

Chilean sea bass, cocktails in Times Square and a rock concert. 

It wasn't the best date I've been on, but it was probably the most expensive. That's OK: Bill Gates was picking up the check.

As you may have heard, Microsoft is now selling Windows Vista, the latest version of its PC operating system. And just in case you hadn't heard, Gates and company put on a very expensive show yesterday for hundreds of journalists, industry types and beta-testers in Times Square, just to remind us. It was the formal kickoff of a marketing blitz that will reportedly cost Microsoft $500 million.

It may also be the last of its kind. It took the company more than five years to make Vista, and a lot has changed in the software industry since then. Web-based e-mail software like Google's Gmail is the norm, and businesses are jumping on an on-demand software bandwagon thanks to companies like Salesforce.com. As broadband Internet becomes an even more central component in the PC’s architecture, no one knows what the operating system will look like in five years. Meaning no one knows if Microsoft will have a major, big-deal Windows reboot ever again.

Did I mention Microsoft is throwing a lot of money at this launch? On Tuesday morning, the software giant hired spandex-clad acrobats to drape Vista and Office logos on the side of a building. Then they took their guests to the swanky Cipriani banquet hall, across from Grand Central Station. Sitting in rows inside the old Bowery Savings Bank building, about 150 reporters and photographers dined on fare ranging from smoked salmon to spinach- and ricotta-stuffed cannelloni. (The sea bass was wonderful; the lamb chops were a bit dry.) The sound system boomed Gnarls Barkley’s “Crazy” (2006) and Seal’s “Crazy” (1991).

After dessert, Chief Executive Steve Ballmer took the stage with an all-star entourage including Dell boss Kevin Rollins, Advanced Micro Devices chief Hector Ruiz and execs from Hewlett-Packard, Intel and Toshiba. 

Ballmer praised some of the operating system’s new features and bet on its success: In the first three months, he predicted, Microsoft would sell five times as many Vista copies as it did in Windows 95’s initial quarter and double the debut sales of Windows XP. His friends sang their praises for Vista, proclaiming it a platform for innovation. Dell’s Rollins came bearing stats for support: Since the company started taking orders for Vista-loaded computers a few days ago, traffic to its site jumped 20%, and nearly 100% of PC orders have been for Vista systems.

All of this sounds believable. Yes, a lot of the operating system's physical appearance looks a whole lot like Apple's competing Mac OS X has for years. But as my colleague Daniel Lyons explains, it doesn’t matter. Vista exists, and that’s all it needs to be a big hit for Microsoft.

The brief Q&A that followed was mostly predictable. Yes, security is important in Vista. No, Microsoft hasn’t set a date for a “service pack” update. Yes, entertainment is a big part of the consumer editions of Vista. But two reporters’ questions stuck out as interesting and relevant, and neither got a clear answer. With Vista’s mammoth hardware requirements, will the average PC price go up? And if so, by how much? And on a more philosophical note, as the Internet evolves, what happens to the operating system? Is this the last big Windows launch? 

Scene change: a few hours later and a few blocks west, inside the Nokia Theater in Times Square. The crowd, which now includes Vista beta-testers, is younger and looser. About a dozen TV news cameras are filming the stage, where a DJ spins records and a bunch of men, one of whom has gone shirtless in the late-January cold, bang large drums. A few minutes later, alternative rockers Angels & Airwaves take the stage to cover Louis Armstrong’s “What A Wonderful World.” 

They are immediately followed by Gates, who is launching his last Windows before shifting his focus to running his nonprofit. He starts off by saying that it was in New York in 1983 that the company bet big on Windows--an era when computers “could barely keep up displaying the text” and “Windows could barely fit in memory.” The next jump was 1995. “Fonts were an amazing thing.” Now, Gates says, we’re in the “digital decade.” 

Gates is well trained and on message: He relates a talking point about using “Vista families” to beta-test. Microsoft picked 50 families in seven countries and closely watched them test Vista for two years, which supposedly led to 800 changes in the operating system. If you weren't in Times Square to hear this story, you can check your TiVo for last night's Daily Show, where Gates repeated the same message to Jon Stewart. (I do meet an actual beta-tester; Bernie Morrell, a pilot whose family lives in Seattle. He tells me that parental controls--the ability to control and monitor his kids’ usage--were among his favorite features, and that he thinks Microsoft really listened to him.)

Lastly, a highlight from the obligatory demo: a Windows-unique experience that Microsoft should really be bragging about as it looks to move deeper into your living room with media-center PCs, Xboxes and set-top boxes. There are 200 million Windows gamers in the world, says Mike Sievert, a marketing vice president. Millions of people also have Xbox 360s. Why not use them together? 

So he did, challenging his son to a game of Uno over the Internet. Sievert played on a Vista PC in New York; his son used an Xbox 360 in Seattle. 

That’s the kind of feature--not photo slide shows--that could give Microsoft an edge as it takes on Apple, Sony and others in the battle for the living room.

In Pictures: The Windows Evolution
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Security
Companies
	Company
	Exchange
	Ticker

	CA, Incorporated 
	NYSE
	CA 

	Check Point Software 
	NASD
	CHKP 

	Cisco Systems Inc 
	NASD
	CSCO 

	EMC Corp 
	NYSE
	EMC 

	Internet Security Services
	--
	--

	McAfee, Inc. 
	NYSE
	MFE 

	Microsoft Corporation 
	NASD
	MSFT 

	Network Appliance 
	NASD
	NTAP 

	PGP Corporation
	--
	--

	RSA Security
	--
	--

	Secure Computing Corp 
	NASD
	SCUR 

	Symantec Corporation 
	NASD
	SYMC 

	Trend Micro, Inc. ADR 
	NASD
	TMIC 

	Verisign, Inc. 
	NASD
	VRSN 

	WatchGuard Technologies
	--
	--
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