[image: Rebase (Sample)]
Prologue: Two Notices
Companies, like geology, are mostly sediment.
The visible part, the part with the logo and the anniversary and the commemorative mugs, is a thin bright crust sitting on twenty-five years of compressed decisions, and the decisions do not go away just because nobody looks at them, they simply go down, layer under layer, each one made by a tired person on a deadline for reasons that were compelling at the time and are now recorded nowhere except in the shape of everything built on top of them. You can run a company for decades without ever once digging. Most companies do. Most companies are, in this one narrow sense, lucky.
In the last week of a wet January, in its twenty-fifth year, Pondlife Software Ltd received two notices, four days apart, and nobody in the building understood yet that they were the same notice.
The first arrived in a meeting, which is where notices go when they want to be celebrated. The steward trust’s board, which owned the company on behalf of everyone and no one in a legal arrangement that a dying woman had once paid for as the last act of a career spent only taking, approved item six on a thin agenda: that the company’s twenty-fifth anniversary should be marked properly, and that properly should include, among the mugs and the gathering and the commemorative message that went out every year on the appointed day with a new hand on the rota, a book. An authorised history. A real one, written by a real historian, with access to the archive, because if any company in the industry could survive an honest history it was surely this one, the one that had made honesty its entire product strategy back when that was considered eccentric, the one whose public post-mortems were taught in business schools, the one that kept, famously, every receipt.
The motion passed without discussion. It was considered, in the language of boards, uncontroversial.
The minute-taker, a Cohort H starter named Bea who took beautiful minutes and would one day be very glad she had, recorded it in eleven words, and the eleven words sat in the minutes like a fuse in a wall.
The second notice arrived by email, which is where notices go when they want to be ignored, and it came from a platform vendor in another country, a company so large that Pondlife’s entire existence would not register as a rounding error in its quarterly earnings, and it was written in the gentle passive voice that very large companies use for announcing small apocalypses. The foundation platform on which Lume Studio had been built, the operating substrate and framework and rendering pipeline that sat under every line of the product the way bedrock sits under a city, would reach end of support in twenty-six months. There followed a migration guide, forty pages long, which had clearly been written by someone who had never migrated anything, and a list of frequently asked questions that did not include any of the questions anyone at Pondlife was about to frequently ask.
Lena Osei read it at 07:40 with her coffee, and did not finish the coffee.
She had been at Pondlife long enough now to have a rule for mornings like this, and the rule was one she had inherited, the way she had inherited nearly everything she used daily, from people who were now on farms and in allotments and in the ground, and the rule was: before you panic, work out which kind of problem it is. So she sat with it. The vendor was not being hostile; bedrock does not hate the city, it just stops being supported. The timeline was survivable. The product would have to move, all of it, every behaviour, every quirk, every accumulated kindness and fossilised workaround, onto a new foundation, and it would have to arrive there so exactly itself that a seventy-year-old customer in Dusseldorf, if there had still been a seventy-year-old customer in Dusseldorf, would notice nothing at all.
Everything must move. Nothing must change.
She wrote those five words on the whiteboard that had once, in a different decade, held a diagram of a value stream with a hole in it, and she looked at them for a while.
It was Tamsin Voss, inevitably, who felt the rhyme before anyone saw it, because feeling rhymes before anyone saw them had been Tamsin’s entire job across four books and three decades and she was not going to stop now, three years from her own retirement, with the corridor fuller of feelings than it had ever been. She read the board minutes, because she read everything, and she read the vendor notice, because everyone had read the vendor notice by Thursday, and she sat in the small office that had long ago stopped being called anything except Tamsin’s office, and she felt, without yet being able to justify it, that the two notices were one notice.
She was right in a way that would take the company eight months to discover.
Because here is the thing about anniversaries and migrations, the thing nobody tells you when you schedule them in the same year: both of them make you dig. The historian digs through the archive to find out what actually happened, and the engineers dig through the sediment to find out what was actually built, and the whole safety of a company’s bright thin crust depends on those two digs never reaching the same layer, never turning up the same buried thing, never standing in the same trench looking at the same object saying what is that, and who put it there, and why does the official map say there is nothing here.
Twenty-five years of sediment. Four thousand commits by an author the history did not mention. A photograph with a cropped edge. One squash.
The digging was about to start from both ends at once.
In Orkney, where none of this had reached and none of it was wanted, a woman in her sixties finished re-warping a neighbour’s loom, washed her hands, and made tea, unaware that four hundred miles south a company she had spent twenty-five years not thinking about, with a discipline that would have impressed anyone who knew how much there was not to think about, had just scheduled, without knowing it, the excavation of her.
The kettle clicked off. The wind did the thing it does in Orkney, which is everything.
She had no way of knowing, and would have been annoyed to learn, that she was about to become the most important line in a history she had asked to be deleted from, and that the instrument of her rediscovery would not be guilt, or justice, or the long conscience of an old man in the south, but the only force in software with a memory longer than resentment.
A backup.
Somebody, somewhere, always keeps the tape.
Chapter 1: The Port
The meeting where the port was scoped took place in the room with the long table and the empty chair at the head of it, which no one sat in, because not sitting in it had long since stopped being a rule and become a fact, like the load-bearing wall, which you also did not sit in.
Lena Osei stood at the whiteboard, under her own five words, and looked out at the people who would have to make them true.
“Right,” she said. “Before anyone says the word, I want to establish what this is not, because the word is going to arrive in this room within ninety seconds and I want us armed. This is not a rewrite.”
“Rewrite,” said someone from the back, helpfully, at second forty.
“Thank you, Deepak. It is not that. I want to tell you a story, and some of you have heard it so many times you can mouth along, and I am going to tell it anyway, because the day we stop telling it is the day somebody does it. Years ago, before most of you, when this company had just survived the thing we survived, and the AI gold rush was on, and everyone in the industry was rebuilding everything from scratch with the new hotness at the core, somebody very senior proposed we rebuild Lume properly, quote unquote, this time, quote unquote. And the person who stood up against it was not one of the cautious ones. It was Josh Treloar, who those of you from Cohort F onwards know only as a name on the cookbook, attached to a recipe for a pasty whose crimping instructions run to four hundred words. Josh, who loved new things so much he had personally introduced four frameworks to this codebase, three of them regretted. And Josh said: the rewrite is every engineer’s favourite mistake, because it looks like engineering and it is actually amnesia. He said: this codebase is not a mess, it is a record. Every ugly thing in it is a decision, and most of the decisions had reasons, and the reasons are not written down anywhere except in the ugliness itself, and if you rewrite it clean you will re-make every one of those decisions again, from scratch, at production speed, on live customers, and you will get perhaps sixty percent of them right, and the other forty percent are your next five years of incidents. The system is the documentation. Burn it and you are illiterate.”
She let that sit.
“So. What the vendor has done is declare our foundations end-of-life. They have not declared us end-of-life. Everything above the foundation is coming with us, all of it, twenty-five years of it, and the doctrine for the next two years is a word some of you use every day without thinking about what it means. We are not rewriting the history. We are replaying it onto a new base. This is a rebase. The largest one anyone in this room will ever perform.”
Fern Douglas, Cohort G, twenty-six years old, Livingston born, close enough to walk to work past the retail park where her mum still could not believe there was a world-famous software company behind the biscuit factory facade, put up her hand, because Cohort G had been taught to put up hands and mean it.
“Genuine question,” she said. “When you rebase, you rewrite history. That’s literally what the command does. The commits come out different. New hashes. It just looks like nothing changed.”
There was a small silence of the kind the company had learned to treasure, the silence of a junior person having said the true thing slightly before the room was ready for it.
“Yes,” said Lena. “Hold that thought for about eight months.”
She did not know yet why she said eight months. Later, when Marcus Webb assembled the timeline for the archive, with the care of a man who had come out of retirement twice and intended this to be the last time, he would mark this meeting as the first appearance of the book’s whole question, asked by the youngest person in the room, deferred by the oldest, both of them right.
The scope, when they broke it down across the following fortnight, was the kind of thing you had to approach with the lights on. The rendering pipeline touched the old foundation in eleven hundred places. The file format layer, the one that had to keep reading footage from cameras that had not been manufactured since before Fern was born, because somewhere out there a customer still had the tapes and Pondlife did not orphan customers, touched it in six hundred more. The installer, the updater, the seventeen years of settings migrations stacked on each other like Troy. And underneath all of it, in a directory whose name was a single word, was the module everyone deferred with the same phrase, said in the same slightly changed voice, a phrase Fern heard four times in her first week of scoping before she thought to ask about it.
The scoping archaeology turned up, as archaeology does, more than it was looking for. A dead feature flag from the gold-rush era, still checked on every startup, guarding a feature that had been removed before most of the current staff were hired, “like a sentry,” Fern wrote in the scoping notes, “outside a building that was demolished, still saluting.” A settings key named, in full, temporary_fix_do_not_ship, which had shipped, and been faithfully migrated seventeen times, and on which, telemetry revealed, eleven thousand users’ configurations now depended, temporarily, since 2013. A comment in the installer reading remove after the Acme demo, the Acme demo in question being no longer identifiable, there having been, at conservative count, two hundred of them. Each find went into a document the team called, within days, the graveyard tour, and the graveyard tour was funny, and then, as it lengthened, it was something else, because what it added up to was a portrait of the only kind of institution that could have produced it: a company that had never once, in twenty-five years, lost anything. Other codebases shed their history in rewrites, the great amnesias arriving every five years to wipe the strata clean. This one had kept everything, its fixes and its follies alike, layer on layer, salutes and all, and Fern, closing the document at the end of scoping, added the line that Aled promoted to its cover page: “We are not porting a codebase. We are moving a longbarrow. Step carefully. Everything in here was somebody.”
The phrase was: “and then there’s the Engine.”
The Engine was the oldest code in the product. It was the part that did the one impossible thing Lume did, the thing that had made a Dusseldorf pensioner’s sixty years of family film look like memory instead of data, the frame-true temporal reconstruction that competitors with a hundred times the headcount had never quite matched, and it predated everything. It predated the biscuit factory. It predated the glossary, the value stream, the war, the empty chair. According to the repository, it predated the company, which everyone had always understood to be an artefact of the ancient migration, the way the first eight months of history read author: unknown, because when you pour version control from CVS to SVN to git across two decades, things slosh.
Nobody touched the Engine. Not out of fear, exactly. It did not break. It had not meaningfully broken in twenty years. It sat in the middle of the product like a sealed reactor, humming, correct, encrusted with two decades of carefully non-invasive plumbing built around it by people who had learned, one attempted refactor at a time, that the Engine understood things about time and light that they did not, and that their improvements made it worse in ways that took months to surface and customers to find.
And now it had to move. The foundation under it, the threading model and the memory model and the graphics substrate its every assumption was soaked in, was going away. There was no plumbing around this one. Someone was going to have to open the reactor.
“Who understands it?” Fern asked her lead, a patient man named Aled who had been at Pondlife eleven years and was therefore, by the standards of the room, new.
“Nobody understands it,” said Aled, without drama, the way you state the boiling point of water. “People have understood parts of it. There’s a wiki page. The wiki page is wrong in four places that I know of, and I only know they’re wrong because of incidents. Ru’s tooling can trace what it does. Nobody alive can tell you why.”
“Nobody alive,” said Fern, “or nobody here?”
Aled looked at her with the particular expression of a man realising the new generation was going to be a problem in exactly the way you would hope.
“That,” he said, “is a Reckoning Sheet kind of question.”
Fern went home that night, to the flat she shared with two nurses, and did the thing that would, though she had no way of knowing it, quietly detonate the company’s twenty-fifth year. It was not a dramatic thing. It was the most Pondlife thing imaginable, the thing four books of dead and retired people had spent their careers making normal, and it was this: instead of accepting the folklore, she went to the source.
She opened the Engine, and she started to read.
Chapter 1½: Fern Reads the Oldest File
There is a specific hour, known to engineers and archaeologists and nobody else, when reading becomes listening.
Fern hit it at about eleven, two mugs in, curled on the end of the sofa with the laptop hot on her knees and one of the nurses asleep sitting up in front of a baking programme. She had started at the top of the Engine’s main file the way you start anything, skimming for shape, and the shape had stopped her skimming by the second screen.
It was beautiful. Not clean; clean was the wrong word, clean was what code reviews enforced. This was the other thing, the older thing, the thing you saw maybe twice in a career: code written by one mind at full stretch, over what must have been years, where every structure answered a question you only thought to ask three functions later. The temporal reconstruction did not handle edge cases. It had been built out of edge cases, as if its author had known from the beginning that time, in film, is not a line but an argument, and had designed for the argument.
And it was commented. That was the thing the wiki had never mentioned. Not documented; the wiki was documentation, and the wiki was wrong. Commented, in a voice.
// Frames lie about when they happened. Cameras lie about frames. We do not get to lie back. We reconstruct the truth or we return an error, there is no third mode.
Fern sat very still.
She knew the company’s voice. Everyone did; it was in the glossary and the post-mortems and the commemorative messages, dry and warm and long-sentenced, the voice of the founding generation, which new starters absorbed within a month and wrote in forever after. This was not it. This was terser. Harder. It did not reassure. It had no jokes in it, and yet reading it produced the feeling jokes are for, the feeling of a mind keeping you company in a difficult place.
// If you are reading this because the beam split you in half: the beam is correct. Check what you fed it.
The beam. Present tense, second person, addressed to a future reader with total confidence that there would be one. Twenty-five years old, minimum, according to the file’s first appearance in history, which was itself suspicious, because the file’s first appearance was already enormous, forty thousand lines arriving in a single commit like a meteor, fully formed, no drafts, no evolution, no history.
She scrolled to the top of the file, where the header comment should be, where in every other old file in the codebase there was a copyright line and a company name.
There was a copyright line. It had been changed at some point; you could see the seam in the history, an early commit titled only tidy headers. The current version said Pondlife Software Ltd.
She ran blame on the line, then on the file, then on the whole directory, and got the thing everyone got, the thing the folklore had an answer for, the shrug carved into the repository at its lowest layer:
author: unknown <unknown@localhost>
Four thousand commits. She counted, because Cohort G counted. Four thousand and eleven commits, the entire first stratum of the company’s existence, every one of them authored by nobody, and on top of them, like a lid, the oldest commit with a human name on it.
The name was Julian Marsh-Pemberton. The message, twenty-five years old, said: Initial commit. Fresh start.
On the television, someone’s sponge collapsed, and the nurse woke briefly, said “shame,” with feeling, and slept again.
Fern looked at the two lines together for a long time. A fresh start, sitting on top of four thousand commits of somebody. She was twenty-six, and she had grown up in this company’s town, and she had been raised professionally on its one commandment in all its dialects, trust but perturb, no stupid reports, the truth is append-only, and so the feeling that moved through her was not suspicion. It was simpler and it belonged to a tester, which is what everyone at Pondlife partly was, whatever it said on the lanyard.
It was: that is a wrong kind of flat.
She did not apologise for the feeling. Someone had taught her not to, who had been taught, who had been taught.
She opened a fresh Reckoning Sheet, titled it, after a pause, with the only honest title available, and began to type.
The title was: WHO IS UNKNOWN.
Chapter 2: Not a Rewrite
The doctrine got its name in the second week, in the way doctrines at Pondlife always got their names, which is that somebody said a thing in a meeting while trying to say a different thing, and the room went quiet, and Marcus Webb, retired, attending by video from Sheffield because Lena had asked him to keep half an eye on the port for the archive’s sake, typed it into a document, and then it was true forever.
The somebody, this time, was Ru Adeyemi-Clarke.
Ru was demonstrating the replay tooling. His team had spent the fortnight building what he called, with the studied modesty of a man who knew exactly how good it was, “a loom”: a harness that could take any behaviour of the old product, any behaviour at all, a render, a file import, a settings migration, the exact pixel output of the exact filter chain some customer in Porto had saved in 2011, and run it simultaneously on the old foundation and the new one, and diff the results, at scale, forever. The loom would be the port’s conscience. You did not argue about whether the new base behaved like the old base. You asked the loom.
“The temptation,” Ru said, “and I want to name it now, in week two, because it is going to knock on the door every single week for two years, is improvement. My tooling can see every behaviour we have. Some of those behaviours are bad. We will be standing in front of code that does something daft, with the daftness fully illuminated, holding the power to fix it, and the doctrine has to be that we do not fix it. Not now. Fixing is a different project with a different risk model. If we improve while we port, we cannot tell our regressions from our improvements, the diff stops meaning anything, and we are no longer moving house, we are gutting the house while carrying it. Everything moves. Nothing changes. We port the daftness, bug for bug, and we write the daftness down, and the improving comes later, on the new base, one deliberate change at a time, where each one can fail alone.”
“So it’s a rewrite where nothing gets rewritten,” said Sasha Bright, whose job it would be to sell a two-year engineering effort to a market as, essentially, weather.
“It is not a rewrite at all,” said Ru. “A rewrite says: the past was wrong, begin again. We are saying the opposite. The past was right, or at least the past was real, and it is coming with us, all of it, in order, onto ground that can hold it for the next twenty-five years. We are not rewriting our history. We are rebasing onto a new foundation.”
Marcus typed. The doctrine had its name.
The doctrine, having a name, acquired a congregation, and then, within the week, the thing every Pondlife doctrine acquired sooner or later, which was a message from a farm, because the retired originals read the channels the way other pensioners read the tide tables, and Josh Treloar, quoted as scripture in the kickoff, had opinions about becoming scripture.
His message arrived addressed to the whole port channel, from an allotment outside Truro, and it was read aloud at the next standup by popular demand, and it said: “I am told my rewrite speech is being recited to the young, which is an alarming way to find out you have become a hymn. Three corrections from the primary source, while the primary source is still above ground. One: I was not brave. I argued against the rewrite because I had just spent four months paying for my own fourth framework and the invoice was on my desk; scripture always turns out to be somebody’s receipts, ask any church. Two: the speech had a second half nobody quotes, and it is the half you will need this year, so here it is again: the codebase is a record, yes, but a record is not a shrine, and there is a difference between honouring your history and being bullied by it. You will meet code this year that is ugly for a reason, and code that is ugly because a man was tired in 2009, and the whole craft is telling them apart, because the first kind you port with reverence and the second kind you port with an apology and a comment, and if you cannot tell which you are holding, that is what the loom is for, and failing the loom, ask an old person; we remember which Tuesdays were bad. Three: whoever wrote ‘the system is the documentation’ on the kickoff slide, that was Dmitri’s line first, I stole it in the retelling, and he stole it from someone he would never name, and I have wondered for twenty years who. Attribute accordingly, if you ever find out. History being what it is, you probably won’t. J.”
The channel enjoyed this greatly, and appended it to the doctrine document, where it sits to this day as the doctrine’s first footnote, and nobody thought anything more about the third correction, the stolen line and its unnameable source, for another five months, at which point the company found out exactly who Dmitri would never name, and the footnote became, overnight, the most reread paragraph in the archive, because the answer had been sitting in it the whole time, the way answers do: the system is the documentation. A woman who believed that would not need a memoir. She had written one, forty thousand lines long, and everybody was living in it.
It was Fern, again, who asked the question, because she had spent a week sleeping badly next to a Reckoning Sheet titled WHO IS UNKNOWN and the question had grown a second head.
“Can I test the doctrine?” she said. Heads turned. Testing the doctrine was correct process; the phrase had been in the glossary since the fifth edition. “Rebase is a strange word to pick for faithfulness. When you rebase, the history that comes out the other side is not the history that went in. Same changes, new commits. It looks continuous but every hash is different, and if anyone kept a copy of the old history, it no longer matches yours. Git will actually warn you about it. It says: you are rewriting history, everyone downstream of you will have to cope. We are using, as our sacred word for changing nothing, a command whose whole function is changing the record. I am not saying it’s the wrong word. I’m saying we should notice we chose it.”
There are moments in companies when a senior person can feel a junior person standing, without knowing it, on a hatch.
Lena felt it. She could not have said why; the hatch had been closed since before she joined, closed so long the floor had been polished over it, and she had no more idea than Fern what was underneath. But she had inherited, from a woman who was now mostly on a beach in Ghana being a grandmother and refusing to video-call before ten, a very specific instinct, and the instinct said: when the youngest tester in the room keeps arriving, by pure reasoning, at the same buried spot, the spot is real. It had a name in the glossary. Convergent itching.
“Noted,” said Lena, “formally, for the archive. The word stays, because the doctrine it names is right. But I want Fern’s caveat minuted next to it, because she is also right, and I have learned to be very careful in the presence of two right things that disagree.”
Marcus, in Sheffield, typed the caveat into the document, dated it, and then sat for a moment with his hands off the keyboard.
He was seventy-one. He had kept this company’s memory through a war, a gold rush, a succession, and a decade of funerals, and he had developed, over that time, the archivist’s version of a bad knee, an ache that arrived before weather. Something about the shape of the fortnight was aching. A port that must change nothing. An anniversary history that would open everything. A young tester asking who authored the beginning of the world.
He opened, for no reason he could have defended in a standup, his private index of the archive, the one he had maintained since the Davina years out of a conviction that had never once let him down, the conviction that companies, like people, keep their worst secrets not in what they file but in what they file around. He searched, not for the first time in twenty years but for the first time in earnest, for the gap.
Every archive has gaps. Healthy gaps are ragged; life is patchy, people forget, files get lost in the noise of living. What Marcus knew, and what he had taught a generation of archivists who thought they were being taught filing, was that you should fear the other kind. The clean gap. The gap with edges.
The first eight months of Pondlife Software Ltd were a clean gap. No emails predating a certain Tuesday in March twenty-five years ago. No invoices. No photographs except one, the famous one, the founding photograph that hung in reception, five tired people around a kitchen table, which Marcus now looked at, really looked at, for the first time in years, on his second monitor, at full resolution.
It was a lovely photograph. Warm, mythic, slightly over-familiar, like a national anthem.
It was also, he noticed, now that he was finally looking instead of seeing, in the wrong aspect ratio for the camera that took it.
“Aye,” said Marcus Webb quietly, alone in Sheffield, in the accent of a man he missed. It was not agreement. It was the other meaning, the older one, the one Callum had always deployed on the nights something was about to be found in the logs.
It meant: here we go.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Rebase. Thank you for reading.
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