetings via mobile devices. Folks will synch to a virtual multimedia space. If you send content, messages, whatever, I see it, Trish sees it. If she edits it and sends, we all see it. Text, graphics, audio, everything. And we'll provide back-channels for one-on-ones and smaller subgroups while the larger meeting is going on. And it'll all run on the cloud. We've provisionally taken the name SmartTalk. That's confidential for now, by the way."
It's now apparent that Richard has been giving this new technology, this new direction for VisualAxioms, some thought for some time.
Still in shock, Cory says quietly, "We've made breakthroughs this year in a technology that has resisted such progress for decades. We almost own this domain of expertise right now. Our investors understood that as of last Friday. Didn't they?"
Richard doesn't want a challenge at this point. "Cory, we have to be pragmatic. We're a startup, not a research lab. And part of the pragmatics, unfortunately, is that our new level of funding is not, mm, what Price, Goodwill and Darington were providing."
John looks out the window, focused on some private thought. Pradip sits quietly, his face somber.
Cory stares at Richard as he continues. "We're looking at...pay reductions for at least the first six months, just until we hit our milestone. And we'll need more code monkeys on board, but we're talking hourly wages there."
Cory finally realizes that Richard is serious. He sinks back in his chair, emitting a soft 'wow' under his breath.
Trish doesn't know how to read either Cory or John at the moment. They are upset, but just how upset? She tries upbeat again, directing her most polished, professional face toward Cory. "This could be a great management opportunity for you. The new hires are going to need technical supervision."
She realizes her mistake when she sees the incredulity in his wide-set brown eyes directed at her.
"Manage?" Cory looks back to the head of the table. "Richard, this just sounds like a me-too cellphone app."
Richard spreads his hands. "Mobile is a huge market. Try to see the positive here."
Cory doesn't need to ponder this trite observation. He gets up from the table, and looks directly at Richard. "I can't do this. I won't do it." He turns and walks out.
Cory haphazardly piles the few books and papers in his office into a box.
Jo appears at the doorway. She speaks softly. "I don't blame you. John just quit, too. I think Pradip would have, except he's got the H-1B visa issue."
He turns to her. "I wonder how long Richard has been plotting this new deal." He sighs and returns to the books. "He knew he couldn't replace Duncan, so he just decided to let it go. His attitude lately makes a lot of sense now."
Jo is riveted to her spot, listening to this tabooed topic spoken aloud for anyone to hear who passes down the hall.
He doesn't care. "Richard really wants to run the show. And, since he doesn't have the chops to direct a moon shot, he's decided to run a little one-ring circus." Disgusted, he tosses a book on parallel computing into the box.
Jo doesn't know what to say. She knows he's right about Richard. Things have never been the same without Duncan. She also realizes, sadly, that whatever was still fun about VisualAxioms is now ending.
She lets out a deep sigh. "Cory, you're really good. You'll find interesting work. In fact," she hands him a scrap of paper with some scribbled words, "StickiWiki is ramping up, looking for senior developers. They're just down the street. My friend Amy works there. That's her number. She can get you an interview."
He's startled by her offer and takes the scrap of paper, putting it in his jeans pocket. He flashes a warm smile at her. "That's sweet, Jo."
Cory looks up to see John standing in the doorway. They exchange a look of enlightened contempt for the current situation.
"I didn't expect that ambush this morning," John remarks, entering the office and handing Cory the last computer book remaining on his shelf.
"Yeah. I wish we could just move this party somewhere else.”
"So do I. You know all the reasons why we can't though. At least for now."
Cory nods. "It's going to be tough for Pradip."
"When his green card comes through, he'll have lots of options."
Cory looks John in the eyes. "It's been really great working with you."
John extends his hand. "You, too, dude." He nods at Cory. "I better go, Faye's coming by to pick up the things in my office. I rode my bicycle in today." He smiles. "Poor timing."
Cory loads the few vestiges of his office belongings into his black Honda. Good thing he'd driven the car in yesterday, instead of riding his bike.
He pulls out his iPhone, about to press Becca's number, hesitates, then puts the phone away. He gets into the car.
Fatigue and anger wash over him. He leans his head against the back of the seat with closed eyes and smacks the side of his fist against the steering wheel.
Chapter Eight
Mil Toros. It's the busiest time of evening in downtown Palo Alto. Mil Toro's is filled with young singles dropping in after work to mingle with their friends and sample esoteric wines from around the world. With high ceilings, minimalist decor and low halogen lighting, the wine bar achieves the look of a high-tech cave.
Rob is sitting next to Dawn across from Cory in a booth of buff-colored leather. The table top is black glass. Wine bars are not really Rob's thing, but he understands how to be a buddy. If Cory wants to hang out at a wine bar tonight, or at a strip club, Rob is willing to go along. Besides, Cory mentioned that Dawn would be here.
Dawn isn't prepared for how depressed Cory seems. It was his decision to leave VisualAxioms, after all. She's been pondering the possibilities and offers one. "What about SRI? Don't they do your kind of stuff?"
"Yeah. But, my friend Bret says nothing will happen there for twelve months. at least. No funding for this right now. And, Woodside Institute has a hiring freeze across the board." He sighs. "Duncan was really the only guy who was pushing this type of technology outside a university lab."
"Would you consider writing code for that game company again? I thought they loved you." It's the other possibility that Dawn can think of.
"I would, except they just laid-off ten percent of the work force. Their new strategy-action release bombed. Drone Explosive."
Rob laughs. "I've played that game. It did really suck. Sorry."
"Don't be. I had nothing to do with it." Cory sips his wine.
Dawn looks directly at Cory now. "I do find myself wondering why you just walked out without a backup plan. You didn't have to do it this way."
"Yes, I did. Richard is a deceptive, manipulative bastard. It's obvious why he hired Trish; she'll do fine marketing his vision of cellphone apps."
Cory takes a long sip of his Spanish rioja, then smiles ironically at Dawn. "Jo at work gave me a tip. A little web startup. I think they need XML programmers."
She furrows her brow at him. "You do real science. You don't belong with web weenies."
"Yeah, and I have a mortgage to pay," he replies quietly.
Becca has just entered the bar with two men. The younger one, mid twenties, is dark haired, of medium build and dressed in dockers and a black crew-neck sweater. The older guy, blonde, is built like a rugby player, and is wearing a batik silk shirt over dockers. A Rolex watch flashes on his thick wrist.
Cory watches Becca from across the room. She hasn't seen him yet, but she's meeting him here. She is the flashiest female in the bar in her tight-fitting green jeans and tall boots. Her light brown hair, unbound, shimmers around her like a waterfall. She's laughing, rather flirtatiously, at a remark by the dark-haired guy.
She spots Cory, smiles and waves. The dark-haired man glances at the booth across the room and continues to talk to Becca, holding her attention.
Cory drinks more of his rioja, analyzing the man. It's got to be her new boss. He tries to dismiss a sudden possessiveness with cool logic. When Becca finally comes over to the booth and slides in next to him, he kisses her. It's a rather long kiss for this public place, but possessiveness is trumping cool logic at the moment.
Dawn stares at the black glass table top in front of her while Rob clears his throat and takes a long drink from his beer bottle. They really don't want to look at each other right now.
Becca pulls away, a little breathless, and looks at Cory with wide eyes. "Are we celebrating something?"
"Seeing you." He hopes the dark-haired guy is watching.
She tosses her hair back. She relishes adoration, public or private. "I want that sparkling Italian wine. What is it?"
"Prosecco."
Her eyes focus again on the dark-haired guy who has been glancing at their booth. "That's Derek. And the other one is Jack Russell."
Dawn can't suppress laughter. "Jack Russell? Like the dog breed? The little terrier? How ironic."
Becca gives her a blank face. "That's his name. He's funded a lot of startups in the Bay Area. Derek has worked with him before."
Dawn decides to drop the topic, it's just too banal. But, looking across the room at Derek, she now understands the point of that kiss.
Rob is beginning to feel restless. Becca seems clueless about Cory's situation, but it might be a really bad idea to bring it up now. He looks at Dawn as he swallows more of his beer. He likes how she looks in her yellow blouse, it sets off her cloud of dark hair. He imagines running his hand through it.
She senses his eyes on her and nervously swirls her glass of wine, a sauvignon blanc from South Africa. Should she keep probing the job possibilities with Cory? She gives a small, involuntary shiver.
"You cold?" Rob asks her attentively.
The bar does feel cool. "A little, I guess."
"Here." Rob takes off his jean jacket and drapes it around her shoulders.
The sudden warm weight of the jacket enveloping her back feels startlingly intimate. In fact, it's thrilling. She masks the feeling with a nonchalant smile and he catches her eye for a moment and she sees, for the second time, the openness of his gaze, the unspoiled integrity of his handsome expression. She feels too vulnerable to go there.
The prosecco arrives. Becca touches glasses with Cory's and tells him, "Jack Russell has funded search engine technology. He probably knows your investors."
Cory thinks the likelihood of that is high. On both counts, the former investors and the new ones. He should tell her what happened this morning, but he isn't going to. Not here.
He finishes his wine in one swallow. "Guys, do you want to try that new Mexican place for dinner?"
Rob and Dawn are enthusiastic, but Becca isn't sure. Is it because she can track Derek from the booth here?
Cory tries to persuade her. "You love margaritas. Their specialty is a mandarin orange margarita."
Becca decides she really would like a mandarin orange margarita.
As the four of them walk toward the entrance of the bar, Cory slips his arm around Becca.
Derek and Jack are still deep in conversation. Becca leans a little into Cory as they walk past the men and Derek pops his head up to address her, cocking his index finger at her. "We need you at that eight o'clock meeting tomorrow." It's a command coming from the boss, but it's friendly, inclusive.
Becca makes introductions. 'My boyfriend' is how she presents Cory to Derek and sparks of competitiveness rise from the two men's handshake.
There is no way to avoid Jack Russell at this point, and he casts an inquisitive eye on Cory when Becca mentions VisualAxioms. "Dick Dorne's a good guy. He's had a lot on his plate these past six months."
How much does he know? "Yeah." Cory nods a little tensely, hoping his expression doesn't reveal how much he truly despises Richard at this point.
His one-word response isn't enough for the beefy Jack Russell who shakes his head, squinting slightly at him. "So, you're gearing up with this new initiative I hear."
"Yeah. There will be some new hires."
Dawn flashes a quick look at Cory, a little shocked by his reply.
Becca gives him a coy smile. "Oh, so that's what we're celebrating."
He can't look her in the eyes at this moment; he looks down, noncommittal, feeling wretched.
Derek senses his stress and attempts to exploit it. "Are you guys going after XVT's See-It market? The word is their latest release is fast and it's more accurate now with grayscale images."
Cory now concludes that Derek is a technical bozo. He gives a testy reply as Derek listens with a set jaw and even gaze.
"No, XVT's technology is irrelevant to our work on scene analysis. See-It depends on meta tags and keywords associated with imagery, for one thing. Their only visual technology is what they've licensed from third parties and it basically does fairly crude digital signatures based on the distribution of pixel values of an image. It's sort of okay for comparing static shots of something in similar lighting, but even so, there are a lot of false positives, and it doesn't address rotational transformations of objects at all. There's no real modeling of object boundaries, either."
"They're making money. They've got customers." is the only counter Derek can come up with, and Jack Russell gives him an encouraging nod.
Rob is worried that Cory might dig himself into a hole here in front of Becca. He interjects casually, looking at his friends, "Man, I'm starved. You guys want to head out?"
Dawn sees Becca press up against Cory a little more closely as they walk out of Toro's ahead of her. She knows Cory is enjoying this, but she cynically believes it's part of Becca's ongoing game of playing the role of unattainable little prize. Dawn knows, in Becca's eyes, that Derek lost this round to Cory. What about the next round, though?
As she steps into the cool evening air, she revels in the warmth of Rob's jacket that is still around her shoulders.
Chapter Nine
StickiWiki. The Asian woman is pretty, young. Her hair is short, metro-chic, and she's wearing a black tee with 'StickiWiki' emblazoned across the chest in curling yellow letters. She and Cory are sitting at a small table along the wall of a large open office area. A large flat screen suspended on one wall displays Twitter output in real time from assorted new media RSS feeds.
Other employees are walking through the open area, chatting on cellphones or with each other. All are in their early twenties. Two young men in shorts are playing ping pong on a table on the far side of the room. Cory sneaks a few glances at them to assess their skill level, they're not bad.
As the interviewer looks over Cory's resume, her small gold nose piercing catches the light. "Okay, so you did development at VisualAxioms for a year. Web development?"
"R&D on advanced scene analysis."
A guy with a shaved head and earrings stops abruptly in front of the table and looks at the Asian woman. "Have you seen the new specs?"
She looks up at him. "I'm going over them with Josh at three."
"Okay."
Shaved Head moves on, but she calls after him. "Rudi, can you text Liz? We need her input at that meeting."
The interviewer looks back at Cory and smiles. "Sorry. So yeah, scene analysis. Like in the movies?"
Her ignorance surprises him. "No, scene recognition. Imagine a computer program that could scan a picture or a video and identify the head of a guy behind a car, or a butterfly resting on a leaf, or-"
She gives a pleasant nod. "Got it." She continues, "So, you've worked with Java, C, C++, XML, OWL, Flash, Ruby, Python and Bitsy. What versions of Bitsy did you support?"
"Three-nine. At the game company."
"The buggy release? Wow. We totally bypassed three-nine and went to four-oh. What about Implosion? Are you pretty up to speed with all the new packages? Because we use a lot of Tachyon, Briarpatch and Vermouth from Implosion eight-one."
He shakes his head. "I haven't worked with Implosion. But, I'm fine with learning new environments. The web keeps evolving."
She smiles. "Yeah. We think of ourselves as a Web 3.0 company."
He can't resist. "So you totally bypassed Web 2.0?"
She doesn't get the joke, even with his boyish smile delivering it. She gives him another pleasant expression. "What we actually need right now are Tachyon programmers who can do collaborative development in real time in Briarpatch. When you get up to speed, definitely give us a call."
Cory walks past sidewalk cafes along University Avenue in Palo Alto. It's a beautiful spring day and the places are packed with lunchtime crowds. As he walks past a table, he overhears a snatch of conversation. The lower voice: "I've got the numbers. They're going to fund it." The higher voice: "Thursday good to set up the meeting?"
This upbeat, entrepreneurial talk discourages him. He decides to call Dawn.
As he continues down the street, he relays the upshot of his morning interview.
"Yeah, the web shop Jo told me about. Who knew that weird little language Tachyon would become so big. It's syntax is way uglier than Perl's!"
He crosses an intersection, laughing. "The interviewer looked about eighteen and she was a senior product manager. She didn't exactly explain what their product is, either. Something about targeted advertising and users' personal knowledge bases. She thought scene analysis had something to do with Hollywood."
He listens, his eyes now scanning the nearby outdoor tables. "Yeah. I'm talking to another startup this afternoon. Actually I'm meeting Becca for lunch right now." His expression darkens. "Not yet."
He spots Becca sitting alone at the cafe directly across the street. She's smiling into her cellphone, glancing around. She sees him, stops smiling, and waves.
She ends her call as he arrives at the table and pouts at him. "You're late."
He slides into the chair beside her. "Sorry. Have you ordered?"
"I'm not really hungry."
He glances quickly over a menu. "Want to split a grilled portobello panini?"
Becca nods indifferently. She looks at her cellphone again.
A waitress appears and he orders the food and some cokes. He feels disconnected right now, from the scene on University Avenue, from Becca. He shuts out the feeling of defeat that's beginning to creep over him.
Becca looks up from her phone. "How did your meeting go?"
He knows which meeting she means. "It didn't happen."
She looks at him more intently. "Is that bad?"
He hesitates, then looks directly into her eyes. "Our investors pulled the plug on scene analysis. Richard has decided to take VisualAxioms in a totally different and, in my opinion, stupid direction. So, I quit."
She stares at him in silence for a moment. A look of faint disgust crosses her face. "That really sucks." When he doesn't reply, she asks, "When did all this happen?"
"Yesterday."
"You knew this and you didn't even tell me?" Her eyes have narrowed in growing annoyance.
He looks at her with complete honesty. "I should have. But, somehow Toro's just didn't seem like the right setting. And you stayed at your place last night."
"I had an early meeting this morning." She is now reviewing the events of yesterday at Toro's in a new light. "So, what's next?"
"I'm talking to some other startups."
"Why don't you start your own company? You and John and Pradip."
"Well, for one thing, I don't own the intellectual property, VisualAxioms does. We'd have to start from scratch and we'd need to raise money. And that doesn't seem too likely now, given that the premier funders of this idea just bailed."
They sit in silence. There is something in her expression that he can't read. He takes her hand which remains limp in his own. It's not a good sign.
She finally says what's on her mind. "Cory, I like you. I really like you. I just..." She looks away, searching for her words.
He thinks he knows where this is going. He looks at her questioningly. "Was I moving too fast about living together?"
She avoids his eyes for a moment, gazing at people walking down the street. Then she looks at him and shakes her head. "That's not it. I am someone who moves really fast. But, I don't know if you are. Anymore."
This is not a statement he expected. He stares at her as she continues, "I don't know what matters to you."
"What matters to me?" He is incredulous.
"I thought you wanted to win."
He reflects on this before answering. "Richard wants to win. For him that apparently means just abandoning a year of ground-breaking research to chase the mobile devices market with some silly app that five other companies are already making. Is that what you consider winning?"
"Why did you join that startup if you don't care about it? The worst thing is to pretend!" Her face is flushed with emotion.
Her remark is a non sequitur. He joined because of Duncan and Duncan is gone.
"Jesus, Becca. I'm not pretending anything! I'm appalled! At Richard's dishonesty, at people's lack of curiosity."
"I think I should go. I don't want to fight with you."
"We're not fighting!" He feels growing exasperation.
"Oh?"
"Okay. I'm sorry." He takes a deep breath and leans back in his chair.
Suddenly, from beyond their table comes a familiar voice. John's. "So, there is life after VisAx."
Cory looks up to see John and Faye standing there, smiling at him. He pulls himself together. "Hey, what are you guys up to?"
Faye laughs. "John's accepted an offer from a new hedge fund on Wall Street. As of an hour ago."
Cory extends his hand to John. "All right!"
John shakes nonchalantly, looking at him with his usual no-nonsense expression. "You?"
"I haven't started looking much yet."
John glances at Becca who is texting on her phone. He surveys the surrounding street. "I'll miss this weather. And the markets go down sometimes. But, I get to push the frontiers of risk analysis. Do some interesting time series modeling." John breaks into a broad smile. "And New York has great restaurants and nightlife."
"And I don't have to be physically at the math department to work on my thesis at this point," Faye says, referring to her Stanford doctoral research on twisted K-theory.
Cory smiles. "I'll miss doing dinner with you guys."
"Come to New York. I'll send you my address."
"Yeah, do that. Remember to send it to my Gmail account, not to VizAx."
They both laugh.
Faye and John continue on their way. Cory returns to misery.
Becca looks at him unhappily, dropping her cellphone into her pocket. "I'm going."
"Becca, come on." His eyes are asking for a reconciliation over whatever went wrong here. "Let's just take off this weekend. Anywhere you want. Out of the country, even." He knows she's been wanting to visit Cabo San Lucas in Baja.
She shakes her head. "iPhlox wants me in Shanghai next week. It's a big center for new media now." She adds, "I'll be gone for a while."
"What's a while?" He feels an increasing sense of foreboding.
She takes a breath, then reaches into her purse and pulls out a set of keys. She removes one, and puts it in his hand.
He stares at her in devastated understanding. Her long hair is loose, rippling past her shoulders. Her emerald earrings sparkle in the light. He remembers the occasion when he bought them for her.
She leans toward him, but the distance between them seems even greater. "I'm sorry, Cory, I don't want to hurt you. It's just how things are now." She stands up, slinging her bag over her shoulder. Her expression is somber, but determined. "Good luck with...everything."
He holds the key, watching her disappear down the street, her golden brown hair swinging below her waist, her jean-clad legs moving at a graceful gait. The waitress returns with the portobello panini.
OpenPhiles. Cory focuses grimly on the guy with sideburns and black geek-style glasses, who is talking to him. It's hard to keep his brain from overflowing with images of Becca. Less than an hour ago she was his girlfriend, his significant other. The repeating, scalding waves of realization that this is no longer true make the interview seem surreal, pointless.
Cory's eyes focus on a poster mounted on the far wall. The expression 'OpenPhiles' is printed in a large font above graphics depicting a hip young entrepreneur flying through canyons of computers and other digital devices, information streaming out of them and flowing into his fingertips.
Despite his depressed mood, Cory smiles at the poster; the guy looks like Peter Pan in a hoodie and Adidas, committing brazen acts of industrial espionage. He wonders if this startup, OpenPhiles, gets the unintended irony in that picture. He doubts it. The line between empowered access and loss of privacy is sometimes subtle -- but it matters.
The interviewer, in his early twenties, has a pleasant, slightly naive expression. He's decided he likes Cory, he's trying to make the interview work. With a smile he asks, "What kinds of extreme programming have you done/"
Cory knows what the guy means, but he isn't going to go there. "I've written tens of thousands of lines of code."
"By yourself?"
"Yeah, it was my code."
The interviewer nods appreciatively. "We're more interacting-type hackers here. We dual a lot in Briarpatch in real time. We think it's the fastest way to eliminate bugs. And egos don't get so involved. With collaboration. My colleague Daiquiri is an awesome Tachyon hacker."
Cory taps his fingers, losing focus. "Cool."
"We do put in a lot of hours here. We've got a cardio room and the angels arrange lunch and dinner brought in. It's a pretty hot place to work."
Cory nods indifferently. The interviewer glances up at someone passing by in the hall, then looks at Cory. "Would you be willing to write us some code in 'Patch? I can get someone to dual with you. Maybe Roller is available."
"Now?"
"Yeah, we like to see peoples' problem-solving styles, you know?" The interviewer smiles supportively. "Don't freak, they're just sort of Zen physics puzzles."
Cory shrugs. He likes problem solving and he's pretty confident about what they could throw at him here. He wrote code on the fly for his Ph.D. comprehensives, a program for a support vector machine. Tachyon is a wimpy little scripting language, in comparison.
Cory is taken to a different room and introduced to Roller, a small guy with glasses who looks about fourteen. Roller is seated in front of a laptop and he is wearing a black T-shirt with 'OpenPhiles' in light blue lettering written across the chest, and with many more lines of arcane computer code in tiny lettering written below it.
Cory scans the code on the shirt, it's lines of Tachyon that appear to be implementing a well-known encryption algorithm. Why use Tachyon for that, Cory wonders to himself as he sits down in front of a laptop across from Roller.
"So," Roller announces in a thin, high voice, "We're going to do kind of a river crossing problem. A bit like the one where the farmer has to get the fox, goose and bag of beans across the river. But with a twist. Jump into the action when you're ready."
Cory knows this puzzle well; it's hardly Zen and hardly physics. He watches his own screen while Roller begins typing on the other laptop. Then Cory types some lines of code, and Roller types more. Cory continues typing when, suddenly, his machine emits a shrill beeping noise.
Roller, without looking up, announces in a scratchy, high-pitched voice, "You're in the Briarpatch."
"What?"
"The 'Patch! You've got a bug in your code. Press F-U, both keys, to abort."
Annoyed, Cory presses the keys and the alarm stops.
Roller gives him a patronizing frown. "We've hardly started here, and you already added a bug to the code I wrote. Um."
"A bug? How? I only declared variables."
"Variables? Why? I defined all the variables required to dual on this problem."
Cory answers more assertively. "I thought this was collaboration. I wanted some variables."
Roller begins to rock back and forth in his seat, staring at his own screen. His voice rises higher in pitch. "Soothsayer barfed on your types. Soothsayer doesn't recognize strings. They are too primitive as data types for Briarpatch."
Cory looks straight at Roller, not believing what he just heard. "Strings are too primitive for your type checker?"
The little guy keeps rocking. Cory feels a moment of paternal concern, but it passes quickly. Knowing that Roller will not appreciate the humor, he says anyway, "You know what, Roller? When 'Patch gets up to speed, give me a call."
Cory leaves the room without another word. He doesn't stop to say goodbye to the interviewer on his way out.
Chapter Ten
Cory's Bedroom. It's a picture of Becca at Pescadero Beach. It's a sunny day, and she's looking into the camera, relaxed, beautiful, her hair tied to one side in a long white scarf. The picture fades and, in the next one, Cory is in the picture, too. He has his arm around her and they are smiling with the backdrop of Point Lobos behind them, south of Carmel. A stranger took the picture with Cory's digital camera. The next one is of Becca in a red jacket, walking across the Stanford Quad. Does he have any unflattering pictures of her? He doesn't think so.
He leans back against the headboard of his bed, reaching for the glass of wine on the upright trunk that serves as a night stand. Snoots is curled up next to him, snuggled against a large pillow. In the past the dog wasn't allowed on the bed, but things are different now. Cory sips his wine, and strokes the soft dark fur of Snoot's back.
The dog opens one eye to regard him, then shuts it again, in contented sleep.
Cory reaches for the wine bottle on the makeshift night stand and refills his glass. It's an inexpensive malbec from Argentina, but surprisingly good. It's got deep, full-bodied fruit, with an expansive mouth and hints of leather. Gives the fruit a nice balance. It's a good wine for drinking alone in your bedroom late at night, looking at pictures of your ex-girlfriend.
He sets aside the laptop with his slideshow of Becca photos, picks up his iPhone and calls her. He sighs when he hears her voicemail recording, and ends the call. Maybe her phone doesn't work in Shanghai. It's been over a week since the last time he saw her.
He decides to look at her Facebook page. Becca is fairly obsessed with social networking and it's no surprise. Anyone with her kind of stunning, photogenic looks has a definite advantage in the digital societies of Twitter, Tumblr, and Facebook, where people can be seen, not just heard.
Relieved, he realizes he can still access her site, she has not unfriended him. There are a couple of new smiling pictures of her posted from Shanghai. With Derek. Some breezy, non-specific chat about meetings and dinners.
Cory studies the new photos carefully, jealously. She looks beautiful and happy in an exotic setting; if she's having second thoughts about breaking up, or she's missing him, Cory wouldn't guess it from these pictures.
Feeling even more depressed now, he exits Facebook and goes to his favorite physics blog and skims a new memo on gamma ray bursts. It's interesting, but his mind is wandering tonight.
He checks the readers' comments to the latest memo. A couple of the regulars have posted knowledgeable, relevant comments. But, there is also a rambling comment from some nut case who has posted more nonsense about his own theory of the 'aether' and pseudo-math mumbo jumbo. The guy who maintains this physics blog happens to be a real physicist, a string theorist, and Cory thinks he is generous and tolerant to not just delete the stuff that gets posted occasionally by such crackpots.
Cory can't get Becca off his mind, the scent of her hair. He gives up on physics and Duncan crosses his mind. Jesus, it would be nice to talk to him right now.
Earlier tonight he talked with Pradip for several hours over dinner at a falafel joint they both liked. Pradip said Jo was looking for another gig and he himself was now interviewing new hackers for Richard's mobile app project. Pradip said they mostly sucked and the project is ill-defined, but Pradip is going to push hard to make it work.
Cory knows full well why; Pradip has no grace period if he loses his job at VisualAxioms. Without his H-1B status he'd have to leave the country the next day. And, if he finds other work, he loses his place in line for his green card.
Cory goes to Leonard Pillar's wine blog and scans Pillar's Picks, which include a newly-released cabernet from a prominent Napa producer. It's out of Cory's price range, so he moves on to an article about wine tasting in Puglia, Italy.
Is it because he quit VisualAxioms? Or, is it because Becca sees possibilities with her new boss. And Becca doesn't really like Snoots. How would that have worked, if she had moved in with him? A past hypothetical at this point.
He looks over at his dog stretched out on the bed. He could never give up Snoots.
Cory went to a local shelter a year ago and there was Snoots, thirty pounds thinner than now, half-starved. His teeth needed cleaning and he needed a bath. Badly. He was a family surrender, probably loved, but judging by his appearance, probably from a family that didn't have enough money for dog food. So they'd done right by the dog, let him go to find a better home.
The shelter allowed him to take Snoots for a trial walk, and Cory immediately related to the dog's deep curiosity and his self-confidence with people and other animals. The shelter was vague about the dog's name, so Cory came up with 'Snoots'. It just fit; the dog had a lot of shepherd blood and because of this, an exquisite nose. Snoots would approach a tree or bush sniffing carefully, systematically, relishing his powers of analysis. He was Cory's kind of dog.
His landlord agreed to a dog if he put down a month's rent as cleaning deposit on the animal. As it turned out, the house went into foreclosure six months ago and Cory, in a brash move, bought the little bungalow at the bank's fire sale price. It was a big expense for him, but it came with a garage with a small upstairs apartment that could be rented.
Dawn and Snoots took to each other at once. Cory's previous tenant, a reclusive programmer in his early thirties, was a little afraid of the dog, but the guy moved out, and Rob is there now. And Rob loves Snoots, probably would be happy to take him off Cory's hands. It never occurred to him that he could have a girlfriend who wouldn't love his dog.
What does Becca love? Not technology really, even though she has worked for two tech startups. She likes the idea of high tech, she especially likes associating with successful people in high tech. But what she really seems to love are expensive jewelry, high-end restaurants and getaway weekends. Satisfying her taste in these had consumed a significant portion of his budget the past six months.
He drinks more of the malbec. Becca liked the idea of who she imagined he was, more than who he really is, he reflects, a little bitterly. She saw promising entrepreneurial material, a player, with a Stanford Ph.D., and stock options in a cutting-edge startup. Until the deal fell apart. Until he bailed without a plan.
He knows that, at some basic level, she evaluates men as winners or losers, and that she has now moved him from the first to the second category.
He shuts his eyes, hoping to feel drowsy. Instead, he just feels lonely.
Chapter Eleven
Santa Clara. Cory pulls up in front of Becca's apartment complex with deeply mixed feelings. More than two weeks have passed since his interview at OpenPhiles, the day she broke up with him. In addition to suddenly unfriending him a few days ago on her Facebook account, she has not responded to any of the messages he has sent, including email to iPhlox, reminding her that she left clothes and other things at his house. Now they are collected in the brown grocery bag sitting on the seat next to him.
He hesitates before getting out of the black Honda. It's early Friday afternoon and there is a good chance she will not be home, even if she's back from China. He's feeling hurt and angry, and isn't sure he wants to confront her in person right now. But, it's painful to be constantly reminded of her with the white bathrobe and hairbrush and sexy little tops lying around his bedroom.
He gets out of the car and walks along the row of stucco townhouses, carrying the bag of clothes. He stops in front of unit 12-B and rings the bell, unconsciously holding his breath. If she's not home, he'll leave the bag by the door with a note. It's not a bad neighborhood here.
The front door opens. A stylish young woman with short black hair smiles at him, clearly a little shocked to see him.
"Cory!"
He smiles somberly at Becca's roommate, Muffy, and holds up the grocery bag. "This belongs to Becca. I thought she might want it."
Muffy stares at it, without taking it from him. What should he do?
"She's not...here right now."
"Can I leave it with you?"
"Okay, sure." She takes the bag tentatively and asks him, "So, is everything alright with you?"
He sighs involuntarily. "I'm okay. Is she still in China?"
"Oh no, she came back last week. I think she's at work."
"Muffy, is Becca okay?"
She darts her eyes around. "Yes! She's...fine."
Cory realizes his question has agitated her and he decides to drop the conversation. He doesn't believe he's coming across as a weirded-out ex-boyfriend who can't handle rejection, but he has no idea what Becca has told her roommates about their split. If he had to bet money though, he'd guess that Muffy is hiding something from him.
"Say ‘hi’ to Becca and Kate for me."
With a heavy heart, he turns and heads back to his car.
The Sage's Cask. "I really like the mouth," Dawn says, her eyes half-closed, swirling the glass of dark red wine in her hand.
"Almost chewy, isn't it?" Cory remarks agreeably. It's predominately zinfandel with smaller traces of syrah and cabernet sauvignon. A proprietary blend from a small Rutherford winery.
Dawn pours out the rest of her glass. She would have enjoyed drinking all of it, but she's going back to her lab, and there are still three more samples to try.
She heard about the tasting at this tony Palo Alto wineshop through Helen at work and immediately decided that Cory needed to attend. Her treat. Usually, these events were free marketing efforts put on by the wineshops. But, the ticket for admission today is thirty dollars, because they are pouring a flight of high-end zinfandel blends from renowned California wineries and vintners.
The unusual offerings intrigued Cory who, otherwise, has not been in a very social mood lately. Dawn is hoping that attractive, available women will show up, but it seems to be mostly couples. She observes two women in fancy spring dresses who might be looking.
The pourer, whom Dawn decides looks like William Shakespeare, is filling glasses with the next sample. He has a courteous, grave expression, but his eyes are engaging, passionate. He has already flagged Cory as one of his most knowledgeable patrons and focuses his attention on him and Dawn.
"See how this one compares to the first one you tried, the 'Midnight Sun' from Rookery." The pourer turns to answer a question from a silver-haired man in a black crew neck sweater.
Dawn tries the new sample and smiles at Cory. "I love the names they come up with. They're even better than perfumes or nail polish colors."
"Especially these blends," he tells her. "California used to be mostly about varietals, but the winemakers have become pretty creative with their cuvées. Pretty secretive, too.
"How can anyone tell what's in one of them?"
He smiles at her, enjoying the wine in his glass. "A good palate, m'dear."
Shakespeare overhears their discussion and adds, "The one in your glass received 92 points from Pillar. Now there's a guy with a world class palate. Notice the overlay of cream on the peppery base. It's very well structured."
"Which one is this?" Dawn asks him.
"The '05 Vivace from Black Talon."
She laughs. "Another name! Just imagine the names we could have in pharmaceuticals if we didn't need to sound so respectable, so medical. I should call Priapase something like The Inhibitor, or maybe OncoSlayer. Think the FDA would go for it?"
"How's that going?" Cory asks, envious that she has her world of ideas to go off to each day.
"The patent's filed and the preclinicals are underway at a testing firm in Mountain View. I'm supposed to have some results back today. It's why I'm going back to the lab."
They are trying the fourth wine. Cory doesn't like it as much as either the Midnight Sun or the Black Talon offerings. Although it received 94 points from a prominent wine journal, Pillar gave it only 86.
"What makes Pillar so special?" Dawn asks the pourer, who has been finding her increasingly interesting.
He answers immediately. "Consistency." He continues as he pours the final wine of the flight into fresh glasses. "His palate has a phenomenal memory, recall. Best in the business. And he samples the wines over time as they develop, kind of multiple snapshots. It's like he's giving you a three-dimensional image of the wine's flavors. Even today with a hundred different angles on wine out there in the blogosphere, whose opinions do you find on placards in every wineshop? Pillar's."
"But he has his personal preferences, right?" she asks, swirling the dark, almost black liquid in her glass.
"He does indeed." The pourer looks at her with a touch of flirtation. "But so do we all."
She laughs. Too bad she doesn't have time for more chit chat with this guy. She glances at the two women in spring dresses. They are eagerly conversing with two men in suits. Not really Cory's type anyway. Rob crosses her mind suddenly.
The pourer points to the last bottle of his flight. "So this is a 2007 Todd French Olympia. It won a gold medal at the California Wine Expo. 95 Pillar Points."
Cory inhales the nose. "Wow."
The pourer watches him take a long sip. "Nice, isn't it."
"Amazing. Is there old vine zinfandel in this?"
"Very likely. Todd French doesn't discuss his sources, I'm told. I don't think the appellation of the grapes has been disclosed."
Cory thinks the wine is probably mostly zinfandel with a touch of syrah and something else, not cabernet. When he downs the last drop in his glass, Dawn offers him what's left of hers.
"Really?"
"It's wonderful, but I have hours of analysis-"
"What do you do?" the pourer asks her.
"I'm sort of a beachcomber. Of the human genome."
"Very cool."
"Very daunting at times." Dawn makes a quick decision. She looks at the pourer. "Do you have any bottles of this for sale?"
"I have two left."
"I'd like one."
Cory looks at her, amused, but impressed. "Splurging for later, huh?"
"Actually it's for you."
"Dawn, you don't have to-"
"I know that. But, I want to, okay?"
"Wow, thanks. But-"
The pourer shakes his head enviously. "Man, don't knock it when a beautiful woman wants to buy you a stellar bottle of wine."
She smiles. "It's not like that. We're basically each other's twin."
"Yeah, I'm the evil one," Cory adds.
"Oh, you wish." she smirks at him.
Menlo Park. The next evening as Cory returns from a walk around the neighborhood with Snoots, he encounters Rob who says he's heading out to meet someone from work. Cory wonders if it's the good-looking blonde he's seen coming out of Rob's apartment a couple of times. Rob has never mentioned her, so Cory hasn't asked. The scent of some night-blooming flower wafts by his nose and it reminds him of Becca in vivid, sensory images that are distracting, painful.
"How's work?" he asks Rob, finding it nice to talk to someone.
Rob nods reflectively. "A couple of classics came in this week. A '65 Zegato and a '54 Corvette. There's no computer diagnostics for those engines. Makes it interesting."
Cory smiles at him. "Think the Tesla with its all-electric motor will put you out of business?"
Rob laughs. "That's an amazing piece of engineering." He raises an eyebrow in amusement. "But the thing sounds like a trolley. It's got no growl."
"Maybe that's an add-on they sell you?" Cory jokes.
Rob takes his time petting Snoots in the driveway, because he knows Cory would really like some company right now. But, Kelly is expecting him and he's already late. He gives the dog a final pat as he looks at Cory. "Hey, we should play some pool."
"Anytime."
With a growl of its engine, the snappy red Mazda is off.
Cory watches the car disappear around a corner and thinks to himself that Rob seems to have a life. Unlike me.
Much later, Cory is sitting at his kitchen counter eating a plate of leftovers. He picks up the glass of wine he's just poured and swirls it a little, before taking a sip. He's been letting the bottle breathe for about forty minutes. Maybe it's because he saw Rob tonight heading out on a date. Whatever the reason, he has opened something special tonight. It's Saturday night, after all.
He recalls when his weekends were a fun release from the intense workweek. He almost always spent Saturday night with Becca, and if he could get away from work for the whole weekend, they went somewhere. Now, Saturday feels about the same as Wednesday or Monday.
He knows he should be making contacts, following employment leads, but he has no enthusiasm for it. Nor for Briarpatch or Tachyon. He dreads there is just a sea of StickiWikis out there waiting for him, but in the back of his mind is also the ever-present realization that he has a substantial monthly mortgage to pay. He visualizes himself homeless on a street corner with Snoots and a bowl for spare change in front of them.
He dispels these dark fantasies and finally takes a long sip of the wine. Oh yeah. Something in his life is still immediately wonderful.
Snoots is sitting near Cory's stool, watching him consume the plate of leftovers. He smiles at the dog and lowers the wine glass to Snoots' level, offering it to him.
"Gary Farrell cabernet sauvignon. 2001. What you do think?"
The dog eyes the glass, then looks up at the plate of food.
Cory dips a finger into the wine glass and offers it to Snoots, who sniffs the finger, then licks it. He looks at Cory and licks his chops.
Cory laughs. "Okay. So you like the good stuff. But what about two-buck Chuck?"
Cory looks away, smiling, taking another sip of the wine. The smile dissolves into speculative musing. His expression grows increasingly focused and intense. Would it really be possible?
He sets the glass down, picks up his laptop from the kitchen counter and types four keywords into a Google search window.
Chapter Twelve
Menlo Park Public Library. It's Sunday afternoon and Cory is sitting at one of the long blond tables with his Mac PowerBook in front of him. The library has free Wi-Fi and it's nice to be out of the house for a change.
He came here to find books on training dogs to detect chemicals, such as drugs and explosives. There isn't a lot. He found a few volumes on training service dogs for the blind, and for animal handling in the film industry. The books have provided basic concepts and he is digging deeper into them now on the Internet.
Scent boxes seem to be a promising topic related to his own goal. Trainers, often with police and forensic objectives, use boxes with holes drilled in them, and assorted types of scent inside. These tools help imprint the dog, a concept from behavioral psychology, with the desired scent. A dog could be trained to pinpoint a narcotic, for example, even in the context of many other surrounding smells.
Cory doesn't think a scent box is quite the right approach for his own objective, but he still wants to understand the details of that training protocol. He decides to buy a book online that describes training with scent boxes.
The central question is: can he train Snoots to match one wine to another, based on how similar their scents seem to the dog? And, if Snoots can do it, how do his matches correspond to how people perceive these wines?
Cory knows that Snoots is at the very high end of dog intelligence. Will that help or hinder this project?
Cory recalls when he first started playing fetch with his dog, thinking that it would be a great form of exercise. But, Snoots had more of the shepherd's be-in-charge temperament than the labrador’s retrieval drive in his blood, and once the dog took possession of a ball he mouthed it triumphantly, flaunting his ownership of it. He wouldn't just return it eagerly to Cory and chase after it a second time.
So, Cory tried a variation on the game that involved three of the dog's favorite chew toys. He threw the first one and Snoots grabbed it and, predictably, flaunted it. Cory then held up the second toy to get Snoots' attention. The dog watched the toy flying through the air, dropped the one in his mouth and retrieved the second toy. This approach also worked with the third toy and Cory congratulated himself on finding the right twist on the game of fetch.
This worked once.
In the next round, Snoots retrieved the first toy and went behind a bush and dropped it there. Ditto for toy number two. When Cory tossed the third toy, Snoots swaggered back with it, turning it over in his mouth, Two of the toys had been taken out of action, stashed away. The dog had outsmarted him.
And there were the sock puzzles. Cory broke a dog biscuit into pieces and rolled up one of his socks around them. The dog worked intently to unroll the sock and get the treats. He never gave up, even if the pieces were chewed into crumbs during the process. Now, Snoots can unfold the sock in less than half a minute, one paw holds the bottom of the sock while his nose gently unrolls the other end to let the biscuit pieces fall out.
Cory has also watched Snoots avidly explore other shapes of containers to extract food from them. He is a dog with a big curiosity drive.
Cory leans back in the library chair and rubs his chin in thought, feeling the rough stubble on his face. He decides to pack up and head home. He may as well take a stab at the wine training. There isn't a book on it, and who knows, maybe Snoots will be a quick study.
As he mounts his bicycle and heads in the direction of Cafe Borrone, he sees a girl walking ahead of him with long, light brown hair. His heart races for a second until he realizes she is not Becca.
Wine Command Center. The first training station is set up on Cory's coffee table, a modern white piece purchased at Ikea. At the moment, the training station consists of two small identical cups, one containing red wine, the other white. The control in Cory's hand is a third cup containing the same red wine that is in the cup on the table.
Snoots is sitting on the opposite side of the training station watching attentively, because this may lead to a treat.
Cory offers the control to Snoots.
The dog leans forward and sniffs it, then looks away disinterested, disappointed.
"Find it," he commands.
Snoots looks at him, panting lightly, his eyes alert and questioning.
Cory offers it again, then points successively at the two cups on the table. "Find it."
Snoots lowers his muzzle over the cups of wine on the table, briefly sniffing them. Then he starts lapping from the cup with white wine in it.
"No." Cory removes the cup; this is not a behavior that he intends to reinforce.
The dog comes over to him and presses his head into Cory's lap. He's a little concerned at these strange goings-on.
Cory pets him reassuringly, then gets up and calls Snoots back to the other side of the coffee table to try again.
Later that afternoon, Cory types copious notes into his laptop. He's going to keep a dated log of experiments, what leads to progress, what doesn't.
Today he carried out four fifteen-minute sessions. The dog now knows not to drink out of the wine cups, but he has shown no indication that he can choose the one that matches the control. Cory expects this training will take weeks, maybe months. Maybe it won't work. But, he's feeling excited about a new problem, a challenge he can go after on his own.
He decides to go for a vigorous bike ride, resisting the temptation to text Becca.
Chapter Thirteen
Cory's life as dog trainer acquires a new rhythm: early morning bike ride or walk with Snoots, breakfast with the dog followed by three training sessions before noon, with breaks, followed by three more training sessions in the afternoon.
In the evenings, he immerses himself in books on adaptation and learning in dog behavior. He reads online articles from scientific journals on the genetics of mammalian olfaction, absorbing the technical accounts of human, mouse and canine olfactory processing.
Cory fully appreciates that he is in uncharted territory with the task he has set for Snoots.
He isn't trying to teach the dog a specific behavior, like heeling, or crawling. Nor is he trying to teach him to find a single, unvarying scent out in the world, perhaps buried in the ground or in a container. Instead, he's trying to teach Snoots to pick out the one scent among a cluster of scents that matches a control and also to do this repeatedly when the control is changed. That's the ultimate goal.
But, getting the dog to match one of two cups of wine to a single control even once has proven too difficult.
Snoots, being mostly shepherd, is a dog that likes rules and structure in his world. He's enjoying all the hours he and Cory are spending together and the wine sessions are just one of the regular activities in the pack's daily routine.
They get out early to patrol and mark the turf, enjoy some food, sniff some cups with liquids in them, have snuggle time on the couch, more cup sniffing, more play, more food, and then the evening patrol and more turf marking. Then it's time for pack snuggles on the big bed where Snoots sleeps at night now, mostly spurning his own dog bed.
Two weeks into the project Cory decides to try a new approach for the afternoon session. Would having more choices to pick among actually help Snoots figure out the connection between the samples and the control?
Until now, he has assumed that a dog would find it easiest to begin matching a control against only two samples that are quite distinct -- a white wine and a red wine.
But, that's a human-biased assumption. Snoots' nose is receiving orders of magnitude more information about these wines than a human nose. So, although the two-sample scenario should be easy for a dog's genetically-endowed abilities, what sort of context is required to suggest a choosing game, according to dog logic?
Cory sets up four samples in the training station, all inexpensive California labels: a cabernet sauvignon, a pinot noir, a zinfandel and a chardonnay. He uses the zinfandel as the control and offers it to Snoots.
"Find it."
Snoots sniffs the control, then looks at the cups on the table. He's not showing any apparent reaction to there now being four cups, instead of two.
Cory watches the dog hover his nose over the training station, casually sniffing several inches above the cups.
Snoots lowers his nose to the fourth cup on the end, his dark wolf eyes on Cory.
The zinfandel.
"Good boy, Snoots! Good boy!"
Immediately he rewards Snoots with his favorite treat, a peanut-butter dog biscuit. He forces himself to stay calm, resisting jumping up and performing a victory dance. He doesn't want to add signals from his own behavior to this context.
Can he do this again? Cory rearranges the order of the four cups on the table and offers the zinfandel control to Snoots again.
The dog doesn't hesitate, he goes directly to the zinfandel, now repositioned as the second cup in the row.
"Good boy! Excellent dog!" Snoots is given another peanut butter biscuit.
Cory lets out a long breath quietly. Can the task really be this easy and this fast, now that Snoots understands what the game is?
He decides to open two more bottles of wine, adding a merlot and a sauvignon blanc. If that works, he'll try changing the control to the pinot noir.
It works. So does the pinot noir control. It's unreal.
Cory leans his head back against the couch with his eyes closed, reeling in a daze of intellectual ecstasy.
Snoots, perceiving the wine session is over, comes around the coffee table and sits down by Cory's side. The dog snouts him affectionately and offers his paw.
Cory takes the paw and leans over to give the dog a big, rough hug.
He looks admiringly into his dog's eyes. "You're a pioneer, Snoots. Do you realize we are probably doing something that's never, ever, been done before?"
Snoots has a happy expression, panting lightly, basking in the full attention of the pack leader.
Cory deeply wants to keep pushing into the evening hours with more experiments. But, he resists the urge, knowing from what he's read that it's crucial not to overwork an animal in training.
And, there is a party tonight at his friend Brett's house. He should get out and be with people. He's becoming a wine hermit.
As he showers and shaves, his body is pulsing with exuberance and energy. Snoots made a major breakthrough today. A major breakthrough.
Mountain View. Brett's house is a rambling old ranch that he bought with his girlfriend. The party is well underway when Cory arrives and he recognizes a lot of the people. Many are former, fellow Stanford graduates who have started companies in the area, or work in research, as Brett does.
Cory helps himself to a beer from the ice chest in the kitchen, a local microbrew. He hears a familiar female voice. It's Lisa, his former girlfriend from Stanford days. He goes over to say hello.
She smiles broadly and gives him a big hug. She's a small Chinese-American with short dark hair, and dimples in her cheeks when she smiles. She is a fellow computer scientist whose specialty is bioinformatics. Lisa and Cory dated the first two years of grad school, but drifted apart when they worked on their theses. They've remained friends.
"So, Cory! Wow, it's been forever!" Lisa gestures to a tall blonde guy wearing wire-rimmed glasses. "You remember Dan?"
He knows Lisa's current boyfriend only slightly; he thinks he remembers the guy does plasma physics. He shakes hands with Dan the boyfriend. "Hey, good to see you."
Lisa continues. "Dan is working at Lawrence Livermore so we have sort of a two-body problem. I'm still in D.C." She laughs. "But, I'm probably joining a biotech spinoff in San Jose. I heard you were at VisualAxioms?"
"I left. So did John. It really changed after Duncan was gone."
Her face becomes serious, empathetic. She nods gravely. "I heard about that. What a tragedy." She switches topics. "Doing anything fun these days?"
He would love to tell her about his exciting work with Snoots, but he isn't sure he's ready to disclose anything yet about his 'dog meets wine' project.
He shrugs. "I'm exploring some new research."
He sees that Lisa is curious to know what kind of research, so he adds, "I've got a lot of time these days since my girlfriend and I broke up."
She gives him an understanding nod, and doesn't pursue the topic.
She and Dan drift along and Cory wanders into the living room and finds other acquaintances to say hello to.
He briefly watches a Go game in progress in one corner of the room. One of the players is a young math professor whom Cory took numerical analysis with, the other one is an intense-looking Japanese guy, probably a math grad student.
Cory likes Go, and the current game is well-matched and intricate. But, he's feeling the need to socialize tonight so he resists the temptation to lose himself in the evolving tactics of the black and white stones.
He becomes aware of a pretty blonde glancing at him across the room. Eventually he finds himself talking to her.
Laura is a second-year medical student at Stanford. She's even prettier up close than she looked across the room, and her conversation is intelligent, engaging. She puts a lot of energy into their interaction. He's feeling pretty upbeat, and she likes hearing about his work in computer vision.
She refills her glass, vodka and lemonade. Somewhere in his male psyche he knows she could be his tonight, a warm, willing antidote for his rejected heart. But, there is something about her body language, the way she tilts her head. It's too Becca-like.
He experiences an irrational shot of pain at this observation. He isn't going to pursue Laura. When another guy whom she seems to know comes over to chat, Cory hastily excuses himself from the conversation.
He finally catches up with Brett back in the kitchen. They chat about Brett's work and office politics. Brett also has other news.
Brett, tall and thin with a shock of red hair, fetches himself a fresh beer from the ice chest. "I don't know if you're still looking, but there is a startup here in Mountain View that just got six million in funding to develop object recognition technology for biomedical applications. The founder is an Israeli, I've read some of his papers. They are looking for top guns in scene analysis and your name came up. I can give you the contact information, if you're interested."
This would have been really interesting news a few hours ago. Before Snoots made his first wine identification. Still, he is a little excited, a little flattered. "Yeah, Brett. Sounds pretty interesting."
Brett pulls an iPhone out of his pocket. "Here, I'll beam it to you."
Cory takes a quick look at the incoming data on his own iPhone. "Thanks. Great party, too."
Brett nods. "Call him tomorrow. Tonight, even."
The display on the digital clock reads 3:16 a.m. Cory is lying in his bed in the dark, wide awake. Snoots is stretched out beside him on top of the covers, deep in dog sleep.
What should he do? He hasn't called the guy at the startup and he isn't sure he will call him in the morning. It's a great opportunity; Brett knows the people involved, which means their technical credentials are excellent. It's work he's pretty sure he can excel at, and it would be a big financial relief.
He wishes Duncan were here to talk it over with. What would Duncan think of his work with Snoots?
Duncan had a brilliant future ahead of him, but it was cut short by a random event, a stupid accident. He had been a confident risk-taker, eyes wide open to the implications of what he embraced. He was someone who could calculate the probabilities, someone who assumed complete responsibility for his own life, his own pursuits. Duncan, more than anyone, had known that sometimes the risks become reality, there are no guarantees of winning.
But he had loved the quest, the endeavor of pursuing the puzzles and the joys of his life. He was a man who had lived briefly, but it had been a life of significance and fulfillment.
Cory has enough funds to pay two more months of his mortgage, if he lives frugally. And what he's now contemplating will not lend itself to frugal living. And he's not yet convinced he can do it.
But the clues are there, tantalizing him. He feels as though he's stumbled upon some powerful tool possessed by no one else, or discovered some new facet of nature.
With awe, he recalls his training sessions with Snoots.
It's nothing for the dog; once he understood what his master wanted, it was easy. He didn't deliberate over the cups, his canine nose hovered, quivered a few seconds over them, and then descended on its target, like a GPS-guided missile.
Those nostrils were receiving giant streams of volatile data from the little cups of wine. The control was also emitting such a stream, and the signature of it and the matching cup must be huge for Snoots, must be like picking out two matching red circles in a set of yellow, green and blue geometric forms. That easy. And that accurate.
He looks over at his sleeping companion, whose back legs are twitching lightly in some dog dream that is unknowable to humans. Who is this incredible being, whose ancestors have coexisted, cohabited, with humans for untold millennia?
He wonders if anyone else has made his discovery. He doubts it. He has to keep exploring where this might lead. There is no turning back. He now knows he won't call that startup in the morning.
Chapter Fourteen
J. Hamilton Motorworks. Rob is bent over the open hatch of a canary yellow Boxster, inspecting the seating of its engine, which he pulled and rebuilt over the past two days. Boxsters are at the lower end of the price range of the cars he works on, but the Boxster S is a nice ride, it handles well. He still needs Billy to take it for the test drive this afternoon.
He straightens up and stretches, arching his back. The stretch reveals the contours of well-muscled shoulders beneath his white T-shirt. There is no oil or grease on the T-shirt, nor on his jeans. Nor on his hands.
Working on these kinds of cars is more like surgery; when there's oil involved he wears thin nitrile gloves. And, Rob's hand motions under the hood are decisive and precise, the physical manifestation of a deep and comprehensive knowledge of how all the intricate parts of these machines, the royalty of combustion engines, fit together.
Twenty-three-year-old Kelly Day comes into the service area, pushing her layered straw-blonde hair back from her eyes. Her red polo shirt, with the Hamilton logo on it, fits snugly and agreeably over her curves.
She's carrying a can of coke and walks up behind Rob, sliding her arms around him, offering him the coke in one hand.
He takes it and slowly releases himself from her embrace, turning to face her. "Thanks, Kell." He opens the can and takes a long drink as she watches him.
She glances at another Porsche in the workshop bay and tells him in mock concern. "That red Carrera is getting jealous of all the time you're spending on the Boxster."
He takes another big gulp of the coke, then sets it down on a small stool nearby, smiles at Kelly, and returns to the Boxster.
It has involved some work. He installed new bearings, timing chains and guide rails into the bearing carrier assembly. There was corrosion on the mating surfaces of the crankcase that needed particularly careful cleaning. The engine's design has no intervening gasket between the metal-on-metal mating surfaces of the crankcase halves, so the contact must be ultra-smooth and clean.
The tensioning of the various parts of the engine, like the camshaft assembly, demands a touch like Rob's that is both trained and artistic, and he loves restoring these intricate, precision-tooled masterpieces of engineering to perfect health.
Glancing at his watch, he realizes it's noon and he's really up for a bicycle ride on his break today.
He owns a Bianchi that he bought off eBay, a high performance Italian road bike with a carbon frame. He likes to go up to Skylonda, or the hills above Stanford University and wind it out.
Today he'll add a loop through Palo Alto, near the Stanford campus. It's where Dawn's lab is. He's been thinking about her and he located her biotech firm, Genetica, on a Google map. There isn't any harm just cycling past where she works.
Dawn is walking back to her lab from the mini-mart two blocks away. She'd gone there to buy a yogurt and orange for lunch. It was an excuse to get out and enjoy the daylight.
For seven out of the past ten nights she has slept at her office, working into the wee hours and then falling into the sleeping bag she keeps rolled up under her desk.
It was a nice change to go home last night a bit early, enjoy a bath with frangipani-scented candles, and not think about ligand bindings and mitochondrial transmembrane potentials for a couple of hours.
Later, she woke up in the night, thinking over a specific issue she'd talked to Pete about and considered calling him. But, 2 a.m. was a bit much, even for Pete, who frequently slept in his office, too.
The walk in the bright California sun feels good. She decides to call Cory tonight, maybe they can do dinner. She hasn't seen him since the afternoon at The Sage's Cask.
"Hey, Dawn."
She looks behind her to see Rob gliding up on a bicycle. His fine athletic build asserts itself through streamlined black bike clothes. She is reminded that Cory has a handsome tenant.
"Hi!" She appraises the sleek bicycle. "Out for a ride? But, not in a Lotus or a Lamborghini, apparently."
He smiles and shakes his head, balancing effortlessly on his bike as he matches her gait. He pats the handlebars. "No systems. Not like a sports car. Just muscle power, the wheels and the wind. It's nice sometimes."
She smiles at him. "Where'd you go?"
"Just around Portola Valley. Light traffic this time of day."
"See much of Cory? I've been a lousy friend, but I'm just buried in my work these days."
He looks down, sighing. "I'm a little worried about him. For weeks now he just walks the dog. Doesn't really go out as far as I can tell."
She nods her head in knowing cynicism. "He's taking this Becca thing really hard."
Rob ponders her diagnosis. "Yeah."
"I saw it coming, but I couldn't say anything. He wouldn't have listened."
Dawn sighs, pulls her book bag off her shoulder, unzips a pocket and roots around with one hand for her security badge, as she continues walking alongside Rob.
Abruptly, she accidentally rolls her right foot off the curb of the sidewalk, stumbling sideways and dropping the book bag in the street. She stops her fall with her hands.
A sharp pain shoots through her ankle. "Ohh! God!"
Rob quickly dismounts from his bicycle, laying it flat on the ground. He kneels next to her, as she grimaces and rocks in pain. He puts his hands around her ankle, palpating it gently. "I don't think it's broken."
His hands feel warm and strong against her bare skin, soothing. She looks over her shoulder at the lab, whose entrance is parallel to them. "My office is right here. I think I can walk that far.’
She spots her security badge in the gutter next to her and shoves it quickly into her pocket. Rob must think she's a real piece of work. An utter klutz.
She begins to stand up and Rob moves with her, holding her, putting an arm around her waist for support. She puts her right arm tentatively over his hard, muscular shoulder.
"Do you have a first aid kit?" he asks her.
"Almost certainly."
In a decisive move, he sweeps her into his arms, grabbing her fallen book bag as he does so, and proceeds toward the door of the building.
Her body thrills to their close physical contact. Her face is toward his neck, which exudes a light scent of clean soap intermingled with healthy male perspiration.
She feels the need to say something. "This is really gallant of you. I can probably walk."
The warmth of her light body in his arms quickens his pulse as they walk toward the front door of Genetica. He's acutely aware of her thick, soft hair brushing against his shoulder and neck. "It's better to keep the weight off it. Do you have a cold pack? That's the best thing."
"I think so."
He opens the front door and carries her inside.
Susan, Genetica's twenty-two-year-old receptionist, looks up from her computer at the front desk. She's startled, simultaneously taking in Dawn's predicament, and the attractive male holding her.
"Oh my god! Are you okay?"
Dawn shifts a little to secure her hold around Rob's neck. "I twisted my ankle. Stupid accident. I'm going to my office."
Susan shakes her head of brown curls. "I'm getting the first aid kit."
She races away and Dawn pulls her badge from her pocket and gestures toward the closed door ahead. Rob carries her to it and she waves the badge at the sensor which flashes green. He opens the door, still holding her and the book bag, and they head down a hall of offices.
An Asian woman, dressed in green clean-room garb, looks out her doorway as they pass by.
Dawn waves her off. "I'm okay, Helen. Silly twisted ankle is all."
Helen Wu, a colleague of Dawn's and a molecular biologist from Berkeley, gazes after them, a bemused smile on her face.
"This one's my office." Dawn tells him, pointing to the open doorway on the left.
Rob carries her inside and sets her down in the chair at her desk, noticing the sleeping bag shoved underneath.
Susan rushes up behind him carrying the first aid kit. Now playing the role of eager nurse, she opens it and presents it to him.
He retrieves a cold pack, then lifts Dawn's leg gently up on her desk, smacks the pack to activate it and places it against her ankle.
She places her hand against the pack to secure it, and their hands briefly touch. Another little thrill.
He remembers her hands and takes her free one, inspecting the palm. "I should put a little Neosporin on these scrapes."
"They're pretty superficial." But she lets him dab her little wounds, reveling in the continued contact of their hands.
Susan is beaming at him and introduces herself, offering him her hand. "Susan Hall. Office manager of Genetica."
He shakes her hand as Dawn watches with mild annoyance.
Rob is now surveying the office, taking in the shelves of books on biochemistry, molecular biology, genetics, the technical papers in stacks on the floor, and others laid out across her desk. The wall-sized whiteboard is densely covered with diagrams of long molecular chains with arrows drawn between them, and chemical names scribbled alongside in shorthand, and a couple of question marks instead of where arrows could be. It's a work in progress; a network of metabolic pathways that Dawn has been torturing over.
He turns to her with admiration and astonishment. "You really do heavy shit, don't you."
She smiles at him. "Listen, why don't I get Vietnamese take-out from Pho Louise after work. It's Cory's favorite. We could surprise him. Can you be there about seven?"
"Sure. I'll bring the beer." He looks at his watch. "I'd better get back."
He backs toward the door, still looking at her, smiling. "Stay off that ankle and keep it cold for at least an hour."
"Okay." She smiles at him. "Thank you for all this."
"Take it easy, Dawn." He turns and leaves.
Susan approaches and in a low voice asks, "Where have you been hiding him? Dawn!"
Dawn blushes and is furious with herself for it. "Thanks for bringing the first aid kit. My ankle will be fine."
Susan dismisses this comment and continues. "So who is he? Does he have a twin brother? He's gorgeous!"
"He's a friend."
"A friend? The way he carried you into the building?"
"Susan."
"Okay. So, there doesn't need to be a twin brother." Susan is seeing Rob clearly in her mind's eye. "I've really wanted to get into cycling."
Pete Johnston appears at the doorway of Dawn's office. He's an African-American, Dawn's age, with short neat hair and glasses. He's wearing a lab coat over clean-room garb.
He looks at Dawn, vaguely registering her ankle and the cold pack. "You okay? Got a minute to look at some results on allosteric bindings? Come on down to L-3."
Dawn switches gears mentally. She sets aside the cold pack, puts her ankle down, and stands up, putting her weight on the good ankle.
Susan muses aloud, mostly to herself, as she stands in the doorway. "Maybe he could recommend a good bicycle for me."
Dawn gives Susan a forced smile and hobbles past her, heading toward L-3.
Chapter Fifteen
Wine Command Center. Open wine bottles clutter the floor near the coffee table. The wines in the training set are all zinfandel, four samples taken from a single winery, but from different vintages.
Snoots sniffs the control, then sniffs the training set. He looks away without pointing to a cup.
Cory frowns thoughtfully; the wine in the fourth cup on the table is exactly the same as the control in his hand.
He takes a different bottle of zinfandel and fills a new control with this wine. It's the same wine that's in the second cup in the training set.
He offers the new control to Snoots, who sniffs it, then the training set. Again, the dog looks away.
Cory leans back, deep in reflection. Things have been going extremely well with the training until today. What is different now? The dog identified a zinfandel in other lineups of wine during previous training sessions earlier this week.
"Surprise!" Dawn calls out, as she and Rob walk through the front door, carrying a bag of food and two six-packs of beer.
Snoots rushes over to them, barking and wagging his tail.
Dawn sets down the bag of Vietnamese take-out on the counter. Cory hasn't looked up from the couch, so she walks over to him and hugs him from behind. "Surprise, again!"
She notices the setup on the table, the numerous open wine bottles on the floor. The room looks messy and a lot of the disorder relates to alcoholic containers. This worries her.
"Cory, if you need a drinking companion, I'm available."
He finally looks at her. "Dawn, in scene analysis, one approach is to break the complex into the simple. If you can understand the parts, you can put them together. Something like that was working here. I just had to get Snoots to grasp one idea, play the matching game."
"The matching game?" She's now wondering if he has been dabbling in substances besides wine.
"Yeah. Once he understood that I wanted him to find the one sample in a set of wines that matched the control -- and that was a huge breakthrough -- he could easily identify a specific wine among a large set of different red and white varietals. He now does this match whether he has two or ten cups of wine to choose from."
Rob walks over to see what Cory is up to. "You're teaching Snoots a trick with wine?”
"Not a trick, Rob. So then I switched the controls. Could he consistently pick a pinot noir from a lineup, or a merlot, or a cab?" He nods deeply at Dawn. "He can."
"Wow." Now she's interested.
He continues. "So then I gave him a set of all cabs, thinking I'm making the task harder because there should be greater similarity among all the samples, only cabs." His face flashes sheer delight. "And this guy picked a 2003 cab from Abbey Rose just like that, same wine as the control."
Dawn sits down on the couch, listening intently as he explains further.
"Then I tried different vineyards from a single winery for one year. All zinfandel grapes." He points to a set of bottles. "Some labels from Dark Moon 2007. That's what we're doing now. But it isn't working."
"What's not working?" She's now deep into the problem space.
"He sniffs the cups and each time he just quits. He doesn't pick the one that matches my control."
Dawn stands up and begins to pace. She scans the cups on the table, her blue eyes hard in thought.
"Are you limping?"
She shakes her head dismissively and stops pacing. Her puzzled face resolves into a conjecture. "Ah. The samples may be too big."
"What do you mean?"
"Those cups. The similarities among these closely-related wines may be masking the finer-grained signal you want him to identify, in the amounts you are presenting him with here. These quantities might be generating too much noise and he can't decide which of them matches your control."
"I can use smaller cups."
"Don't bother. Get some inkblot paper and what? Q-Tips. Put just tiny drops of these wines on the blotter and space them at least, oh maybe four inches apart."
"I'll drive over to CVS," Rob volunteers.
Cory is already walking toward the door. "Let's all go. Hey, did you guys bring food?"
Dawn smiles. "He finally noticed. Pho Louise."
"And Anchor Steam?" Cory eyes the beer with enthusiasm.
"You've got to drink something besides wine sometimes," Rob laughs.
The training station of cups has morphed into an an ink blotter. Using a different Q-Tip for each extraction, Cory places a tiny dab of wine from each of the four Dark Moon zinfandel vintages onto the blotter, four inches apart.
Dawn is on the floor with one leg tucked under her, and the other with the recovering ankle, stretched out in front of her. She leans over the coffee table and marks a number by each drop to correspond to its bottle.
Rob, crouched near her, places a drop of wine from the third bottle of Dark Moon onto a small piece torn from the blotter. This will be Cory's control for the next experiment.
Snoots watches the trio with a mixture of curiosity and concern. They are occupying his area by the coffee table and they are pursuing an activity he's never seen before. He's not sure it's okay.
He approaches Dawn and touches his nose to her hand, the one that is labeling dots on the blotter. He makes eye contact as if to inform her, whatever you are up to, I'm in charge and supervising it.
Rob stands up and offers Dawn his hand. She takes it and he pulls her up, holding on just a moment longer than necessary. "How's the ankle?"
"Much better, thanks to you." She gives him a quick, shy smile.
Cory calls Snoots over and the dog reasserts his rightful place in front of the training station. He's ready for his task. Cory holds out the control and the dog looks at it with momentary interest, but doesn't sniff it. He looks back at Cory expectantly, where is my cup?
"Maybe put the control blotter in a cup?" Dawn suggests.
"Good idea." He takes a clean cup and puts the small control blotter inside, offering this to Snoots.
The dog sniffs it and then hovers over the blotter with the four samples, he nostrils barely quivering. He points to the third spot, Dark Moon's Enchanted Hill label, zinfandel grapes from their higher altitude block. Exactly what Cory has for his control.
"Dawn, you are brilliant!"
"Any brilliance we're seeing belongs to Snootsy," she remarks in quiet exultation.
Rob shakes his head in awe. "Man, at this point, that dog is a better judge of wine than I'll ever be."
"I've been really curious to know what he'll do if the control isn't an exact match. Up until now, he's always been given a control that identically matches a wine in the sample set." There's quiet excitement in Cory's voice.
Dawn ponders this. "The null hypothesis says he doesn't pick any of them."
Cory's eyes meet hers. "But if he does."
"If he does, my first reaction would be that he's just choosing something to get a treat."
"Well, he didn't pick any of the Dark Moon zinfandels when I used cups. That supports the idea that he's trying to match some quality that he can identify."
"Why don't you try really different wines. Different, at least by human standards, and see what he does," Dawn suggests.
Cory puts down fresh blotter paper and dabs a drop from each of four already-opened wine bottles: a merlot, a sauvignon blanc, a pinot noir and a zinfandel. He puts a drop of chardonnay on a fresh control blotter.
Snoots samples the control, briefly sniffs the offerings and looks away.
"No match. Good," Dawn remarks.
"I'd be back at square one if he had matched any of those," Cory tells her. "I believe he's honing in on similar characteristics in the wine that humans can also detect. He just does it a hell of lot faster and far more consistently."
"What does he do when the wines are all, say zinfandel, but from different years?" Dawn asks.
Cory goes to a whiteboard propped against the wall in his living room. He picks up a pen and begins to write on the whiteboard.
"So, if the grape varietals are all different, he doesn't match them unless a sample and the control are from the same bottle of wine. In other words, control A matches sample A, but control E doesn't match samples A, B, C or D in this situation."
A
A b c d
diff. varietals
E
a b c d
diff. varietals
Cory continues, "And, he easily matches a wine to another sample of itself in the following tests: single grape varietal all from one year, but from different wineries and, even more impressive, single grape varietal all from one year produced by just one winery, but from different vineyards."
Cory adds these two scenarios to the whiteboard.
C
a b C d
same varietal
same vintage
diff. wineries
D
a b c D
same varietal
same vintage
same winery
diff. vineyard blocks
"So, now we're going to test one grape varietal from one year but where the control is not identical to any of the test samples." Cory writes a question mark for now.
E (not identical to a test sample)
?
a b c d
same varietal
same vintage
diff. wineries
He opens a bottle of 2007 Rockpile zinfandel from Grouse Winery and then begins to open his bottle of 2007 Todd French zinfandel that Dawn bought for him at The Sage's Cask.
"Maybe you don't want to use that one?" she suggests.
"These are all the zins I've got right now." He grins at her. "And anyway, can you think of a better time to open it?"
He places a dab of the Todd French zinfandel onto a new control blotter and a drop of the different '07 Dark Moons and the '07 Grouse onto the test blotter, assigning each drop its ID.
"Isn't your control a zinfandel blend?" Dawn asks, remembering that the tasting had featured zinfandel proprietary cuvées.
"Yeah." Cory nods. "Another parameter to take into account. I really don't think he's going to match this cuvée to any of the samples, but we'll try it first, then switch the controls."
He offers Snoots the control and the dog sniffs it, then the sample set. Without deliberation, he points to the drop from Grouse Winery.
"He matched it," Dawn says, shaking her head in disappointment.
Without a word, Cory fills two cups, one with the Todd French, the other with the Grouse. He tries both of them, then emits a soft, low whistle and offers the cups to Dawn.
She carefully savors a mouthful from each. "They seem close. I'm no expert, but they seem damn close. My god, Cory."
Cory rewards Snoots with a peanut butter dog biscuit and takes another sip from each cup. "I'll bet money that Todd French sourced the zinfandel in this blend from Grouse's Rockpile vines. In fact, it's probably mostly those Rockpiile grapes. Not so much of a blend, after all. But who has heard of Grouse Winery? A handful of foodies from San Francisco? It's a little place out on Dry Creek. It sells for about thirty bucks in the few restaurants in Sonoma that list it. On the other hand, Todd French 2007 Olympia is one of Pillar's Picks. 95 points."
Rob laughs. "I guess Snoots just put Grouse on the map."
Cory switches the control to one of the Dark Moon zinfandels, but this time Snoots doesn't pick any of the wines.
Cory returns to his whiteboard and edits the last sketch.
E (not identical, but close match!)
a b C d
same vintage
diff. wineries
shared vineyard block?
"The source of the grapes seems to be a strong indicator," Dawn remarks. "It trumped any differences in the process of the winemaking that took place at Grouse versus Todd French."
"Or maybe Grouse actually has a winemaker who can kick ass like Todd French," Cory replies.
He looks at Dawn and Rob, shaking his head. "With six weeks of training Snoots can make these calls in just seconds. Without depending on the color, viscosity or mouth of the wine. He tastes, well smells, totally blind."
"It's simply incredible." Dawn stares at the setup on the coffee table.
Rob picks up the bottle of Todd French zinfandel. "What if Snoots hadn't picked this?"
Cory looks at him keenly. "It would mean there were no interesting similarities." He cups his hands under his chin. "I'm not sure what he's picking up on exactly to identify the wines. He's got possibly a million times more power to throw at the problem than we do, right, Dawn? And he knows what the task is and that was the huge breakthrough. Find the wine that matches the control, either identically or now, closely. I've wondered whether I should run his matches through a mass spectrometer to see what the chemical relationships actually are." He glances at Dawn. "But where do I get a mass spectrometer?"
She shakes her head. "Forget about Genetica. We have a big one, but it's in use full time." She smiles at him. "Besides, we're a Level Two lab and I don't want to add to Greg's headaches by screwing around with unauthorized usage of equipment."
Cory nods, still thinking. "I have a couple of friends in the physics department at Stanford."
"Cory, I'm not sure what a mass spectrometry of the wine samples would tell you anyway in this case. It's a good technique for comparing the chemical properties of two substances, but two molecular shapes could be very similar yet result in very different scents for Snoots. Or for us, for that matter."
Rob listens in fascination as she continues.
"Take limonene, an essential citrus oil, a hydrocarbon. C10-H16. It has two isomers, the molecules are mirror images of each other, quite similar. But, one smells like lemon, the other like diesel oil. Or take hydrogen sulfide, H2S, and basic borane, BH3. Very different shapes, but almost identical scents. Add the tremendous complexities introduced by fermentation and the analysis becomes truly formidable."
"I wonder." Cory becomes lost in thought for a moment, then looks at Dawn intently. "Today, Leonard Pillar is the word on wine. Consumers, wine shops and wineries around the world pay attention to his numbers, his points. Why? Because, like the guy at Sage's Cask said, his judgment is deeply consistent. His palate can repeatedly distinguish and identify many important qualities of wines. That's the value of a great critic."
He looks from Dawn to Rob. "And now, Snoots has been trained to identify these types of similarities and qualities between wines. Only he can do it really fast, faster than any human and far more accurately, given his natural olfactory endowment."
Cory paces in front of his whiteboard. "I need to continue building matrices of wines, teasing out which parameters matter to Snoots, which don't. But, if Snoots can find more matches between inexpensive wines and Pillar's Picks, then Snoots is our killer app!"
"Our killer app? You trained him. It's pretty breathtaking, actually." Dawn stares at him in awe.
He looks at her more seriously. "This could change things, the way people find wines they like to drink. Even if he just finds close matches between inexpensive wines, it's valuable information to a wine geek. My job will be to let him sniff wines from small unknown wineries, and try to match them with Pillar's Picks from Napa, Sonoma, Oregon, the Central Coast. I could write up my findings on a blog. Hard core wine geeks might actually pay for this kind of information, once they believe it."
"Will the blog mention that a dog is making these calls?" Rob asks.
"That's a really good question. I think for now the answer is no. It's a competitive advantage, relative to other wine reviewers, so that makes it a trade secret."
Rob smiles. "On the Internet no one knows you're a dog."
Dawn suddenly registers the landscape of wine bottles cluttering the living room. "Cory, are you okay buying all this wine? I mean, without a revenue stream at the moment?"
He looks down. "Frankly, Dawn, I could really use some investors. The high end stuff is burning through my cash pretty quickly."
Rob considers this for about a second. "I'm definitely in, Core."
"So am I," Dawn adds, without hesitation. It's why she brought it up.
Cory shakes his head, looking frankly at Dawn and Rob. "Wow, are you sure?"
Dawn flashes a smile at Rob. "Do we look like quitters?"
"No guts, no glory, man." Rob smiles broadly.
Cory looks his friends in the eyes. "I won't promise it's without significant risk, but whatever the blog, the business brings in, we're equal partners."
Rob laughs. "What about Snoots? What does he get?!"
"Peanut-butter dog biscuits."
"Have you thought of a name?" Dawn asks.
Cory pauses to consider this. "What about just Blind Tasting?"
"It's accurate," she agrees, smiling. "Unless Snootsy can read the labels on wine bottles."
Rob goes to the kitchen counter, opens three Anchor Steam beers and carries them back, handing one to Dawn and one to Cory. "To blind tasting!"
"Blind tasting!" they echo, clinking bottles.
Snoots, panting lightly, watches the three of them with his wolfy smile. The pack seems content and everything is in order according to his high shepherd standards.
Chapter Sixteen
Cory continues to build matrices of matches and non-matches for all the wines Snoots is sampling. For each sample set, Cory exhaustively permutes which wine is the control and verifies, importantly, that changing the control within a given set never alters which two wines the dog matches -- if a match occurs.
In the context of so many tasting trials, Cory succeeds in eliminating the voice command 'find it'; offering Snoots the control has now become a sufficient prompt by itself.
There are also interesting occasions when a wine, W1, from set S1 matches a control C, but then is not selected when W1 is included in a new set S2, when Snoots chooses a new wine, W2 over W1. This supports the idea that Snoots has a 'threshold of similarity' that must be met in order to match two wines, but that the threshold can be exceeded by an even closer match later discovered. These are rare occurrences, but they offer an extremely valuable clue as to what signals the dog is responding to. Fertile ground for more empirical investigation.
Another critical finding is that Snoots doesn't always make a match between a control and some wine within a given sample set. This supports Cory's belief that the dog is finding real clues in the scents of the wine, and not just matching random wines in order to receive a treat.
Finally, a deeply important result is that Cory has never rejected a match that Snoots has made; his own human palate can detect the similarities. But, it's one thing to have the dog rapidly pinpoint these for you, the needles in the haystack, but quite another to go looking for them yourself. Cory knows his own palate would become incoherent with fatigue if he attempted to explore wines at this depth and extent without Snoots' acute canine nose leading the way.
Cory notes that the situation resembles NP-complete problems in computer science; these difficult problems require non-deterministic polynomial time to compute their solutions. However, if the solutions are found, they can be verified very fast in deterministic polynomial time. With respect to the wine, Cory doesn't have to solve the problems himself, but only check the results that Snoots provides him.
Cory's Living Room. "So, what do you think?" Cory orients his laptop so that Dawn and Rob can view the screen.
Dawn's blue eyes scan the home page of Blind Tasting, the blog. She reads aloud, "Left Coast vintages: the good, the great and the unknown." She smiles at Cory.
"That's the mission statement," he asserts proudly.
"I like the simplicity. The wine glasses are kind of inviting. Puts me in the mood." Dawn laughs, pointing at the jpeg images of two glasses of wine -- one red, one white -- juxtaposed over a black background. They tilt toward each other in a toast, and the name Blind Tasting appears above them in a contemporary script of eye-catching deep burgundy with golden-white reflections bouncing off several of the letters.
"In the mood?" Rob repeats, raising an eyebrow at her.
Dawn’s smile widens, but she can't look directly at Rob without betraying her vulnerabilities.
"With a few keystrokes we're online to the world," Cory says. "Only trick is, we need to get noticed."
"So how many wine blogs are out there?" Dawn asks.
"The fraction of web-space that concerns itself with wine is tiny. Pillar's blog is among the most widely read, but most of the others are just Google fodder, they don't get zip for traffic."
"Which means they don't make coin," Rob concludes.
"Right."
"I've looked at a few of them,” Dawn admits. "Endless text describing different wines, one after the other. It makes for god-awful reading compared to juicy sex gossip or political rants. You need to create a buzz. But how?"
Cory smiles at her. "Be as famous as Leonard Pillar. He's the gold standard, regardless of what the critics say. A winery whose product achieves anything above ninety Pillar points becomes visible on the wine map of the world. Wine geeks will pay money to read the opinions of a guy with that kind of clout."
"What's Plan B?" Dawn leans her head back against the sofa, trying to conjure up a Plan B.
"I'm going to include all the similarities that Snoots finds, not just those between Pillar high fliers and unknowns. And, I'm going to display these similarities graphically, plotting their attributes relative to each other. I'll have links side-by-side to the wineries whose wines I'm saying are similar. I'll invite readers to rate my similarities and post those results." Cory smiles. "The only hidden piece of this empirical presentation is how the shared attributes were found in the first place."
"Do you think people will pay money for this information?"
"The only way to know is to try, Dawn. I'll put some teasers on the home page accessible for free to establish my, well Snoots', credibility. Like the Grouse-Todd French thing. And I'll be reviewing some wines, but with a twist. If readers want to know what else tastes close to the one being reviewed, they click through via PayPal to a restricted page that shows them the similar wine with the charts and other information."
"So what do you charge?" Rob asks.
"Probably something in the iPhone apps range. I'm thinking I'll calculate different prices depending on the spread between the prices of the wines I'm comparing. For wines that are similar and both low-end, I'd charge the ninety-nine cent rate, for wines that are similar and both expensive, I'll charge a bit more, and for wines where one is low-priced and the other, high-priced, I'll charge the most. It'll serve as a code to the readers to know the kind of information they'll be accessing."
Dawn nods. "The most interesting and rare situations are like Grouse and Todd French, where an unknown wine is really similar to a biggy. I'd pay more for that."
"I'm going to link the blog's public posts to Twitter and Facebook through RSS feeds. More paths to the PayPal portion."
"So who are you in all this, anyway?" Dawn wants to know. "Are you Cory? I mean, your friends might start asking you some difficult questions."
"I've thought of that. No pictures of me." Cory’s eyes twinkle. "And, I'm signing all my posts as The Taster."
"The Sniffer would be more accurate," Dawn quips.
"The Taster!" Rob repeats in a growly voice. He's suddenly in the mood to roughhouse with Snoots and grabs him.
The dog whips his head around and closes his jaws around Rob's wrist in a playful dominance move.
"Good thing this guy's got a soft mouth." Rob laughs, pulling his arm back. "Where's your sock, boy?" he asks the dog.
Snoots looks at him with alert eyes, then trots briskly over to the dining table and fetches a sock from under it. He approaches Rob slowly, flaunting the dangling article of clothing in his mouth, shaking his head a little to bait Rob.
Rob snatches at it and the two of them engage in tug-of-war;
Snoots emits a throaty growl as he shakes his head back and forth vigorously, his front legs braced against the floor.
Snoots lets go of the sock for a split second to reposition his mouth on it and this sends Rob, who is still pulling as hard as he can, sprawling across Dawn who then topples into Cory.
Snoots rushes forward and thrusts his forelegs up on the couch, adding to the pile up. He sticks his wet snout against Rob's face.
"Snootsy, no!" Dawn laughs as the dog presses his weight forward, pinning Rob to her and her to Cory.
Cory reaches out with his unpinned arm and grabs the sock. "Here, boy!"
Snoots backs off the couch and attacks the sock. More tug-of-war.
"That dog is pumped." Rob tells Dawn, smiling up at her before slowly righting himself on the couch.
"Yes, and who pumped him?" she counters, a little sorry Rob isn't still resting across her lap.
"Guilty as charged."
Cory releases the sock to let Snoots win and the game ends.
The dog shakes his head vehemently two or three times, the sock still in his mouth, then wanders off to his bed to lie down and chew on it a little. The spoils of victory.
Chapter Seventeen
Genetica. Dawn opens her eyes and pulls her left arm out of her sleeping bag, peering at her watch. 6:50 a.m.
Her thoughts focus, recalling the database of molecules she was searching three hours ago. She climbs out of the sleeping bag and stretches, still wearing yesterday's tee shirt and jeans. Strong black coffee is what she's craving.
She waits impatiently in front of her small espresso machine, then pads back to her desk in bare feet with her double shot made from Peet's Italian-roast beans.
She pushes the sleeping bag aside and sits down to resume her perusal of molecules that might serve as ligands for the Rad51 protein. This is new research underway while she waits for the latest results on Priapase from the Mountain View testing firm.
Her analysis of microarray mRNA output on several pancreatic cell lines shows a significant over-expression of the gene Rad51 in the cancerous ones, in contrast to the normal lines. By at least two standard deviations. She knows of another published study that reports a similar finding.
She ponders the evidence, feeling the buzz now from the dark, caffeine-loaded liquid. The over-expression may be the response of the cancer cells to genetic damage incurred from chemotherapeutics. Rad51 is centrally involved in the repair of broken double-stranded DNA, so its over-expression in cancer cells might make those cells more resilient.
In contrast, the suppression of Rad51 might bolster the continued efficacy of the chemotherapy in treating a pancreatic tumor. An exciting possibility worth pursuing. She needs to identify a molecule that can bind to a specific site on the polymer surface of the Rad51 protein to stop its function, literally plug it up.
The online public domain molecular database she looked through in the wee hours is not yielding interesting target candidates, so now she clicks through screenfuls of information from the proprietary banks of small molecules that Genetica has licensed from other biotech firms.
As she scans the properties of different families of molecules, she reflects on the thousands and thousands of hours, the years, of dedicated bench chemistry performed by legions of unrecognized scientists who have painstakingly assembled this astounding inventory of the chemical building blocks of life. And, even with all of this, there is so much to discover, so many puzzles to unlock on the basic circuitry of living cells; cellular processes that are repeated thousands of times in time spans that range from milliseconds to days.
Developing a compound that could cure a major disease is a very worthwhile quest, but, at the deepest level, it's the proving ground for the basic science. What Dawn is really after, what she knows her colleagues are really after, is how it works. The machinery of life.
Her cell phone rings. It's Rob. "So, you ready?"
"Ready?"
"The run up to Sonoma?"
"Oh, God! I'm still at work from yesterday. I totally spaced it out. I'm sorry."
After a pause, he asks, a little subdued, "Want me to just go?"
She doesn't want that at all. "Can you give me thirty minutes to go home and change? I'll be really fast."
"I'll come by your place."
She smiles into the phone. "Thank you."
Even though she's only had three hours of sleep she wants to look nice, if possible.
Sonoma. Glimpses of grapevines and sunlight flash through the car window beyond the tall trees that flank the two-lane blacktop. Dawn, freshly dressed in a pale blue tee shirt and black jeans, rides shotgun in Rob's red Mazda RX-8. Her hair is pulled back in a pony tail, and she's wearing prescription dark glasses. She wanted to wear her contact lenses, but her eyes are too tired.
They are up in the Dry Creek appellation of Sonoma Valley on a mission to pick up wines for Cory. Now that he is officially in stealth mode on the blog as The Taster, they all agreed it's better if he isn't seen buying the wines. Dawn volunteered to be one of the 'grape runners' today, as she dubbed her job description for Blind Tasting, their newly-minted LLC.
Rob is following a pickup truck and sees his chance to pass it. He guns the engine and surges by, smoothly settling into his lane a little before the oncoming traffic reaches them.
Dawn lets out a small involuntary breath.
Rob glances at her. "Did that make you nervous?"
"Yes." She smiles apprehensively.
"I'm sorry. I actually had plenty of room, and I know exactly how this Mazda accelerates." He smiles at her. "I wouldn't put you in harm's way."
"I guess you're used to driving high-performance cars, aren't you?"
He nods. "I'm training a guy at work, Billy, on engines. He does a lot of the test drives for me now."
She looks out the window. "Look at those vineyards! This feels like the vacation I've been wanting."
"You need more fun in your life, Dawn."
She glances at him, admiring his masculine profile, his athletic body in the dark gray polo shirt and jeans. Susan is right, Rob is gorgeous. "Have any suggestions?"
He arches an eyebrow behind his dark glasses, smiling, but keeps his eyes focused on the road. "Maybe."
She laughs, realizing that he probably does. She settles back in her seat, not sure how to proceed with this particular discussion. He's way different from the doctors she dates.
"So what is it about molecules? The stuff you do?"
His question surprises her, out of the blue like that. She considers it before answering.
"Well, it's just amazing to realize that the human body is a symbiotic universe of one hundred trillion jiggling wet cells. And these cells, which are complexes of carbon-based molecules, are all crammed together, each one performing its own bit of metabolic magic."
Leaning back against the headrest, she turns toward him, adding, "And somehow, functioning all together, these result in thinking, feeling beings. Like you and me." Ahead, she sees the sign for a winery. "Here's our first stop."
Rob turns off the main road at the sign which reads: Two Ravens Winery. He follows a gravel drive that leads up a steep hill and pulls up in front of a barn-like building with a sign posted on the door: Tastings by Appointment.
He cuts the ignition and looks at her. "This Mazda runs on carbon-based molecules, too, chains of hydrocarbons. I guess in different arrangements, though. High octane." His expression is warm, sincere.
She nods enthusiastically. "Absolutely! Fossil fuels are just relics of ancient life forms. And if you think about living cells, the thousands of proteins contained in each one are all working together in order for the cell to run, to function. Like the parts of a car engine, really."
Rob unclips his seat belt and turns to her with an openness of gaze, a willingness to engage, that she is not prepared for.
Is he going to kiss me? It's a thrilling possibility, but too unsettling.
Quickly, she focuses on the iPhone in her hand, inspecting the Google map displayed there, confirming they have arrived where they are.
She dares to look at him again. "Shall we go in?"
He nods, a faint smile of resignation on his lips.
Chapter Eighteen
Two Ravens Tasting Room. Dawn and Rob walk into the dim-lit, high-ceilinged space and look around. There is a wooden bar with stools along one wall and behind the bar are bottles of wine and racks of wine glasses. The other side of the room opens into tall stacks of wooden wine barrels.
"Do you think we're early?" Dawn asks, peering down the rows of barrels.
A stocky, dark-haired man appears from behind one of the larger wine casks. He's early forties, clean-shaven and of Mediterranean ancestry. His thick hair is slightly shaggy, a few locks of it touching the back of the collar of his dark-blue work shirt. The shirt is open at the throat, sleeves rolled up, and tucked into jeans.
Smiling, he shakes hands heartily with Rob. "Toby Rovati. You're the folks from Blind Tasting?"
"Rob Valentine. How's it going?"
Toby smiles at Dawn and she offers her hand to him, which he shakes gently.
"Dawn Hawking," she tells him, returning his smile.
Toby gestures toward the casks. "I was checking the fermentation on some late harvest zinfandel from last fall. We don't produce much of it, but last year the conditions were right. Which one of you is the Taster?"
Dawn and Rob exchange a quick glance.
Dawn answers. "Actually, we're partners of the venture."
Toby smiles at her. "I took a look at your blog. The Grouse call was good. So who is he, she, the Taster?"
Dawn realizes now they should have worked out their story before driving up here. She improvises.
"The Taster, his nom de plume, was chosen to preserve anonymity. It reassures our readers of the blog's unbiased appraisal of wine. He's not out schmoozing with producers in exchange for good reviews." God, will this stuff fly with a real winemaker?
Toby gives an appreciative laugh. "There's a lot of schmoozing in this business. You do have to know what's going on or your wine won't get sold. But, the fun part is making the wine."
Rob reviews the shopping list on his iPhone. "We came to buy your 2007 zinfandel and 2007 syrah."
"Sure. Would you like to sample something?"
He shrugs, but Dawn decides it's the way business is done in wine country. "What would you recommend?"
"Maybe the Raptor Hill. It's predominately old vine zinfandel."
He invites them to sit at the bar. He goes behind it and selects a bottle from the rack, sets it on the counter, and expertly uncorks it. He exudes an earthy masculinity that Dawn finds appealing. He sets up two glasses and pours a small amount into each one.
Rob takes a sip, and nods in polite approval.
Toby watches Dawn swirl and sniff the wine before she tries it.
The fruit is rich and concentrated. She likes it a lot. "Nice," she tells him as she studies the Two Ravens label: two black ravens soaring skyward, wings spread fully.
"Everything I make is sourced from my own blocks. And I ferment with only the natural yeasts."
Dawn finishes the wine in her glass and Toby pours a small amount more. "The fruit from this vintage benefited from a long hang time."
"That increases the sugar I guess?" she asks, beginning to muse about the chemistry of winemaking.
"It can. Also the intensity of the varietal's characteristics. I do cold maceration that also helps bring the fruit forward in the flavor of the final product. Gives added depth."
Rob waves off Toby's offer to pour more of the zinfandel in his glass.
"Could we try one of the syrahs?" Dawn asks.
"I'd recommend the Love Child."
She laughs. "I'd like to know the story behind that name." She's quite aware of Toby's dark eyes sweeping over her.
"It's our one Alexander Valley appellation. Originally it was two smaller blocks of grenache and cabernet franc. The vines were too old, they weren't producing, so I replaced them both with several clones of Northern Rhone syrah. The name is a little joke on the merger."
She watches him uncork a bottle of the Love Child. He fills a pitcher with water and sets it between them. "You might want to rinse your glasses before sampling this."
The syrah is bold and complex. It's an earthy wine with leather and spice on the nose, and a rich, black fruit mouth. A long finish. Dawn is impressed. "This is really amazing." She looks at Rob who nods, but doesn't say anything.
Toby addresses his remarks to her. "It's got a lot of structure. I used ten percent whole clusters in this one. You've got to have perfect stems, that's the challenge. But it's what adds some of the interesting spice notes, that hint of vanilla."
Rob glances at his watch. "Hey, we still have some more runs to do."
He's right. They're on a mission for Cory. Dawn looks at Toby. "Can you put together a couple of bottles of each of your labels for us?"
Toby moves behind the bar and bends over a set of crates, pulling up a couple of wine bottles at a time. He describes them as he sets them out on the bar. "Here is the Rockpile zin, Raptor Hill that you tried, and Fire Lake. Those are all 2007. And for syrah 2007, I've got Silver Ridge, Two Ravens Benchland, our most recent vineyard, and the Love Child."
Toby reappears from behind the bar with a carton for the bottles. As he begins to put the bottles into the carton Dawn asks, "When did you start Two Ravens?"
"I bought the properties about five years ago. Before that, I was making wine for Rookery Estates."
"I think I've had a GSM from Rookery," she tells him, recalling something Cory once served at a dinner. She suddenly remembers, impressed, that a high-flying Rookery zinfandel had been poured at the Sage's Cask wine tasting.
He smiles. "Are you shopping for GSMs today? I can recommend a couple of wineries."
"What's on that list, Rob?" Dawn is pretty sure they are just shopping zinfandel and syrah today.
"Harrisfield Family Winery," Rob tells her, looking at his iPhone.
Toby nods. "Barbara Harrisfield is a good friend of mine. She's making some really nice zinfandels. They've got younger vines, but they're on eastern slopes. She's also experimenting with some innovative canopy management."
Rob hands Toby a credit card which he processes behind the bar. He returns the card to Rob and puts his hand on the carton of wine bottles. "So I'd try these wines now, and maybe wait six to twelve months to try the second set. But your guy knows what to do."
He shakes Rob's hand again, then takes Dawn's hand gently and makes sustained eye contact with her. "Thanks for stopping by."
Rob and Dawn are back on the blacktop, winding along through Dry Creek. Dawn, wearing her sunglasses again, settles into her seat, watching the grapevines flash by. "Interesting guy. Wonder what wine making is like."
Rob's mood has darkened a little. He shrugs indifferently. "Probably a lot like farming. Too slow-paced for me. Where's our turn?"
Dawn glances at her Google map. "It's just up the road. Harrisfield Winery."
Chapter Nineteen
Connecticut countryside. Leonard Pillar leans forward, sitting at his work table, his gray eyes half-closed in deep concentration, the sleeves of his blue work shirt rolled up, exposing his strong forearms. Here, in the privacy of his home office, is where the majority of his professional wine tasting has been conducted for the past thirty years.
Now fifty-five, he's a man of medium height and build, with light brown hair brushed back from his high forehead, and a pleasant face that belies the driving analytic intelligence behind it.
He takes another sip from the glass of red wine he's holding, swirls it skillfully across his tongue and ejects it into a stainless steel bucket. Setting the glass down, he picks up a different glass of red wine and takes a sip from it, again swirling and ejecting the wine. Amazing resemblance. The noses, the mouths, the finishes are extremely close. Aloud to himself, he asks, "Who is this guy?"
Leonard sets down the second wine glass and rests his elbows on the table. He folds his hands together and ponders the results.
Somehow he had overlooked an interesting small family winery out on Dry Creek. Todd French had not, evidently, and Leonard is confident that Todd French procured the grapes for his prize-winning zinfandel cuvée from that small Rockpile producer. Apparently that's mostly what is in the Todd French bottle.
Leonard trusts his own palate, his own taste memory. They have served him well and, he hopes, the public also. But, he needs to follow this new, obscure blog more closely.
Paris, Charles de Gaulle Airport. With more than an hour before his New-York-bound flight is scheduled to board, Leonard Pillar checks email on his laptop.
He's enjoying a glass of bordeaux in the plush comfort of the American Airlines Admiral's Club. As a high-milage traveler, he deeply values the island of soft-lit calmness available here in the otherwise fluorescent cacophony of airport culture.
He checks his own blog and reviews reader comments to his latest post. He goes to Blind Tasting; there are two new reviews. The Taster blogs:
We really enjoyed the 2007 zinfandels from Two Ravens. A small place out on Dry Creek Road in Sonoma, it was started five years ago by Tobias Rovati, formerly the master vintner at Rookery Estates.
There is a link to Rookery. He continues reading.
These are complex, big wines. Of special note is the extraordinary Fire Lake, rich in peppery plum and smoke. Check out another wine with striking similarities in structure and taste to this Two Ravens offering.
Leonard decides to click the PayPal button even though he feels paying three dollars for the information is questionable.
He's startled to learn what the wine is -- a highly acclaimed 2007 Red Crest zinfandel produced by Callisto Cellars in Sonoma. He himself awarded it 96 points and the blogger mentions a current retail price of seventy-five dollars a bottle. If you can find it. The Two Ravens Fire Lake lists at twenty-two. Leonard smiles. Maybe not for long.
He makes a note on his Blackberry to call Two Ravens and have some zinfandel shipped to him. He reads the second new Blind Tasting post.
More rocket juice from Two Ravens. This 2007 syrah, Love Child, is an Estrella River Clone brought up from Paso Robles to their Alexander Valley vineyard. It's loaded with blackberry and spice, and possesses a long, silky finish. Pure rapture. Are you curious which cult it closely resembles?
Another button, another three bucks. With a sigh, he punches through to see the mystery wine. Holy shit.
The Taster is comparing the Two Ravens syrah with one from Alexa Croft, the Santa Rosa garagiste whose '07 syrah Leonard assigned 98 points to. It recently sold at auction for about a hundred and ninety dollars a bottle. The Love Child is only thirty-five.
Can these two wines really be so similar? Leonard studies the charts of the two wines' attributes, according to the Taster. The guy is definitely ballsy to lay out so many specific traits this way. On the other hand, his call on the Grouse zinfandel was nothing short of astonishing.
Leonard makes a note to order the syrah, too.
Connecticut countryside. Leonard Pillar's interest in the Taster deepens significantly when he samples the zinfandel and the syrah from Two Ravens. The Fire Lake zinfandel is astoundingly similar in nose, mouth and finish to Callisto Cellar's Red Crest. And the Love Child is damn close to that sublime vintage from Alexa Croft. Really damn close.
He now feels a mixture of open admiration and blunt competitiveness toward this guy, the Taster. It's one thing to make a lucky call. It's another to keep making these startling and unexpected comparisons.
He wants to meet this guy. But how? He decides he'll write up a short post on his own blog praising the Taster's spot-on comparisons and his fearless and unique approach to his wine blog.
If the Taster is legitimate, he deserves the credit. Leonard would welcome him as a fellow critic, the rarest kind who chooses the lonely high road of remaining apart from the temptations of the industry, whose palate is not purchased, who does it on sheer talent.
On the other hand, if the guy is involved in some sort of collusion with certain producers, or something worse, it's important to reveal it, to expose it to his own loyal readership. He sincerely hopes the guy is for real.
Cory experiences the force of celebrity when he reads the online mention of his own blog on Leonard Pillar's website, The Wine Perspective. Within days, the web traffic to Cory's site jumps to thousands of hits per day, not hundreds. And coin is beginning to pile up in his PayPal account.
Cory hopes Snoots can keep identifying these interesting match-ups between relatively unknown vintages and the Pillar high fliers. But, they are definitely in uncharted territory.
Chapter Twenty
St. Helena, Napa. It's lunchtime and Cafe Brix is bustling with locals, which means winemakers and grape growers. Toby Rovati, dressed in jeans and chambray shirt, is sitting at a corner table with Joe Trella, a long-time friend and associate.
Joe is a fit, wiry man in his early sixties with a head of well-groomed silver hair. He's tan and clean-shaven and wears a casual, but good quality white shirt rolled up at the sleeves. Joe runs one of the most prestigious wineries in Napa, and one of the oldest family-operated ones. He's a major player in this community.
He refills Toby's wine glass as an attractive blonde in her late thirties sets down their lunch orders, grilled prawns over a bed of arugula, and a hearty homemade minestrone, pasta e fagioli.
The woman, Gail Browning, is the owner of Cafe Brix and she knows Joe and Toby well. She and Toby were romantically involved a year ago and have remained friends.
Toby knows the soup will be excellent; she taught him to make it one rainy afternoon in his Tuscan-styled kitchen in Healdsburg.
She fetches a water pitcher and refills their glasses. "That arugula is from Cloverdale. Picked this morning."
Toby smiles at her. She smiles back, admiring his Mediterranean good looks, his calm, understated strength.
"Gail, it looks fantastic. From Grady's?"
"Uh huh. He's growing a lot of micro-greens these days. He thought San Francisco would be his market, but everything is selling out here in the valley." She gives Joe a glance. "I hope you like the soup. The prosciutto rind is from Emilia."
Joe tries the minestrone, gives an approving nod. She is happy now and darts off to attend to her other regular patrons.
Joe tries more of the excellent soup. "So, we're thinking of a gala dinner. One hundred seventy-five dollars a head."
"One of Linda's fundraisers?" Toby asks, trying the prawns.
Joe nods, taking a sip of wine. "The initiative for research on resilient viticulture. We've raised nearly three hundred thousand this year from the contributions of wineries both here in Napa and Sonoma. Plus the two wine auctions."
Toby savors the riesling in his wine glass. It's from a local small producer and he and Joe are friends of the winery owner.
"Joe, you set a good example for all of us."
Joe is pleased, but dismisses the compliment. "Toby, it's good publicity. Any winery can always use good publicity."
Toby smiles. He's been enjoying some good publicity of his own over the past couple of weeks. After the favorable review of his wines given by the Taster, Leonard Pillar picked up the story. Then, the phone at Two Ravens started to ring.
Toby is now sold out of his 2007 zinfandel and his 2007 syrah. People have called offering him three times the price of the wine. Four times. One determined fellow offered more than five times. But there just isn't any more of it. He has sold every bottle.
A slight, sandy-haired man in his early thirties approaches their table. He's wearing wire-rimmed glasses and projects an aloof, analytical air.
Both men recognize him at once as Todd French. He's a young celebrity winemaker from the Bay Area, he's not a local. His voice is soft and higher pitched than either of their rich baritones.
"Joe, Tobias. Good to see you. How's the vine?"
Toby and Joe both rise briefly to extend cordial handshakes. They don't invite him to sit down.
Todd continues to stand by the table and remarks to Toby, "Well, you got some favorable write-ups recently. I read that Pillar bit. Congratulations."
Toby gives a little nod. "Thanks."
Todd shakes his head, trying to initiate some bonding with the two winemakers. "That Blind Tasting blogger disclosed my sources. How he could know this I have no idea. It's a bit unsettling. And it's going to affect what I pay for those grapes in the future."
Toby smiles ironically, he's not going to bond with Todd. "I guess Mike Grouse should thank him."
"I imagine he already has. Sure, it's nice for a little family winery to do well. But, I'm the one who put those grapes on the map."
"I'd say the Taster did that, Todd."
"You're technically right, Tobias. But, I shopped the sources. I saw the vines' potential. Now Grouse gets to ride my coattails."
Joe Trella has had enough interruption at lunch, he wants to enjoy his prawns. He smiles agreeably at Todd. "Winemaking is a tough business. We all know it." But, there's a glint of fire in Joe's eyes. You're among men here. Don't whine.
Todd wants the last word and has it. This remark is intended for Joe, whose wines are prominent and expensive. "Yeah. I'll bet Gucci thinks the handbag market is tough, too. With all the cheap knock-offs sold on the street. Gentlemen, enjoy your lunch."
Todd turns away and goes to a table across the room where he has spotted an acquaintance.
When he's beyond earshot in the crowded cafe, Joe remarks, "Mike Grouse deserves credit for his grapes. Winemaking is more than a branch of information science. I'll bet Todd French never touched a vine in that block of Rockpile. He learned about that vineyard from hearsay, from figuring out who put a little of it in their cuvées."
Toby nods, enjoying a spoonful of the pasta and bean minestrone. He considers himself a better winemaker than Todd French, though he'd never make such an assertion in public. Not even to Joe. He's done well as a local; he doesn't produce a lot and he sells most of it to some of the better restaurants in the area. Joe has told him that he needs to attend to his marketing, cultivate distributors. He knows Joe is right, but finds it much easier and more pleasant to check his barrels, inspect his grapes, focus on the art of winemaking.
Blind Tasting's recent blog review and Pillar's comments on it, though, have provided the sudden boost he needs to begin acquiring the reputation he feels he deserves. And there is now last year's Silver Ridge syrah, still in casks. It could be a masterpiece.
Joe finishes his prawns and looks at Toby. "That blog's review of Mike's Rockpile vines has got me thinking. Instead of a gala dinner, what if we host a blind tasting? The kind of tasting where you have to identify the wines, not just rate them. Invite this guy and see how good he really is, this Taster. Think there are enough curious wine lovers out there who would be interested in attending such an event?"
Toby considers the idea. "I met his business associates when they came up to Sonoma for my wine. They seemed pretty young and not really wine biz people." He remembers the cute brunette. She seemed smart and he liked her sultry voice, but neither she nor her companion struck him as people who knew much about wine.
"What are you saying?" Joe really wants Toby's input on this.
"Joe, I think it's an interesting idea. This guess-the-label tasting you're envisioning is almost never done in public, and for good reason. It's incredibly difficult. That blogger is enjoying the limelight right now after Pillar's thumbs up, so from his perspective, he has almost nothing to win and everything to lose by performing a public tasting. I don't see why he would accept the challenge, unless other wine masters were willing to take him on. Maybe he'd feel more pressure then."
"You're absolutely right. Denis Stafford might agree to participate, and he'll know who else."
Toby considers Joe's choice, nodding. "Denis probably will. Too bad Pillar never does public tastings."
Joe smiles broadly at him. "He doesn't now. He may have to change his mind if the Taster is really as good as he seems."
Chapter Twenty-One
Cafe Medici, Palo Alto. Dawn pulls a handful of receipts out of her book bag and hands them to Cory. "Seven hundred and fifty dollars for the last wine run up to Sonoma. All business expenses. Speaking of which, do you need some help with your mortgage, Cory?"
She hadn't meant to sound so blunt, but was there a subtler way of asking him?
He stuffs the receipts into a pocket of his book bag and looks at her. "With the Pillar publicity, the blog is still not quite breaking even with what we are outlaying for the wine. Daily traffic on the site keeps trending upwards, so that could change."
"And meanwhile?"
"Dawn, you and Rob are just amazing." Cory looks her in the eyes. "Rob will pay the mortgage next month if I need him to." He sighs. "This may be an insane, hopeless business model."
"You need more time to know whether that's true or not," she counters, wanting to encourage him. "We know how good Snoots is, the rest of the world just needs to catch on."
They continue their mid-week lunch at an outdoor table; the cafe's patio is packed with diners on the beautiful, sunny day. Cory is drinking a glass of wine, but Dawn is sticking with caffeine, an afternoon in the lab ahead of her.
As Dawn takes a bite of her salad, she sees sudden emotional devastation on Cory's face and turns to see what he's looking at. Becca and Derek Hammond are coming their way, apparently headed for a table closer to the edge of the patio's wall. Becca is wearing matchstick white jeans and red stiletto heels, her long hair ripples as she walks. She is being led by Derek, who has possessive hold of her hand.
Becca sees Cory now, and when she and Derek reach his table, she stops and tilts her head in a friendly way at him. "Hi."
Derek extends his free hand and Cory shakes it numbly. intensely disliking the guy's narcissistic self-confidence, his casual Euro look.
Derek smiles smoothly at Dawn. "Nice to see you. We just got back from Hong Kong. Intense week of meetings with our international partners."
Cory looks down at his food to conceal his reaction. Then he looks at Becca, trying to read her.
Becca probes him. "Are you still doing that visual object stuff?"
He looks directly in her eyes. "I've left high tech. For now."
She inclines her body slightly away from the table and closer to Derek. "That must give you a lot of time to explore...different things."
"Yeah."
She edges a bit further away, tossing her hair to one side and Cory can smell her violet perfume. She flashes one of her wood nymph smiles at him. "Well, good luck with everything."
Derek isn't quite ready to move on. He smiles in a breezy, confidential way at Cory. "I see you're a wine drinker; you should try the Casper Creek pinot noir here, they pour it by the glass. I don't really follow wine, but this pinot reminds me of one from an outstanding Tadpole Valley vintage. Amazing resemblance. Drink it now before everyone figures it out."
Derek puts himself into reverse now. "It's been a pleasure. We've got to grab a bite and bounce. I'm triple-booked for meetings."
He leads Becca to a table at the patio's edge where they sit close together.
Cory tries not to look at them, but isn't successful. His eyes keep returning to Becca's head, which is bending toward Derek's in an energetic gesture of familiarity and attraction.
"She looks happy," he finally remarks. There is real defeat in his voice.
"How can anyone tell? She's always like that. That smile."
Dawn continues with a dose of Derek derision. "The guy apparently reads Blind Tasting. That bit about Casper Creek was lifted straight off your blog."
"What a phony! Pretending he could discern a resemblance to that Carneros masterpiece. That was pure Snoots."
Dawn grimaces in empathy, wanting to fan this fire. Secretly she thinks the pretentious young entrepreneur is perfect for Becca. Cory is way too bright for Becca in her opinion. The girl's main draw is her extraordinary looks, and, unfortunately, she's done a number on him. Dawn envisions her best friend involved with a woman of...accomplishment.
She and Cory look out for each other, but try not to meddle in each other's love life. She's pretty sure he disapproved of the married neurosurgeon she fooled around with in graduate school. He was forty-seven and it was never serious, but the relationship had entailed sneaking around on stolen weekends.
The thirty-eight-year-old research endocrinologist had been more of a problem. He wasn't married, but he became more serious than Dawn wanted. He turned up the dials right before her comprehensives so she fled to a friend's house in La Honda to get away from him while she studied for the exams. The endocrinologist made Cory's life miserable when Cory wouldn't disclose where she was. But, even after she successfully terminated the relationship, Cory never grumbled to her about the guy. He is just that kind of a friend, and she loves him like the brother she never had.
Cory's cellphone rings. "Hey Rob. What's up?"
He straightens up in his seat, his face now focusing on whatever Rob is telling him. "No shit. When did he call?"
Dawn looks over at him with growing interest.
"Can we give him an answer in a few days?" Excitement is replacing dejection on Cory's face. "Yeah, we need to figure this out. Okay, see you then."
His brown eyes focus on Dawn. "The winemaker at Two Ravens called Rob. Trella Winery in Napa is hosting a fund raiser, a blind tasting with some California wine judges. And they want me to participate as one of the blind tasters."
"Wow." She stares back at him.
"You know who Trella is? They don't need publicity from my blog, their wines are legendary. So why are they asking me?" He looks her straight in the eyes. "And what do we do?"
She shrugs. "We've always known Snoots would be the issue. It's happening faster than I could have imagined. But, Cory, that's called success."
"We need to decide something, Dawn. Soon."
"Want me to come by after work?"
"If you can spare the time, yeah, it would be great."
She nods and glances at her watch. "God! I'm late."
She gives Cory a wickedly sarcastic smile and delivers a passable imitation of Derek Hammond in a somewhat higher, feminine register. "I'm triple-booked for meetings; target-oriented synthesis, oncogene overexpression and cytoblot assays."
Cory gives her a conspiratorial smile as their eyes meet.
After Dawn leaves, he pays the bill and looks at Becca one last time. But, she's smiling attentively at Derek and doesn't notice.
Chapter Twenty-Two
Cory puts his pool cue down to secure another piece of California roll with his chopsticks and devour it. He spent the afternoon making this sushi as well as a spicy tuna roll and a smoked salmon roll. He also baked a large batch of chocolate pecan cookies. Cory often cooked when he was thinking through a problem.
"So, do you reveal wonder dog, or do you keep him in hiding?" Dawn refills her wine glass from an open bottle of pinot noir. She's watching the boys' pool game from her perch at the kitchen counter.
"Dawn, how can I do this tasting without him?"
"Exactly what kind of blind tasting is it?" she asks.
Rob leans over Cory's dining-pool table and, with a graceful thrust of his cue stick, he sinks the six ball in the corner pocket. "The winemaker dude at Two Ravens says they'll present five or six wines from Napa and Sonoma. Core and the other judges will try to guess what they are."
Rob points to the side pocket for his next shot, and the two ball comes right up to it, but stops short before going in.
Cory takes a long swallow from his wine glass before making his shot. He puts a lot of English on the cue ball and, after it taps the three ball into a corner pocket, it comes to a stop just behind the seven.
Robs nods, impressed.
Cory looks at him. "Do you know how difficult that kind of tasting is? Pillar won't do them. Nobody can do it very well, except in silly movies."
"You mean no human can do them well." Rob smiles, and looks at Snoots, who has his eyes locked onto Dawn in a begging effort.
"Yeah." Cory shoots a look of admiration at the dog, who apparently finds sushi and chocolate pecan cookies much more enticing than any 98-point cabernet he's sniffed.
"Well, we're kind of off the edge here with Snoots," Dawn muses, contemplating her wine glass.
Cory shakes his head. "It's a three-way choice. "Either we reveal our trade secret, or we blow off the tasting, or we figure out a way I can do this in public without disclosing how Snoots is involved."
Dawn selects another piece of the smoked salmon roll. Maybe they should start a group house again and have Cory do all the cooking.
She looks at Snoots, who is watching to see what other food is in play. "There's a lot of wine conceit out there. How will these winerati react if you show up for the tasting and tell them, 'Guess what, my dog is the one really doing it.' Will your readers, especially the ones who paid for information, feel like they've been conned?"
"That's a real danger. And what about Leonard Pillar? After what he wrote." Cory grimaces.
Dawn reaches for the plate of chocolate pecan cookies and takes one. "I don't think you should do it. It's kind of a shame, but the risks outweigh the potential rewards."
"What's the fallout if I don't? Two wine masters have agreed to do it. Will they think I'm hiding something? I am hiding something. It's what I'd think from their perspective. They think I should be able to do this pretty well, given the nature of the matches I've described on the blog. I should have realized where this would lead." Cory misses his shot at the seven ball.
"You're worried Trella will diss your blog if you don't do it?" Rob holds his cue stick out to line up his next shot.
"So why are they setting up this kind of blind tasting, instead of the close-match style that actually led to your recent publicity?" Dawn asks.
"They can't set up that kind of tasting. Without Snoots' nose, they couldn't find such pairings in a reasonable timeframe." Cory finishes his glass of the pinot and pours more. "Anyway, I doubt Trella is really interested in having me discover some amazing resemblance between their two-hundred-dollar-a-bottle cabernet and some lesser known, lesser priced mom-and-pop wine."
"I'm out of ideas," Dawn declares, reaching for the bottle of pinot noir.
Cory sighs in frustration. "If I could find a way to succeed at this, it would be excellent publicity for the blog. Probably lucrative, too."
Dawn glances at him, knowing the pressure he's feeling about finances, about taking money from her and from Rob for this exploration into, what, animal behaviorism and oenology?
Rob puts down his beer and pool cue and leans his head back, closing his eyes. "A girl I dated in college was an artist."
Dawn watches Rob’s expression closely.
“She told me that the painter Paul Gauguin would shut his eyes in order to see." Eyes still closed, Rob continues to muse on Paul Gauguin.
"So what do you see, Paul?" Dawn quips, scrutinizing him.
"We've got this blog, Blind Tasting." He straightens up and opens his eyes, laughing. "It's right there in the name!"
"In the name?" Dawn asks.
"Cory can be a blind guy! He has to take the dog because he can't see. Snoots can sit right next to him!"
Cory is intrigued, but immediately sees problems. "Except Snoots is trained to sniff wine, not lead a blind man."
Rob shakes his head. "And you're not really blind, so Snoots doesn't really have to lead you. Just get him in one of those harnesses."
Dawn is skeptical. "How will Snoots get his controls and samples?"
Rob looks at her, still animated by his idea. "You work with serious lab equipment. Isn't there something?"
She smiles, sighing. "I'm only a scientist, Rob, not a magician."
"What's the task?" Cory asks. "I'm going to have to make calls on half a dozen wines probably. Assuming Snoots is part of it, what does he do? I've got to get him samples of the wines somehow."
"Each sample you give him will be his control," says Dawn. "He needs to compare it to something. Oh, that's a problem."
"A major problem. Here, at home, I go through dozens of wines before he finds anything that's a close match."
"Could we estimate the probability distributions for the different Sonoma and Napa varietals and labels?" she asks.
"Assume there are a thousand wineries in the sampling universe with, say, an average of five labels per winery. That's five thousand different wines just for one vintage. If you include ten harvests that's fifty thousand different bottles." Cory shakes his head emphatically. "It's hopeless to do this."
"You have to get the sampling universe cut down in size." She looks at Cory. "What if you only did red wines?"
"We're down to maybe twenty-five thousand labels, actually more, because Sonoma and Napa produce more reds than whites."
"So, limit the vintages, none before 2003 maybe. Maybe only certain grapes, too. Just zinfandel."
"Dawn, a lot of the interesting, high-end wines these days are proprietary blends. The original call that started the blog was based on a similarity between two such blends, even though they were predominately zin."
She looks him frankly in the eyes. "You have to make them agree to some baseline, or not do the tasting. You have to have some chance of Snoots' finding a match, or there is no value in doing this. Period."
Cory frowns. "You're right. But, there is still the problem of getting the samples to Snoots in that setting. He can't sniff cups or blotters."
Rob picks up a chopstick and twirls it unconsciously in one hand. "Could your shoes be rigged somehow with the samples? Snoots could sniff your shoes while he's lying on the floor next to you."
"But how do I get the controls to him?" Cory acts out his vision of this scenario. "Excuse me, folks, while my dog has a sniff of this glass to make sure it's not poison."
"Magicians are good at that shit."
He shakes his head at Rob, smiling. "How come Dawn gets to be just a scientist, but I have to be a blind magician."
"Well, you do know a lot of card tricks," Dawn reminds him.
"Most of those involve interesting, hidden order within numerical sequences; they're only tricks to the mathematically naive," Cory answers.
"I've seen you do some fancy shuffling," Dawn counters.
Rob walks over to Dawn and sits down on the stool next to her. He holds out his hand. "Give me your wine glass."
She offers her half-consumed glass of pinot noir and his hand envelops hers for a moment as he takes the glass from her. He holds the glass by its bowl in his left hand, swirling it until the wine comes to the lip of the glass. He rests his left index finger on the lip, so the swirling wine just touches the finger, wetting it.
Then he takes a sip, savoring it in concentration. As he does this, he puts the glass on the kitchen counter, and casually picks it up again, this time with his right hand. He now moves his left hand to his lap, then lowers it to his side in a casual, natural way.
Snoots, who is lying on the floor near the stools, raises his head and sniffs Rob's finger tentatively.
Rob looks at Cory. "Something like that. They'll be looking at you tasting the wine, not your other hand. Practice until it's totally smooth."
Dawn is fascinated by his performance. "That's actually pretty convincing. But you'll have to use a different finger each time, or Snoots will get too much noise. Just like with the cups."
"Assuming Snoots gets the controls from my finger, what does he do with these wine samples that are somehow available on my shoes? Assuming we go that route. I won't be able to see which one he picks. Maybe I can tell by feel, but there will be a lot going on at the tasting. It may be hard to track the shoes accurately."
"Maybe he presses his nose on the toe of your shoe and activates a circuit, one activation point for each wine sample," Rob says. "A radio link could transmit which activation he makes to -- dark glasses! You're a blind guy, remember. I've got a buddy who scuba dives and he's got a radio link between his dive computer on his wrist and his regulator on the tank. Guy trusts his life with that link. Should work for wine tasting."
"How much electronics do you know, Rob?" Cory asks.
"I did mostly MechE in college. I rewired a 1969 XKE once. I've repaired wiring on a couple of Boxsters, Ferraris. I never wired a sneaker. That kind of James Bond shit."
Cory leans against his pool cue, resting his hands on the tip. "Okay, so a Bluetooth link enables the transmission of a code which then activates a tiny visual display inside dark sunglasses. That's definitely doable. It's not hard to build a hidden video camera inside a pair of large sunglasses. This will be easier. I'll only need small amounts of static data for each wine sample. But, can I actually retrain Snoots to sniff samples on my shoe? It's an entirely new environment for him. And he'll have to learn a new behavior, a pushing-with-his-nose behavior."
"And you'll have to get really good at finger ballet," Dawn tells him.
Cory looks at Rob. "How much time do we have?"
Rob checks his iPhone calendar. "Middle of next month. Four weeks from tomorrow."
Dawn takes off her glasses, and rubs her left temple. "If you say go, we need to start on this now."
Cory ponders the idea, the pressures he's facing, the risks posed by this new opportunity, the challenges and dangers, but also the lure of pulling it off.
He shakes his head slowly. "How bad can it get? Rob, tell the guy I'll do vintages from 2004 on and only reds."
Cory takes a deep breath and looks at his friends. "Are we all stressing yet?"
Rob smiles and points at Snoots curled up on the floor, eyes closed. "Not him."
Chapter Twenty-Three
A hip, affluent crowd has gathered to watch him. Cory is trying to stay focused, but there are twenty bottles of wine on the bar in Trella's tasting room, and he can't remember which ones were poured into the five glasses in front of him.
Hadn't they promised only ten bottles? He tried to watch through his dark glasses, but it was hard to see, the glasses are too dark. Why didn't he buy the lighter pair at Costco?
He glances instinctively at the bottles on the counter, but their labels have been removed.
Snoots has been trying to put his front paws up on him, too. The dog is whining and it's embarrassing. Does anyone here really believe Snoots is a seeing-eye dog?
Anxiously, Cory decides to buy a little time; he picks up a glass and swirls it, sniffs it, puts it down. He picks up another glass, swirls and sniffs. He pushes Snoots' paws off his lap. There is soft laughter coming from the crowd.
He looks down and sees that Snoots has chewed a hole in the top of his left sneaker. A couple of tiny wires are showing! He hadn't realized what the dog was up to, he'd been chewing, not sniffing the shoes.
Cory tucks his feet under the stool to hide the torn shoe. He picks up a wine glass and decides to wing it. "This is an older Napa cabernet," he offers as a start, planning to say more. There is more soft laughter and whispering. Has he made a gaffe?
"What's wrong with your shoe, Cory?"
He looks in the direction of the voice. Becca? She's holding hands with Derek. They know he's not blind! Will she betray him here?
Derek laughs pleasantly, he's talking to nearby people. What is he telling them?
Snoots starts pawing his lap again and he tries to push the dog back down.
Cory wakes up drenched in sweat. Snoots is lying next to him on the bed, his hind legs pumping against Cory in a vivid dog dream, whimpering in his sleep. Cory puts his hand on the dog's side and strokes him. Snoots eases back into quiet slumber.
Jesus, what a nightmare. He looks at the clock next to the bed; almost four o'clock in the morning. Too early to get up, but he's wired from the anxiety dream and his T-shirt is glued to his back and chest with perspiration, his hair is damp against his neck. He'll take a shower, put on fresh clothes.
The hot water and soap feel good against his skin, but he's not going to shave. He is growing a beard for the tasting and he's decided to let his shaggy, neglected hair grow longer. Having a different look will help him get more into the role of blind man.
Right now, in the wake of that dream, what he is actually contemplating doing in a few weeks seems truly surreal.
Even though Trella has agreed to his request of limiting the wines to reds and including no vintages before 2004, the sampling universe is still huge.
Cory believes that one of the wines at the tasting will be from Trella, and he also thinks it's probable that the five wines will represent a range of varietals -- they won't all be cabernets or zinfandels.
But, the bottom line is that he won't have a controlled environment of selected wines to offer Snoots at the tasting. He'll be improvising, hoping a few of the twenty wines he chooses as samples will bear similarities to the ones that will be poured. Similarities strong enough for Snoots to match.
The past week he has become acutely aware of the passing of time: the minutes in an hour, the hours in a day, the days in a week. It is a ceaseless background process, and when he falls asleep from exhaustion, the background process is still running and frequently awakens him in a jolt of panic.
Retraining Snoots to sneakers seemed impossible in the beginning. He set up a new training regimen placing dots of wine four inches apart around the front and side perimeter of a sneaker. It turned out to be easy to teach Snoots to use Cory's wine-dipped finger as a control, instead of a blotter.
But, after Snoots sniffed his new control, he sniffed the sneaker and then simply lost interest. What was different about the sneaker in relation to the blotter and cups?
Cory remembered the advice from a canine training manual: the trainer's ability to exercise creativity and ingenuity in shaping the desired behavior can often determine the success or failure of the outcome.
So, in a crazy inspiration, Cory had put on a canvas gardening glove and dotted it with the wine, a dot for each finger tip. He offered his control finger to the dog, and then offered the other hand covered with the glove. Snoots immediately found the match.
Cory puzzled over these results, and concluded that somehow, the fingers seemed more discrete, separate, perhaps. Who knew what rules the dog was following for his context.
After conditioning Snoots to the gardening glove, Cory then put an oversized glove on his foot. With a little patience, Snoots adapted to this new context as well.
The sneaker came next, and the dog eventually began to point his nose at specific spots on the sneaker, where the drop of matching wine was located.
Cory went around to all the local Costcos and bought several dozen pairs of black high-top sneakers in his size. Because the wine had to be applied directly to the fabric tops of the shoes, he had to use a different pair for each session, or there would be noise contamination.
But, pointing would not be sufficient to activate a circuit. He must still train Snoots to push his nose on the saturated spots. He must figure out and apply what dog behaviorists call a successive approximation technique.
And, on top of all this, he himself must practice holding and twirling wine glasses to covertly extract drops onto his fingertips and down to Snoots' nose. Within the next three weeks.
It's past midnight and a small halogen light makes sharp shadows of Cory's and Rob's hands. The remnants of a pizza lie in a box at one end of the kitchen counter.
Cory is leaning over a schematic printed off a page on the Internet. His hair is almost long enough now to tie back into a duck tail, and he has a short brown beard. The effect has added five or six years to his otherwise boyish face. He's holding a pair of bulky black-framed sunglasses in one hand, and a pair of needle-nosed pliers in the other.
A miniature LCD display, less than 2 inches long, lies next to the schematic, along with strips of thin wire, and several tiny integrated circuits.
Cory puts down the glasses and picks up a tiny silver disc, a lithium battery. "This should give me eighty hours of stand-by time, more than enough for what we need. I need to wire an on-and-off switch, though, the run-time is only reliable for about an hour and a half."
Rob glances up at him. Rob is holding a black sneaker in one hand and a pair of tweezers in the other. He's just inserted a twin-task lithium battery into the shoe, securing it with modeling glue.
Cory is impressed by Rob's extremely steady hands, like a surgeon's. He watched in admiration while Rob inserted a tiny Bluetooth chip and controller in the right shoe. The guy didn't screw around, he just held it under the light and attached the components.
Rob gestures with the sneaker. "I put the battery on the inside of the tongue. It'll get a lot less jostling that way when you walk. Maybe I should build a little chassis, a little cage for it, as an additional safeguard. Before I do the left shoe."
"No need. If the glue holds, it should be fine." Cory smiles. "I'll be walking sedately. Like a blind guy." He looks at Rob. "We need to set the Bluetooth device codes differently for each shoe, so their transmissions will be picked up correctly by the antenna in my glasses."
"No prob. I'm setting the right one to 0000 and the left to 0001.”
"Yeah, that'll work."
Chapter Twenty-Four
It's late afternoon and Cory is returning from a bike ride with Snoots. He gave the dog some extra play time in the park to relax before the evening training session.
The strategy of successive approximation has entailed getting Snoots to first press the finger of a Bluetooth-enabled gardening glove firmly enough to activate a circuit glued inside it, which then causes a text message to appear on a small LCD display inside a pair of sunglasses. The circuit signal that causes the data to be displayed is received via a tiny antenna located in the sunglasses.
Snoots has recently also learned to press one location on a black sneaker hard enough with his nose to activate the little circuit inside the shoe.
The most difficult and uncertain part of the training still lies ahead; The dog must learn to transfer his pressing behavior to the more complex context of a shoe with wine samples on it. He must learn to locate a wine-doped spot on the shoe that matches the control and then press it with his nose hard enough to activate the circuit hidden below that location on the shoe.
Cory gets a surge of adrenalin as he realizes there are only two weeks now before the tasting up in Napa.
As he cycles up to his house, he sees a familiar car parked on the street, a white Miata. It's Becca's and she's sitting in it. Emotions flood over him as he brings his bike to a stop.
He dismounts and props the bike in the driveway, hanging his helmet on it. He starts to walk toward the Miata. Becca gets out and walks toward him. He drinks her in with his eyes, her long hair flowing around her slender, graceful body. She is not smiling, what is there in her expression?
"Becca." It's a statement more than a greeting.
"Hi, Cory." She stops in front of him, looking into his eyes. "You've grown a beard."
"Yeah."
"How are you?"
"I'm okay."
She tilts her head, a tentative smile appearing on her perfect mouth. "I sure could use a friend if you're available."
Snoots approaches her and she allows him to sniff her hand, she touches his head.
Cory shrugs, looking at her. "I guess I'm available. What's up?"
She lets out a long sigh, pushing her hair back from her face. "Things are weird at work. I don't know, I don't know what's going on anymore." She shakes her head, her hands covering her face. She's crying.
Cory instinctively touches her shoulder with his hand, but he doesn't know what to say.
She turns her head and presses her cheek against his hand in a gesture of gratitude. At this point it seems natural to put his arms around her to comfort her. She leans her head against his shoulder and begins to sob quietly.
The contour and warmth of her body against him are dangerously familiar, he needs to remain on guard, find out what's going on. She slides her arms around his neck; her violet perfume is making rational thought increasingly difficult. This feels too good.
Marshaling his self-discipline, he pulls back from her. "You want to come in?" It's all he can think of to say.
She nods. "Thanks."
They go into the house, Snoots leading the way, his tail high.
The living room is a mess of wine bottles, blotters, and assorted bits of electronics used for wiring sneakers and glasses.
Cory now wishes he'd remembered this before he made the invitation.
She notices the profusion of wine bottles and paraphernalia. "Are you okay? I mean-" She points to the bottles.
"Yeah, I'm running some experiments."
He quickly concludes that he will not reveal what he's up to. It's not fair to Dawn and Rob, now his business partners.
"Experiments?" she asks, sniffling.
"Different chemical properties of wines," he adds, with a smile. "I'm not drinking all of it."
His smile seems to improve her mood a little. He's hoping she's been told enough to satisfy her curiosity.
She has. She looks at him, her brown eyes receptive, beckoning. "I was really stupid wasn't I?"
He shrugs. He isn't ready to discuss their past.
"Cory, do you totally hate me?"
"No, Becca."
She pauses, then walks toward the couch and sits down. She sits on the edge, a little formally, and he is reminded again of her graceful body, her graceful gestures.
She looks up at him. "I've missed you."
He isn't going to tell her how much he's missed her. He needs to find out why she's here. What she wants from him. "So, are you still at iPhlox?"
This question brings on more tears. "I don't know. I'm not...anywhere right now, I guess."
"Want some tea?" Cory thinks drinking wine right now could be a bad idea.
Becca wants the tea.
As he puts a kettle of water on to boil, she gets up from the couch and wanders into his kitchen. He notices the deep blue earrings she's wearing, rather large sapphires.
She sits down on a kitchen stool, tossing her long hair to one side. She's really seductive, even in the state she's in. He keeps his guard up while putting tea bags into two mugs.
She looks around the kitchen, idly glancing at the needle-nose pliers on the counter, the spare LEDs. Where are the sunglasses?
In a flash of relief, he remembers they are next to his laptop on the dining room table. He needs to hide them.
The kettle whistles and Becca watches him pour boiling water into the mugs.
"I trusted Derek," she states quietly.
He feels his stomach muscles clench at the mention of that name.
Becca takes a cup and continues, "I really got what he was doing with iPhlox. It was kind of magical, especially Shanghai. Not so much Hong Kong."
He doesn't want to know the details, but he listens anyway. After the trip to Shanghai, Derek asked Becca to move in with him. And she had. Her transition from new hire to live-in girlfriend was accomplished in less than a month.
Cory learns about Derek's feng shui eco-perfect house in the Los Altos Hills with terraced gardens and lap pool. IPhlox has been growing, including the hiring of a new graphics art director, a Japanese-Brazilian woman with long black hair.
When Becca discovered that Derek was fooling around on the side with Raula she confronted him, they had a fight, and she left. That was this morning.
She is vaguer about iPhlox. "I didn't quit. I guess I should. I mean, I can't stand the sight of Derek, but I have stock options." She shrugs. "Maybe he's already fired me. That witch would love to move in with him."
Cory has never observed such focused anger in her face before. Does she want the guy back? He sits down next to her, trying the tea, wishing it were a glass of good zinfandel.
"Your hair is shaggy." She brushes her hand against the back of his collar, to confirm the shagginess for herself.
It isn't helping him think clearly.
He gazes evenly into her eyes. "Becca, you said you could use a friend."
His implied question puts her back on fragile ground. "I don't know what I should do. Do you think," she hesitates and looks down, then back into his eyes, "would it be possible for me to...stay here? Just for a little while?"
This is not a request he is prepared for. He's not sure how he wants to answer it. How can he train Snoots without revealing everything if she is here? How can he sleep at night?
Rob is at the front door and wants to know if Cory needs him for the session tonight. Then he notices Becca at the kitchen counter and realizes the evening plans may have changed.
When Cory tells him the sunglasses he forgot are on the dining table, Rob instantly infers this is code in front of the ex-girlfriend and snatches the wired glasses off the pool table. He waves casually. "I'll catch you tomorrow, Core."
Cory has to think fast. If Becca stays here, he'll have to move the center of operations with Snoots elsewhere. His garage? It's completely full of stuff. Maybe Dawn's place. He realizes Becca is watching him, waiting for some answer.
"I feel pretty weird about this."
"I know I don't deserve it, Cory. Could I just park my car in your driveway for a few days? I can sleep there until I-"
It's too much. He glares at her. "Why are you asking this of me?"
She looks away. "Because, you're a really good person."
He ignores the compliment. A little cynically he asks, "You want to get some dinner somewhere?"
They get sandwiches and sit outdoors at a familiar cafe, something they used to do for a quick dinner before catching a movie or other event.
It feels depressing in the present circumstances, and Cory's mind constantly drifts back to Snoots and the training that isn't complete. Becca is quiet, contrite. She really seems sad and it's making him feel guilty, responsible.
What should he do? He could let her sleep on his couch, but then what about the training. Maybe he and Snoots could stay with Dawn until Becca figures out her life? He is pretty sure what Dawn's reaction to all this is going to be, and he dreads it.
He tells Becca he has to make a call and walks some distance away from their table, He calls Dawn and tells her everything.
She listens without interruption and then quietly expresses her disgust with Becca's disheveled personal life, more vehemently suggesting that Becca is not Cory's responsibility.
Cory listens to his chastisement without interruption.
Dawn finally sighs and changes course. Certainly he can bring Snoots over to her place for training. She'll give him a spare key to share with Rob. She'll try to join them in the evenings, but some nights she'll have to remain at the lab. They are all welcome to crash at her place any night. Dawn emphasizes that this invitation does not extend to Becca.
Now feeling more in control with a plan, he tells Becca she can stay.
Many hours later Cory is lying in bed wide awake, Snoots curled up in his now-regular spot next to him.
Cory had half-heartedly offered the bed to Becca, prepared to sleep on his own couch, but she insisted on taking the couch herself. He didn't push it.
He half-closed the door to his bedroom for some sense of privacy. Snoots liked to get up sometimes for a drink of water or to stretch out in the hallway to cool off, so he didn't shut the door completely.
Now Cory is aware of every small rustling coming from the couch. He glances at the clock, 2:48 a.m. He rolls over, trying to sleep, realizing he's missed the entire training session with Snoots tonight. These hours cannot be recovered.
Cory wakes up early despite his restless night and dresses quietly. He avoids looking at Becca asleep on the couch as he takes Snoots out for a brisk morning run on the bike.
The fresh air feels invigorating, the leafy streets are quiet and he feels his mind getting focused again. He'll give her a key, make it clear that he's busy, that he may not be around much.
When he returns, he hears the shower running. She's up. He makes coffee in his French press and pours a bowl of cereal for himself. He leaves the cereal box out on the counter and gets Snoots his breakfast.
Becca walks into the living room wrapped in a large blue towel. He remembers it was her favorite when she stayed here. Displaced memories of other mornings, once happy, now strange, flash through his mind.
He stares at her, munching a bite of oat clusters, his eyes involuntarily moving across her long, graceful limbs, her bare shoulders, her flushed skin and wet hair.
She sits down on the couch, flashes a bewitching smile at him, and pulls her phone out of a bag to check messages.
"Want some coffee?" He knows she likes diet colas in the morning, but he has none stocked.
She shakes her head, smiling. "I'm going rollerblading with Kate and Muffy. They might be able to keep some of my stuff if their new roommate doesn't mind."
Cory puts down his cereal, picks up his coffee and walks to the couch. He sits down next to her and she turns her full attention toward him. Why does she have to be so fucking beautiful?
"Listen, Becca, I told you I'm running experiments."
She nods empathetically, brown eyes wide.
"I may not be here much, I'll give you a key, okay?"
"That's really sweet of you. And, Cory?"
He feels his guard going up.
She gazes into his eyes. "I don't want to intrude on you. Just do whatever you normally do, I'm going to be looking for a new job, And I need to sort out financial stuff. At iPhlox."
"Okay."
"Thank you so much." She leans forward and kisses him on the mouth.
It feels too familiar. Too seductive. He pulls away to keep his thoughts clear.
He stands up and goes to the kitchen for more coffee, distancing himself from her -- before he succumbs to the growing urge to pull off the blue towel and carry her into the bedroom.
Chapter Twenty-Five
When Becca's car is gone an hour later, Rob drops by. He doesn't ask Cory about her and, with all the training still to be done, the two friends get down to business at once.
Cory is now concerned that Snoots may be learning the sneakers in too limited a context; he'll need to perform in a strange winery in Napa, so he needs to generalize the routines to other settings. It's called proofing in the training manuals. He concludes he should be training Snoots at Rob's place as well as at Dawn's.
They're at a critical juncture today; he is going to imprint wine samples for the first time on wired sneakers. Will Snoots learn that he must not just touch a matching wine sample, but also press his nose on the sneaker location forcefully enough to activate the little circuit hidden within?
Rob doesn't have stools, so Cory conducts the training session sitting on a chair. He puts on the wired dark glasses and begins with a merlot as the control, dabbing his finger in a wine glass and offering it to Snoots as inconspicuously as possible.
The dog sniffs his finger and immediately touches his nose to the spot of merlot. No pushing though. Okay, only half a biscuit for a reward, and try a different wine and a different spot.
During the second trial with a pinot noir control, Snoots noses the shoe where the pinot noir drop is located, and the wine's name appears inside the glasses on the LCD display. A hit! This more forceful pressing was likely a pure accident, but it doesn't matter. It needs reinforcement.
"Good boy, Snoots!" Cory immediately rewards him with a piece of cheese, a major treat.
Dog and master keep at it. There is more touching without circuit activation intermingled with sporadic nosing of various intensities, some hard enough to activate the switches, some not.
Cory continues to reward the touching behavior because he doesn't want Snoots to stop matching controls to their correct samples, but he rewards the dog with the smaller, less interesting treats in these instances. When the correct sample is identified and nosed hard enough to send the signal, Snoots receives the much tastier cheese treat.
By late afternoon, Snoots is activating the circuits about half the time he finds a match. For the first time, Cory thinks he might really meet his deadline.
"This dog is fucking rad," Rob says, pulling his hands through Snoot's fur and playing roughhouse a little with him.
"Yeah, he really is."
Feeling exuberant, Rob asks, "You want to go to a party tonight in San Jose? A guy I raced Lasers with in college. His girlfriend plays competitive volleyball and some of her friends will be there. You know, tall really fit women?" He raises an eyebrow at Cory and illustrates with his hands.
"We're not home yet. I've got to work a lot on my finger moves still, and Snoots is not a hundred percent with the circuit activations."
Rob points at the dog who is lying down now, head resting on one forepaw. "That guy needs a break. We've got all day tomorrow. And I'm going to wire more sets of sneakers for you, so don't worry about going through them. Come on."
Cory shrugs. "Why not." It's a better plan than sitting around waiting for Becca to show up.
"You think Dawn would like to come?" Rob suddenly asks.
“Call her. If she's working, she probably won't answer. Don't take it personally."
"She's working on Saturday night?"
Cory nods. "Yeah, if she's on to something." Unless she's got a new thing going with some forty-year-old neurologist or head of surgery. He doesn't share that thought with Rob.
Rob calls her and leaves a message.
Cory takes Snoots for a walk around the neighborhood, takes him home, feeds him and leaves a light on. He takes his own car and follows Rob to San Jose.
It's a big, loud party. One of the guests, a rangy jock in a Hawaiian shirt, is playing bartender at a table set up in the living room. Rob was right, there are a lot of tall, athletic women here. There are a lot of jocks in general.
Rob introduces Cory to Bruce, the Laser buddy, and Cory listens, fascinated, while they talk about sailboat racing rules and the latest materials technology for sails and hulls. They're all talking loudly to hear each other over the even louder rock music.
When things are less crazy with the blog, Cory decides he'll ask Rob to teach him how to sail.
A tall, willowy woman with short brown hair sidles up to them. She smiles at Cory. She's confident, good-looking and very fit in a revealing black tank top and pink shorts.
"I'm Tanya." She slips a tanned arm around Rob, and Cory notes her chiseled biceps. "I'm stealing him away for a while, okay?"
Tanya praises the tequila jello shots she's been downing and she's pretty buzzed as she leads Rob away to 'catch up on things'.
Cory wonders how this would have played out if Dawn were here tonight. Looking at Rob now, laughing as Tanya hand-feeds him an iridescent-yellow jello shot, it seems that catching up might involve more than just conversation.
Cory eventually samples the jello shots for himself and starts flirting with a tall, blonde volleyball player named Gretchen who describes kite surfing at Pescadero Beach and wind surfing in Bonaire. It all sounds fun, and so is she. Except, he has his ex-girlfriend sleeping on his couch at the moment, and his dog is in the middle of an arduous and uncharted training program and probably needs to sleep with him on his bed right now to reinforce the bonding between them.
He exchanges contact information with Gretchen before he leaves the party, still in full swing at two in the morning. Maybe he'll call her sometime. In some alternate universe.
Becca is there, and awake, when he returns to his house. She's curled up on the couch with her laptop, updating her Facebook page. She's wearing black pajama bottoms and a thin black tee, her hair loose.
She looks up at him. "Hi. I was a little worried about you."
"I was at a party."
Snoots wanders into the living room and stretches. Cory lets him out briefly in the yard. Should he ask her about her day, the job-hunting, or will it seem too pushy?
He sits down in a chair across from her and leans his head back. He is suddenly really tired.
"How did your experiments go?" she asks him, putting down her laptop, focusing on him.
"Fine." He doesn't want to start discussing this. "Things go okay for you?"
"Muffy is going to help me move my stuff out of Derek's house," she informs him. "She can keep some of it for a while." She holds up a mug. "I hope you don't mind, I made myself some herbal tea."
"Help yourself to anything."
He reminds himself it's been over a week since he wrote a blog entry. The hours have been eaten up with retraining Snoots for the tasting. He's got to put something new on the blog before then, though. He closes his eyes, trying to put these stressful thoughts out of mind.
Becca gets up from the couch and comes over to him. She stands behind the chair and begins to gently rub his temples with her fingers.
They feel delicate and cool. He should make her stop. Instead, he leans his head back farther and she moves her hands down to caress his chin with its new beard, then his chest. He grasps her wrists in his hands and she bends her face over his, her long hair falling against him.
As they kiss, she moves around from the back of the chair and he pulls her into his lap, holding her against him, hungrily consuming the sweet poison she's offering.
Much later, lying in his bed and holding Becca’s sleeping form, Cory feels the exquisite jut of her hip bone, the silky tumble of her long hair, the smooth skin that he'd only experienced in restless, sorrowful dreams since the day she broke up with him. Until tonight.
But lying here now, their naked limbs entangled, he realizes that he does not feel happy.
Cory awakens to a cool snout poking his bare arm. It's morning, sunlight is coming through the slats of the wooden blinds.
Snoots presses his head on the bedcovers, signaling his desire to jump up.
"Not now, boy," he whispers.
The dog persists, eyeing Cory.
Cory shakes his head.
Snoots backs off and wanders out of the bedroom, tail down, defeated.
Cory feels a pang of guilt. The dog is moping, feeling he's being punished when he's done nothing. This is a terrible time to be disrupting their bond, and Snoots has shared his bed for months now, until last night.
Cory looks over at Becca, still asleep. He doesn't know why she's here, what she wants. They really need to talk about what this means.
She opens her eyes and sees him looking at her. She smiles and touches his arm with her hand. "Hi."
"Hi."
He sits up, sighing as he rubs his temples. "Becca, I'm not sure this was a good idea. Snoots is upset." Realizing how ridiculous that sounds, he adds, "He's used to sleeping on the bed now. Dogs like routines, especially shepherds. He thinks he's being punished and he hasn't done anything wrong."
She rolls over on her side, resting on one elbow. There is worry on her face. "I don't want to come between you and your dog, Cory. I guess I thought we were more important."
"I don't know what we are right now."
"I have feelings for you. It's why I'm here. Don't you see that?" There is hurt defiance in her eyes.
He sighs. "I'm not sure what I see. But, I've got a lot on my mind these days."
I told you I don't want to interfere."
"I'm not going to be around much, I'll be coming in late."
"Are you seeing someone?" There is shocked outrage in her voice.
"What if I am?" he retorts sharply.
Her question is preposterous under the circumstances.
She covers her face and starts to cry.
He heaves himself backward against his pillow in frustration. "Becca, Since the day you returned my key you've maintained complete radio silence with me. Except for one random encounter at Medicis. I mean, what are we doing in bed right now?"
"I wanted to call and explain things."
"Explain what? It's pretty simple isn't it? You left me for him."
"Derek is a shit!"
Hearing that name, he feels a rush of jealousy. He looks at her, her head is still bowed. He touches her hair with his hand. "Look, if it matters, I'm not seeing anyone right now. But I've got some research I'm in the middle of and I need to stay focused. And I just can't talk about it. That's all."
She looks up at him and puts her arms around him, then presses her head against his neck. "I won't disturb your work. And I won't ask you anything about your...experiments. You're so brilliant, Cory. I've missed the things you used to talk to me about, your ideas."
This remark strikes a note in his heart. He had come to believe she was bored by his geeky ways, his insatiable curiosity about the world. Was he wrong?
He looks at her, pushing her hair away from her face, letting his hand slide down through the long, soft tresses.
"Do you still love me at all?" she whispers tentatively, hopefully.
He answers her with a deep kiss, laying her back against the pillows.
Cory volunteers to drive Becca over to Derek's, ready for whatever might unfold, but she assures him that Muffy can help her and that Derek is away, so there won't be any awkwardness.
Cory takes Snoots up to Rob's for another training session.
Rob looks a little bleary-eyed as he wires a black sneaker. He laughs off Cory's inquiries about the party. "Tanya's an old friend from college. She was pretty wild then. Hasn't changed much."
As Cory begins working with Snoots, he realizes his reconnection with Becca has caused a setback for the dog. Today, Snoots has reverted to just touching, not pressing, and he doesn't eat his breakfast. Cory confides in Rob about the change in Snoots' bed status.
"Could he sleep at the end of the bed?"
Cory shakes his head. "He wants his spot, it's where she is now. It feels like a major demotion to him in the pack. Everything I shouldn't be doing just now."
"Can you explain to her why Snoots has, certain needs, right now?"
"If I explain about Snoots, I reveal everything."
Rob sets down the sneaker, now fully wired. "He could sleep here on my bed. Just until the tasting."
Cory ponders this idea amid feelings of jealousy. "That might work. It's me he needs to be bonding with, but maybe it would be better to have him here, being number two, and not always being number three with me."
"So Becca's really back in the picture?"
Cory sighs, looking his friend in the eyes. "I don't know, Rob. I feel like I'm in the spin cycle in a centrifuge. I've just got to get through the next two weeks."
Chapter Twenty-Six
That night Cory and Rob lie on Rob's bed and pet Snoots, who is stretched out between them. They chat casually until the dog's eyes close, then Cory gets up quietly while Rob continues petting Snoots.
The dog immediately shoots his head up to see what Cory is up to. Observing his master's nonchalant behavior, Snoots lowers his head again, enjoying the bed and Rob's petting.
Cory, already missing his dog, descends the outside stairway over the garage, hoping this strategy will work.
The moping stops and, with persistence, Cory gets Snoots' nose-pressing behavior back on track. They scale up to ten wired samples on each sneaker and Snoots has no trouble working with more samples. Most importantly, the frequency with which he activates circuits for his matches continues to trend higher. Cory takes long walks with the dog, and praises him, playing catch-and-hold in the park.
Becca doesn't spend much time at his house and she has only brought two small bags of clothing with her. She's somewhat vague about her activities with job hunting and iPhlox, but Cory is too tired and too distracted to dwell on these unresolved issues. She seems happy to see him when he returns late in the evening and he interprets that as an encouraging sign. They spend most of their time together in bed.
Thursday night Cory and Rob go over to Dawn's house for yet another new training venue for Snoots. Cory's confidence with the sneakers is growing; the dog is regularly and accurately indicating his wine matches via pressing behavior now. He's also adapted to receiving delayed rewards for his matches, because Cory won't be able to feed him treats during the blind tasting at Trella.
Cory is less certain that Snoots will behave convincingly as a seeing-eye dog.
As he works through a set of red wines in Dawn's kitchen, his cellphone rings. He asks Rob to answer it, because he doesn't want to interrupt the training session.
Rob fetches the phone off the kitchen table. "Cory's answering service."
"Rob, is that you?" Dawn laughs on the other end of the line.
"Yeah. We're over at your place right now. You coming home tonight?"
"I am. I actually need something though, if you wouldn't mind getting it?"
"No problem."
"I need a phone number, it's hand-written on the cover of a journal. I think it's in my bedroom. There's a stack of proceedings on the little table in there, if you could look through them. I think the number is on one of those."
Rob walks from the kitchen into Dawn's bedroom, cellphone in hand. The hardwood bed has an elaborate headboard and expensive white linens covering it and there is a matching vanity with several bottles of perfume, a contact lens case and a photograph of Dawn and an older man. She's smiling in the picture and the man's arm is around her.
Rob's heart sinks -- is this the doctor-boyfriend she mentioned at Cory's birthday party? Jealously, he inspects the photograph more closely and suddenly recognizes the family resemblance, the same dark hair and keenly intelligent blue eyes. That man must be her father!
Rob is surprised at his own reaction to this realization: relief and a strange, projected camaraderie infused with competitiveness toward the man in the photo.
He sees the stack of technical papers on the vanity. There's a hairbrush resting on top of them and there is a light-gray tee shirt tossed across the chair in front of the vanity.
He sets the hairbrush aside and picks up the stack of papers, holding the phone against his ear. "I found the papers and I'm going through them. Okay, here's a phone number written on the International Proceedings of Molecular and Cellular Biology."
"That's it."
He reads the number to her.
"Thanks, Rob."
"Anytime. Is it for a secret biological weapons facility?"
She laughs. "It's a number my colleague Pete gave me where he's staying at a conference. He's not answering his cell and I need to ask him something. I'll be home in half an hour, if you guys are still there."
"Core's deep into training right now. We'll probably still be around."
With the call ended, Rob lingers a moment in the room, experiencing the guilt of an intruder, even though she asked him to come here. He returns to the kitchen and orders a large pizza.
When Dawn arrives, they are taking a break from the training and Snoots bounds up to her.
She puts her face close to his for a dog kiss. She's wearing clean room garb and she looks tired. "God, what a day! Is there anything to drink?"
"I brought beer," Rob tells her.
She smiles, a little dazed. "And hot pizza. How's the finger ballet going?"
"How am I doing with the glasses, Rob?"
"Maybe get a little more into sniffing the wine, focus on the glass, while your other hand is down with Snoots. But it's pretty solid."
Rob gets a beer from the refrigerator, opens it and hands it to Dawn.
This earns him an angelic smile. He has seen other smiles that she bestows in various circumstances; they are often laced with traces of sarcasm or cynicism. The angelic smile is new and she is radiantly beautiful in its light.
It fades all too soon, and she replaces it with a more cynical expression directed at Cory. "How's everything going?"
"Okay." He sighs. "I'm thinking I should let Becca in on this. The blog, what we're up to."
"What can she possibly contribute at this point?" Dawn takes a long drink from her beer.
"What do I tell her next week when we head up to Napa?"
"Why tell her anything?"
"Because she's sort of living with me now."
Dawn puts her beer down, and looks straight at him. "Living with you? She shows up, what, six days ago? Cory, has it never occurred to you that she's just using you?"
Cory looks down, shaking his head. "Okay, just forget it."
"No! You brought it up. She blows you off with no warning, poof! Until her philandering boyfriend replaces her with his latest bimbo de jour. Now she needs an extreme makeover for her self-esteem and comes around to jerk your chain again."
Cory presses his forehead into his hands. "Dawn, will you just stop it? Please? You don't know how it's been. How she's been."
She shakes her head vehemently. "I'm sorry, but she's a complete narcissist. She's really, really bad news. Wake up, Cory!"
Cory slams the kitchen table with the side of his fist.
"God!" Dawn emits the word as a semi-scream and storms out of her kitchen, throwing herself on the couch.
Snoots curls up in the corner with his tail tucked under his back legs, miserably watching his pack embroiled in conflict.
Cory leans back forcefully in his chair, looking up at the ceiling. "Maybe we should forget the tasting, the blog, this whole fucking thing."
"Fine with me," Dawn rejoins in a lower, still angry, tone.
Rob squats down by Snoots and strokes him, trying to reassure him. "What would you do, boy?" he asks the dog, hoping this will lighten up the current mood in Dawn's house.
The dog looks at him with large, concerned eyes.
Rob continues. "Look how hard this guy's been working, he's done everything you asked of him, Core. Pretty amazing."
"Yeah, it really is," Cory replies softly.
Rob ventures farther. "Maybe tell Becca after the tasting. We need to focus right now. If she's curious about next Saturday, I can come up with a good story."
He sounds so reasonable. Dawn is suddenly exhausted and she doesn't want to fight with Cory, of all people. She gets up from the couch and walks back to the kitchen.
Standing behind Cory's chair, she bends forward and wraps her arms around him in a hug, pressing her cheek against his. "Peace?"
He gives a long, deep sigh and puts an arm up around her head. "I know you're just looking out for me.”
"You've got that right."
Rob feels a shot of happiness tinged with envy because he's not the one in the chair.
They finish the pizza and Cory conducts one more training session.
Dawn lies back down on her couch with the intention of observing Cory's 'finger ballet' from a distance. Within two minutes she's sound asleep.
After completing the session, which Rob judges a success, he and Cory decide to head home with Snoots, who is continuing to spend his nights with Rob.
Before they go, Rob fetches a white crocheted afghan he noticed on Dawn's bed and drapes it protectively over her on the couch. Asleep, the light bone structure of her body suggests delicacy, vulnerability. Awake, it is animated by a forceful intelligence that is commanding, sometimes intimidating.
He thinks she is the most incredible and daunting woman he's ever known.
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Los Altos. Saturday morning, two days after their brief fight, Cory and Dawn are walking Snoots in a park. Cory, wearing his wired sunglasses for practice, has Snoots in a seeing-eye harness. Dawn is along for moral support on this first public outing of Cory as a blind man. They chose this park, away from his regular dog-walking routes, to avoid encounters with familiar dog walkers and neighbors.
Snoots pulls abruptly on his harness to sniff under a tree and Cory stumbles, barely catching himself. "Bad dog! Sit!"
Snoots crouches tentatively, not quite resting his behind on the ground. He gives Cory a mildly defiant look.
Cory shakes his head unhappily. "He hates wearing this thing. It's a form of submission. I can't get him to stop pulling me and approaching people. He's not convincing."
"It makes him more nervous when you get excited." Dawn smiles at him. "Remember, your story is he's new. You gave up your cane and got a dog for the companionship. And it's more sporty. You're a sporty kind of blind guy."
He grimaces. "I'm not sporty. I'm not blind. I feel like a con man. A grifter."
"You can do this! You've done the hardest part. You've got Snoots working those sneakers. My god. And the improvised wiring? You're a wizard."
"Actually, Rob wired all the sneakers, I only wired one pair of sunglasses. He must be an awesome mechanic."
The mention of Rob pleases her. She pictures his hands, strong and clean. She likes to imagine that he was the one who covered her with the afghan, but believes it was probably Cory who did it.
An attractive blonde in pastel jogging clothes approaches them on the path. She's walking an apricot-colored labradoodle on a leash.
The labradoodle gives play signals to Snoots by placing her front paws down and raising up her behind.
Snoots shows interest, pulling forward to touch noses with the labradoodle, his tail high and wagging, not held in the low, relaxed posture of a seeing-eye dog on duty.
"Molly, no!" the woman pleads, flustered by her dog's interaction with a service dog on duty. She turns an embarrassed face to Dawn. "I am so sorry. She's a labradoodle and they're just so frisky. She's very sweet, but I'm so sorry."
The woman tries unsuccessfully to pull Molly away as Snoots puts his head over Molly's shoulder in a male-dominant gesture. Molly likes this and submits, turning so that Snoots can mount her, which he starts to do.
Cory pulls back on him, trying to maintain the composure of someone who cannot visually assess the situation.
Desperately the woman fumbles for a dog treat in her NorthFace fanny pack. As Molly takes the treat, the woman, now deeply humiliated, grabs Molly's collar and drags her away.
Snoots tugs on his leash wanting to pursue Molly, his tail still high and wagging. Molly twists around for another look.
"Molly, leave it! Leave it!" The woman twists around, too. "I really am so sorry!"
Cory smiles. "It's okay. He's new. I'm training him and we've just started."
The woman beams at him. "That's so wonderful! I mean that's really great what these dogs can do, isn't it. Molly! Let's go Molly! Good luck with him. And have a really great day."
Dawn waves cheerfully while Cory continues to stare straight ahead, mindful of his current persona.
The woman hurries away with Molly, who is now on a very short leash.
Dawn turns to Cory with an approving smile. "That was good. You're convincing, you're getting the body language down."
"I've got to get Snoots down. He can't do this stuff at the tasting and I've only got a week left."
She squeezes his arm in affection. "Look, you handled him really well just now. Your instinct was to keep in character. Admit it, you like this edgy stuff. It's why you aren't writing apps for, what was that place, OpenPiles?"
He laughs. "OpenPhiles. I may come to regret that decision."
Cory drops Dawn by her lab before driving home. Snoots is happy to be out of the harness, riding shotgun in Cory's black Honda. The precious wired glasses are now safely stashed in the glove compartment and Cory has donned his regular, aviator-style shades.
He feels an acute need for some down time from the training right now. If Becca isn't home, he'll call her, meet her somewhere. Just go somewhere for a few hours, the two of them.
As he pulls up to the house, he sees Becca leaning against a flashy blue sports car. A Ferarri. There's a guy leaning against it. Derek Hammond. They are deep in conversation and haven't yet noticed Cory's car.
Cory watches Becca's face; her hair is pulled to one side in a long ponytail, her graceful arms, bare, are folded in front of her, her head is bowed forward a little as she listens to something Derek is saying.
Cory gets out of his car, feeling a mixture of curiosity and resentment. He lets Snoots out the passenger side.
Derek and Becca now look up and notice Cory and the dog.
Snoots trots toward them, tail high, the hair on his back standing up. He approaches Derek with a woo-woo-woo bark; he doesn't yet know if this stranger is friend or foe, and the dog needs to assert his own dominance of his home turf.
Derek puts his hand out toward Snoots; his eyes are warily observing the dog, but his smile is broad and confident. "Hey there, boy."
Snoots sniffs the outstretched hand tentatively, but snaps his head away when Derek tries to pet him. More woo-woo-woos.
"Come here, Snoots," Cory commands.
Snoots returns to his master’s side, still facing the stranger, tail and back hair still up, ears cocked forward, panting lightly. Just enough to display his rows of ivory fangs.
Becca made brief, noncommittal eye contact with Cory during Snoots' encounter with Derek. Now she turns and walks back to the house and goes inside.
Cory looks at Derek without coming closer. Derek smiles at him and extends a hand toward him, while continuing to lean against his blue Spyder F430.
Cory would need to take a couple of steps toward him to shake the hand. He doesn't do this. Instead, he shakes his head casually. "Is there something I can help you with?"
Derek, dressed in a brown designer hoodie, keeps his cool. The smile stays put. He folds his arms across his chest and directs his eyes toward the house. "I was sort of in the middle of talking to Becca." He adds, as if to explain, "iPhlox stuff."
"She seems to be finished with the conversation. Maybe you should go."
Cory is surprised at his own words, but he knows he means them.
Derek continues smiling. "Listen, I'm sorry if I've intruded here. But, she and I haven't really finished our conversation."
"I'm aware of what's happened, what you've put her through." Cory feels a flush of anger begin to circulate through his body. "It really would be best if you left now."
He is beginning to wonder whether he'll need to punch the guy. It's a strange thought, but a compelling one.
Rob, just coming out of his apartment above the garage, sees Cory talking to a guy in a brown hoodie. Then Rob recognizes the blue Spyder and quickly concludes who the guy is. And what's happening down there.
He descends the stairs quietly and approaches them casually, but his male instincts are on full alert. Rob folds his arms across his chest; his strong arm muscles evident in his T-shirt. He gives Derek a casual nod, but it's his eyes that deliver his message: I'll back him. Keep that in mind.
Derek shakes his head, arms still crossed. "Hey guys, I'm really trying to be friendly here."
"Why?" Cory asks, now locked into a stare with Derek.
Rob observes that Cory has balled his hands into fists at his side. Rob is suddenly worried what Snoots might do if Cory decides to take a swing at the guy. Especially if the guy swings back. There's a ridge of fur standing up along the dog's back. Bad headlines run through his brain: Stanford Ph.D. in jail for assault, judge orders dog destroyed after man's mauling. He's got to diffuse this if he can.
Rob shrugs at Derek. "Look, man, she's not even here." He sweeps his hand through the air to show the lack of Becca. "I'd take that as a hint."
The front door of Cory's house opens and Becca comes out. She's carrying her two overnight bags, the only items she's kept here the past week. She feels three sets of male eyes watching her, knowing she is at the center of this drama.
She stops in front of Cory and smiles at him. "I left the key on the kitchen counter." She wants to touch his arm, but doesn't dare. "Cory? Thanks for everything. I really mean it."
Without another look or word, she lets Derek open the door of the blue Spyder for her, and slides in.
Derek gives a self-deprecating shrug and smiles at Cory and Rob. He's won and he can afford to be generous. "Have a good one, guys."
He gets in his car, revs the Ferrari's engine to underscore the power beneath its hood, then peels the car smartly into the street. With Becca.
Cory stands there, saying nothing, watching the Ferrari disappear around a corner.
Rob would have preferred a bucket of boiling water thrown over his own head instead of witnessing what his buddy has just been dealt. He squats and pets Snoots, ruffling his fur. "Hey, boy!" It's all he can think of, and there's a catch in his throat when he says it.
Cory turns to him, his voice robotic. "I should do some more training this afternoon. We've only got a week."
"Sure, Core. Want to play a little pool first? Or if you want, I finally broke down and bought Grand Theft Auto Four. It's pretty awesome."
"Sure," Cory replies almost inaudibly.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
CA-29, Napa Valley. It's two hours since they left Cory's house in Menlo Park. There was heavy traffic on I-80, but the urban spread of the Bay Area has now given way to vineyards stretching across a wide valley, with a mountain range flanking either side.
They continue to follow a parade of cars through the wine country; it's a Saturday in July and the tasting rooms are open, accommodating the hordes of weekend visitors from San Francisco and elsewhere.
Dawn is sandwiched next to Snoots in the back of Rob's Mazda, Earlier, the dog tried to put his head in her lap, but she didn't want his moist canine snout resting on her stylish black pants today. So he'd turned around and reoriented himself, thrusting his back legs up against her, taking up two-thirds of the back seat.
From her back-seat vantage point, Dawn admires Rob's well-toned triceps below the short sleeves of his black polo shirt. His strong hands hold the sporty steering wheel with a comfortable, easy expertise.
Privately, she worries about Cory and what he's got to face today. Is he really up for this? When she saw him this morning, she kiddingly told him he'd achieved the look of a pretentious young humanities professor with his duck tail, trimmed beard and chambray shirt. Normally, such teasing would make him laugh. But not today. Seeing his wan smile at her remark she realized just how physically exhausted and emotionally burned out he really is.
"So where's our turn?" Rob asks.
Cory checks his iPhone and locates the small blue dot that indicates their GPS-tracked current position on the map. "It's coming up in about twelve miles. Dwyer Road."
"Maybe we should start putting the samples in your shoes," Dawn advises. "We'll be there in less than half an hour. You don't want to be doing this in the parking lot of the winery."
"Good point." Cory removes his wired dark glasses and puts them carefully into the breast pocket of his shirt, which they barely fit into. Then he unties his right sneaker, currently in sleep mode, and puts it in his lap. He opens the glove compartment and withdraws a plastic tackle box and passes it back to Dawn.
She opens it and unfolds a paper schematic which maps where each of the twenty wine samples are to be placed on Cory's two shoes. If Snoots selects a spot on the sneaker and activates the underlying circuit, text associated with a specific wine will appear inside the dark glasses. Each text is already linked to a specific switch in each shoe, so the correct wine drop must be placed where its corresponding switch is located. Mixing up samples and circuits would be a disaster at this point.
Dawn studies the diagram and selects one of the twenty small labeled vials of red wine that are inside the box. She picks up a package of Q-Tips from the box and pulls one out.
Snoots lifts his head slightly to survey this new activity, decides it's fine, and lowers his head back down.
She opens the vial and gently swirls the end of her Q-Tip in it. "Okay, here's Dark Moon 2005. Rob, can you watch the bumps in the road while we're doing this?"
"I can try," he says, slightly releasing the gas peddle and downshifting, "but there's a Beamer up my tailpipe right now." Rob laughs derisively. "Why is it always Beamers?"
Cory takes the wine-soaked Q-Tip between two fingers of his left hand. "So, where does this go?"
Dawn rechecks the diagram to verify the intended location of the sample. "For the right shoe, the Dark Moon pinot noir is the far left lower level, due west on the shoe, if the toe points north."
Cory puts his right hand inside the sneaker and gently touches the small round sensor secured at the leftmost lower-level position. He holds the Q-Tip with two fingers while he establishes the outside location with his right thumb, then carefully dabs the sneaker with the Q-Tip, just above the left-most, lower-level sensor.
The tiny wine stain is not visible on the black high top sneaker. They've tested how long Snoots can pick up the scents and Dawn is confident that three hours is probably a solid window for the chemical viability of the shoe samples.
It's one-fifteen now. They should be at the winery in another fifteen minutes or so. The tasting supposedly starts around two. That's well within the window of three hours. If Snoots performs today, the dog will make his choices quickly, within seconds. Cory will then have to gauge the other wine tasters, wait for their comments, take his own time.
Tasting and critiquing five wines shouldn't take more than an hour or hour and a half. Well within the timeframe of scent viability for Snoots. Unless. Unless there are details he's overlooked.
Rob sees the sign for their turnoff, slows the Mazda down and turns off the highway onto a smaller gravel road. Vineyards line both sides of the road as far as the eye can see, and although they are elegantly well-tended, the setting is definitely agricultural.
Cory feels a shot of adrenalin, but keeps applying drops of wine to the right shoe according to Dawn's instructions. He finishes the right sneaker. Time for the left.
As Cory applies the last dab of wine to the left sneaker, Rob is stopped at an intersection of dirt roads. "Which way, boss? Follow the balloons?"
Cory glances at his iPhone, then at the green and gold balloons tied to a post. "Yeah."
The Mazda makes two more turns through country lanes, now lined with oaks. There are no signs at the intersections, just green and gold balloons, but the little blue GPS-driven dot on Cory's iPhone map continues to approach the red-flagged endpoint of the digitally-displayed route.
Cory puts his dark glasses back on and performs a battery test: he slides a tiny switch on the inside of the right earpiece. A tiny red LED on the inside of the glasses' nose bridge lights up, indicating battery power. He switches it back off and looks at Rob. "You remembered the extra batteries, right?"
"Don't stress, Core. The gear is good." Rob pats his jeans pocket.
"Just keep Snootsy calm. That's the most important thing. So he can do his job." Dawn thinks a pep talk about now is just what Cory needs.
"What do I do if he just doesn't perform, Dawn? At all. What if he doesn't actually detect any matches to these samples?"
"Then you'll have to wing it. You do know a fair bit about wine," she replies.
"Not the way Snoots knows it."
She smiles. "Okay, so let's establish the protocol that, if you're toast, you give me some pre-agreed signal and I'll pretend to faint. I could be your fiancée and now you've got a reasonable exit. You can't concentrate on wine while your beloved is possibly dying. People will relate to that."
Cory laughs grimly. "Better stick with molecular biology."
"Well! You should know I played Cleopatra in a school play in tenth grade."
Rob shakes his head. "Geez, where did you go to high school?"
"Okay, it was a snooty private academy."
"What if someone recognizes me? People from the Bay Area will be there."
Dawn sighs. "Cory, you're not that famous yet. And if someone does, you'll just have to be your own twin. The other brother from Ohio who majored in wine, and lost his sight through sinful living."
"And if they recognize Snoots?"
"He's a clone. I'll claim responsibility." Her jesting has no effect on him. More seriously, she adds. "Snoots will broadcast 'service dog' in that harness, he'll be just another working-stiff shepherd. People are going to give you major sympathy points when they see him."
She leans forward to scrutinize his face better. "And your beard is actually a good camouflage, I'm not sure I'd recognize you in a restaurant with it, your hair and those glasses. You don't look much like yourself today, if that's any comfort." She smiles wickedly at him. "You definitely look at least thirty."
A wrought-iron gate flanked by massive granite posts connected by a graceful arch comes into view ahead. The gate is open, and carved into the granite arch overhead are the words 'Trella Winery'.
Rob turns into the elegant drive of crushed rock and proceeds up a hill lined with tall, Italian conifers.
They arrive at a spacious circular driveway landscaped with immaculate shrubs, brilliant flowers and potted plants in giant terra cotta urns. Two dozen cars are parked in a shaded parking area off to one side, mostly sports cars and high-end SUVs.
Rob notices a black Ferrari with the vanity plate, 2RAVENS, and points it out, while he looks for a parking spot. "Guess we know whose car that is. Hey, there's a really old Lotus. Looks in great shape."
He points to a low-slung, canary-yellow two-seater parked in the shade of one of the tall old trees. Rob rolls into his spot and cuts the engine.
Cory picks up the seeing-eye harness at his feet and opens the car door.
Rob quickly tells him, "Wait until I come around and help you put the harness on Snoots. You need to look a little disoriented."
Cory nods, gets out of the car and stands, waiting for Rob, who comes around and moves him away from the car. Rob then offers Dawn a hand.
She shimmies out of the back seat and stretches, shaking her hair to smooth it. She puts on a black jacket which goes with her black pants; it has a flared waist and one flirty button at the back. She hopes the outfit and her dark-framed glasses will add some gravitas to their presence here among the winerati.
Snoots jumps out, eager to explore the new surroundings.
Dawn holds him by his collar while Rob slips on the seeing eye harness. The dog fidgets, but finally Rob hands the harness handle to Cory. "He's all yours."
Dawn takes Cory's arm. "Want me to walk with you a little to let him burn off some steam before we go in? I don't think he should mark these fancy bushes right here, maybe back down the driveway is a better place."
Cory takes a deep breath and lets it out. "Yeah. Let's do that."
The three of them walk along the edge of the drive, letting Snoots mark a couple of the Italian conifers. He's energized by all the exciting scents of this new place, his tail high, his nose snuffling deeply in the grass.
A classic white Jaguar convertible approaches them, coming up the drive. It's driven by a flashy blonde in a blue beret. She eyes them with curiosity, but overlays that with a smile that conveys: hey, we're all wine lovers, right?
They turn and walk back toward the parking area. They cross a wide flagstone walkway in front of the gracious stucco winery and look up at its red-tiled roof and the stone steps that lead up to the building's entrance.
Through his dark glasses, Cory can see that the massive carved wooden doors of the entrance are ajar, allowing the sounds of music and conversation to float out into the afternoon air. Water splashes pleasingly down the ornate tiers of a tall granite fountain at the base of the stone steps and Cory now spots a tree-lined path that continues up the hill beyond the building. He reminds himself that the guy he is playing today can't know any of these visual details.
Dawn points to an artistically-rendered wooden sign near the fountain that bears the family insignia found on every bottle of Trella's famous wines, a beautiful green and gold rooster. Today the sign is also sporting green and gold balloons.
Cory pauses at the foot of the steps, pulling back on Snoots, who is eager to ascend them. "Let's do it," he sighs under his breath.
Rob smiles at him. "Show time."
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Trella Tasting Room. Toby Rovati is standing along the long side of an L-shaped bar, chatting with Joe Trella and the two invited wine masters, who are sitting on bar stools.
The high-ceilinged interior of the tasting room is bathed in golden afternoon light, flooding through picture windows and the open doors.
Along the shorter end of the L-shaped bar are three sets of five wine glasses and three stainless steel buckets. There are also five opened bottles of wine wrapped in plain brown paper.
Two black-clad servers with trays dart quietly around the room offering small glasses of perfectly chilled Trella sauvignon blanc to the guests, who have each paid one hundred and seventy five dollars to attend this scholarship fundraiser. Couples in dressy-casual attire mill about, sipping their wine and swirling it over their tongues.
"You have to wonder what these new patent filings mean in terms of the direction they'll be taking with digital media over netbooks and smart phones." This comment is made by one of two entrepreneurs who have flown their plane up for the weekend. Both men are in their thirties, dressed in expensive Italian shirts and dockers, and are currently at the center of a small cluster of people. Their plane is parked at the local airport.
In another small cluster, a suntanned woman in white silk pants is holding the attention of several other chic ladies. The tanned woman's thick blonde hair is pulled straight back into a classic pony tail. Her laughter is assertive, socially polished. "He's just opened a second spa in Santa Barbara. You must absolutely try the coca-leaf body mask."
Figures appear in the doorway of the tasting room; it's Rob followed by Dawn, and then Snoots in his harness who is leading Cory, now in deep cover as a blind man with near extra-sensory wine-tasting abilities.
The guests direct their attention toward the striking foursome. Toby recognizes Rob and Dawn immediately. He looks at Joe and gestures to the new arrivals and he and Joe walk over to greet them.
Snoots leans his head forward eagerly, tail high, sniffing Toby. Dawn rests her hand firmly on the dog's head to control him. She's trying to be nonchalant, but Snoots is a wiggling mass of excited dog flesh.
Toby and Joe see the harness, the glasses, and without broadcasting surprise on their faces, reach the obvious conclusion -- the Taster is blind.
Toby smiles at Dawn, extending his hand. "Hello again."
He then offers his hand to Cory, who looks straight ahead and does not shake until Toby has made actual contact with his hand. "Toby Rovati. Two Ravens."
"Hey. I really like your '07 Fire Lake and '07 Love Child."
Toby smiles broadly. "Greatly appreciated. Let me introduce you to the man behind the event today, and the owner of this magnificent winery, Joe Trella."
Joe shakes Cory's hand firmly, looking straight at the impenetrable dark glasses. "Welcome to Trella family winery. I hope today will be a fun event for all of us. Denis and Julie from the Association of California Wine Masters are here and they are so interested to meet you."
Snoots pulls forward eagerly, wanting to inspect more of the crowd. Dawn takes his collar again to slow him down a little. He's looking right and left with a happy dog grin. It's his lab breed coming through at the moment -- a party!
Cory, from behind the protective concealment of his dark glasses, can see the surprised looks of the people near him.
"I'm still training him. He's excited to be in a crowd," he explains, hoping the dog will settle down soon.
Joe nods empathetically. "Anything we can do to help, please let me know." He leads Cory by the elbow to the wine masters.
The male wine master is late forties, somewhat stout and jovial-faced. His dark hair and goatee are combed neatly and he wears no tie with his casual sports jacket and slacks. He clasps Cory's hand firmly. "So, the Taster behind Blind Tasting. Denis Stafford."
Snoots pushes his nose between Denis's legs for attention, which startles him, but he smiles pleasantly at the dog. "Well, my friend, hello to you, too."
He reaches down to pet Snoots briefly, then turns back to Cory. "Let me introduce my colleague, Julie Laroche."
Julie turns her face toward Cory, her green eyes curious and intelligent. Her shoulder-length light red hair is stylishly layered with sweeping bangs that partly conceal dark brows. Her black clothing has a French flair, a tapered blouse and capri-style jeans.
Cory is startled by how young she seems compared to Denis. Probably not even thirty.
"What gave you the idea for your blog?" she asks Cory. "Those types of matches you are making. It's an unusual slant, gutsy."
Cory smiles self-effacingly. "'Gutsy' is one word for it. I can think of others."
She laughs. "Well, you seem to be doing well. Leonard is not easily impressed."
He bows his head deferentially. "My tastings focus on California wineries predominately. I have a lot of exposure to them."
"What about French?" she asks, crossing her legs. Cory covertly notices her shapely feet clad in dark-red sling-back heels.
"Only indirectly through Paso Robles."
"Paso Robles is hardly Bordeaux." She's more serious now.
Cory is beginning to stress. He's feeling both wired and exhausted. He's got to stay focused for the next couple of hours.
"You're right. But some of the vintners in Paso Robles are from France. They're experimenting with French styles."
He wonders if he said that too aggressively. Don't antagonize these wine judges.
Her response is a little more gentle. "Yes, they've nicknamed it 'Pareaux' to rhyme with 'Bordeaux'.'"
"Is your interest more in French wine than in Californian?" Cory asks her. He wants to know something about the wine masters he's about to go up against. Just in case Snoots fails to perform in this setting.
"France is where I got most of my training. I was married to a grower and winemaker in Bordeaux."
He notes her use of the past tense.
Denis touches his arm. "Joe is making motions that we should be starting." Denis leads Cory to the far end of the bar where the bottles wrapped in plain paper are ready and waiting.
Cory sits down on a stool and encourages Snoots to sit. He has forgotten to switch on the batteries!
One of the black-clad assistants is standing behind the bar, looking at him. "I'll be pouring for you. I'll be happy to hand you each glass."
His heart is racing. He's got to activate his shoes and his glasses. He speaks to the assistant in a calm voice that belies his internal state. "If you just pour, I'll find them. But thanks."
He commands Snoots to lie down as he casually touches his hand to his temple, rubbing it slightly. He finds the little switch and pushes it on, the reassuring red LED is glowing.
Snoots is still sitting, looking around the room, panting lightly. He yawns, and abruptly lies down, but his tail is pointing toward Cory's feet.
This won't work. Cory feels his heart pounding in his throat.
He nudges the dog up with his left sneaker, reaching down as he does so, and quickly locates the switch inside the shoe. A tiny blue light pulses in the glasses -- one bluetooth connection established. Snoots circles around and settles back down with his nose pointing toward Cory.
Cory wonders what his pulse rate is right now. He leans over, on the pretext of arranging the harness on his dog, and touches inside his right shoe and the second blue light pulses on. Okay. Rob was damn good with the electronics. James Bond grade.
"Everything okay?"
Cory is suddenly aware that Denis is speaking to him.
"Yeah, thanks. I just had to get my dog settled. He's learning what different...positions mean."
The tinkling of a spoon on a glass is heard and conversation in the room ceases. Joe is standing behind the bar facing the assembled crowd. He loves holding court in his winery.
"So, welcome everyone. It's a pleasure to have you all here for this festive, worthwhile, and I hope, extraordinary event. All of you here love wine. That's why you came." He pauses, making a small, mischievous shrug. "Unless perhaps you were hoping to impress a date."
The humor works. There is appreciative laughter. He's on a roll now.
"Wine lovers are adventurous types I find. You like to explore. So today we are going to explore what I think is an interesting and complex landscape of vintages. All of you will be tasters today. We've set up tables, each with a different flight of bottles. You will all have the chance to sample and judge these flights, and, ready for the challenge? See whether you can identify the varietal, the region, the winery, and if you are really good, the vintage. The taster with the most correct guesses will receive a magnum of Trella's 2004 Golden Vale GSM."
There are appreciative murmurs and bright applause. That is a three-hundred-dollar bottle of wine. Joe nods his acknowledgment. "It won't be easy, but it'll be fun. But before we begin, we'll have a chance to see how the pros do it. We are honored to have two distinguished members of the Association of California Wine Masters with us today, Denis Stafford and Julie Laroche."
More applause as Joe points out the two wine masters. "I've known Denis for years and had the pleasure of meeting Julie last fall at the California International Wine Expo. Julie has deep ties to the Bordeaux region of France, but we won't hold it against her."
Laughter. Joe now looks at Cory. "And as a special treat, we have with us today, the mystery man behind Blind Tasting, the new Bay Area blog that's been attracting so much attention." Joe smiles. “Including the attention of Leonard Pillar."
More applause. Joe nods his head in affirmation and continues, "It's with great personal pleasure that I'd like to introduce The Taster."
Enthusiastic applause. Cory looks in the direction of the crowd and nods. He feels as though he's downed four double shots of espresso. The attendant begins to pour the wines into the glasses in front of him.
Joe continues. "We'll be pouring some special vintages for these folks, and they'll be sharing their views. Watch and learn. I must point out that this type of blind tasting is extremely challenging and, because of that, rarely done. The only information our judges have been given is that these are red wines selected from Napa and Sonoma and all the vintages are from 2004 or later. Believe me, that leaves the field wide open. So, we should be especially impressed by the willingness of our experts today to put their talents to this test in such an open forum."
Big applause. Joe now extends his arm toward Toby. "Finally, I'd like to thank Toby Rovati of Two Ravens, my long-time friend and a rising star among Sonoma winemakers these days."
Toby smiles graciously at the applause. He appears suave, yet rustic, with his Mediterranean features and deep eyes. His green chambray shirt is becoming on him, setting off the olive tones of his skin. Skin burnished by countless hours under the Sonoma sun.
Joe looks out across the crowd, enjoying the moment. "Toby helped put together the wines for today's tasting. Please know that all proceeds from today's event will go to supporting our Scholarship Fund for Resilient Viticulture, which helps to ensure the continuation and thriving of our great winemaking traditions here in Napa. We are blessed with the natural qualities of this great valley and we feel a sense of pride and humility to be part of this special community."
More applause. Joe looks at the trio of wine tasters at the bar, their glasses now filled. "So without further ado, let our tasting begin. And let me invite you all to enjoy the buffet afterwards on the patio." Joe points to the french doors that open onto a spacious red-brick terrace. "Enjoy some excellent tapas from Chef Manny's kitchen at Lobo's."
There is loud applause and a few cheers. Joe magnanimously extends an arm in the direction of the tasters, and ducks out from behind the bar to join his guests, who have gathered in around the bar to watch.
Chapter Thirty
It's time. Carefully, Cory slides his left hand in front of the wine glasses, lightly touching the base of each one. He can see them, but this has to look real. When he reaches the leftmost glass, he moves his hand past it, then returns to it, picking it up and swirling the wine in it gently.
He brings the glass slowly to his nose and inhales, immediately realizing he likes the wine's bouquet. For one instant he forgets his nerves and the fakery of his persona and just enjoys the good wine in his glass. His mind snaps back to attention, realizing the performance has begun.
Julie is working the corresponding glass in her own set, swirling and sniffing. She takes a small taste and savors it. She spits the wine into the stainless bucket next to her.
She turns her head slightly to address the watching crowd. "There's a lot of red fruit, raspberry, cherry. This is a well-balanced pinot noir."
Julie jots down notes, picks up her second glass and swirls, tastes and spits. She nods. "A lot of tannin. A pleasant mouth." She takes a sip of water to cleanse her palate before proceeding to the third glass.
Denis takes a shot at the first wine they've all sampled. "A pinot noir from Sonoma, perhaps from Carneros." He tastes more, after spitting. "I won't guess the vintage just yet, but it's got the dense black cherry, excellent acidity of a first-rate pinot noir."
While the two wine masters report their initial impressions, Cory executes his first finger ballet in public. He slides his left hand up the bowl of the glass and lifts it, swirling more to let the wine just touch his left thumb. Then he raises his right hand in order to hold the glass with both hands. The left hand moves casually to his lap while the right hand keeps swirling the glass as he inhales the wine's nose in concentration. He finally tastes it as he waits for Snoots.
The dog sniffs the offered thumb, now mostly out of view with Cory’s left hand resting between his legs. Snoots hovers his snout over the left shoe, then the right shoe. He returns to the left one.
Cory feels light pressure on the ‘west side’ of the shoe. The little LCD inside his dark glasses is displaying text!
05 dk mn pinot-nr russ-r
He feels a rush of exhilaration, the thrill of invention, hard work and training coming together, yielding results. His thoughts come rapidly. It certainly tastes like a pinot noir, and Denis and Julie have already made that call. But Denis guessed Carneros. Cory remembers there is one other pinot noir sample on the right shoe and it's from Carneros in Sonoma. What is it? But Snoots would have picked that if Denis were on track. The wine he's swirling in his hand must be closer to Russian River vines. He trusts the dog's nose.
Should he go for it? It's not necessarily from Dark Moon, but he'll at least bring up their name.
"Yeah, it's certainly a Sonoma cool climate pinot noir, but I think it's from the Russian River. Almost surely 2005. Dark Moon comes to mind."
"Terrific call!" Joe didn't expect such a quick answer. He may as well reveal the wine, given Cory's answer. "The left-most glass does contain a Russian River '05 pinot noir, although it happens to be from Firelight, their north slope. But, those vineyards abut several blocks of Dark Moon's pinot noir."
There is spontaneous applause. Julie and Denis look at Cory in surprise.
Cory picks up the second glass of wine with his left hand. He swirls, aware that many eyes are watching him now. He'll let Denis and Julie offer their first impressions before he says anything. Assuming he has anything to say. After that first big success, he can probably get away with a bad call at this point.
It's his forefinger that picks up the sample drop this time. He repeats the hand switch and drops the left hand down casually, slowly, while his attention is fully focused on the glass of wine in his right hand.
Snoots, obscured by Cory's legs, sniffs the forefinger, reviews the sneakers, and returns to the right high top, pressing the center of the toe, upper level.
06 avatar cab-franc diam-mnt napa
Cory thrills to see the data on the LCD again. He suddenly realizes he's grinning and quickly drops into a more serious expression.
He takes a mouthful of the wine, savoring it slowly. They seem to be waiting for him to speak first this time. Fair enough.
"This is predominately cabernet franc. From Napa, I'm guessing the Diamond Mountain appellation."
He sips more in genuine admiration. "It's got kind of velvety red berry and spice, not a heavy wine, but it has a lot going on. This might be one of Avatar's '06 releases. If not, it's an '06 vintage of stature."
Joe looks expectantly at the two wine masters.
Denis offers his view. "I think it's more of a cabernet-sauvignon cabernet-franc blend, probably Knights Valley in Sonoma. It could be '06, but it might be '04."
Julie nods her agreement with Denis' call.
Joe smiles. "We'll split the difference. The wine in that glass is a Pavio from their Black Dove vineyard in Knight's Valley." Joe acknowledges Denis and Julie.
Joe turns to Cory. "But, it's one hundred percent cabernet franc and the vineyard produced less than 200 cases of the '06, which is indeed the vintage you're tasting."
Dawn has unconsciously taken hold of Rob's arm, gripping it tightly.
Toby, who situated himself near her when the tasting got underway, moves closer to her and confides in a low voice, "Your guy is pretty impressive."
"He has a great nose." She flashes a quick smile at Toby.
Cory picks up the third glass of wine. He repeats the protocol, feeling confident with it at this point.
This time it's the middle finger that Snoots sniffs, and finds another hit, due east on the right shoe, upper level:
04 trella dante-hl cab-sauv 98 pp
From his first sip he can tell this is an extraordinary cabernet-sauvignon, even without Snoots. It's superb. It has deep fruit, a sumptuous, full mouth, and a long, layered finish. It's the third wine in a lineup of five and it's likely Trella has included one of their own. Cory knows they excel at cabernets. The fourth and fifth wines are probably going to be heavier.
Why not go for it. He swirls more, and takes another taste. "This is a premier cabernet sauvignon."
Julie looks at him, rolling the wine over her tongue. "I agree. There's such concentration of fruit. Very likely Napa, single-sourced, perhaps the outstanding 2004 vintage."
Cory's competitive instinct kicks in. "I'm going to guess Trella's '04 Dante Hill limited production. Leonard Pillar gave it 98 points."
Joe gives a low gasp as he looks at Cory. "You absolutely nailed it. That is our 2004 Dante Hill in your third glass." The assembled crowd breaks into spontaneous applause.
Denis regards Cory with deepening interest. Denis thinks he himself would have made the call on the Trella wine. But not that fast.
Cory swirls the wine in his fourth glass, dipping and stealthily offering his left ring finger to Snoots. As he waits for the dog's response, he tastes the wine. A lot of dark young fruit, but strangely unbalanced, as though the layers of flavor had not assembled together quite. He waits for Snoots.
Nothing, the dog quits. No text.
Well, this one's off his map. Cory doesn't know what to make of it. He'll bide his time and wait to hear what the two wine masters say about it.
Denis muses over it. He has noted the Taster's silence. "This is a young wine. I'd place it in Sonoma, a young Alexander Valley syrah."
Julie nods. "Quite a young syrah. It has a ruggedness and power that show promise. I'd like to try it again in a year, to see how it develops."
Syrah? Maybe, but it's missing the richness that Cory associates with California syrahs. Would Joe Trella include some product from lesser vines, just to throw them off? He might do that. The two wine masters haven't said a lot about this wine, they both described it as young. Is that a tactful way for announcing there isn't much going on with the grapes in their glasses?
Cory realizes they are waiting for his call at this point and he's got to contribute something, not simply repeat Julie and Denis. He decides to say what he really thinks about the wine.
"I'm not getting much character in the mouth or the nose. I agree it's a young wine, but I don't think it will have much staying power. Some vintner's experimental cuvée. It's pretty ordinary in contrast to the three previous outstanding wines."
Toby, who has been listening to Cory's analysis intently, tightens his jaw.
Joe decides to say nothing at this point.
Cory takes a long sniff from his fifth and final glass while the little finger of his left hand makes its way, secretly, to the nose of Snoots.
The dog selects the northwest point on the right shoe, lower level, for activation:
07 a-croft zin rk-pile 96 pp
Yeah, it's a good zin all right. Cory decides to wait, let Julie or Denis speak first.
Julie offers her thoughts. "This is a premier Sonoma zinfandel. The peppery notes and smoky black raspberry in the nose, the developed glycerin, as you can see from the legs of this wine." She holds her glass up for the audience, and, perhaps remembering her ties to Bordeaux, she adds, "One of your California fruit bombs."
Denis swirls his fifth glass. "Yep. There's abundant fruit and structure in this zinfandel. This wine could evolve for another decade."
Cory knows he's on the homestretch now and he looks in the direction of the audience. "These are the grapes of Rockpile, vines so stressed by the poor soil they produce only small yields. But each grape is dense with the dark intense heat associated with fine zinfandels. This is probably the 2007 vintage. And the grapes were handled with respect by the hand of a master. If this isn't one of Alexa Croft's cult zins, then it's some new master we should be paying attention to."
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