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As a consequence of the social awkwardness afforded to me by my nerd-like tendencies, I try to avoid human contact
whenever possible. However, sometimes it’s unavoidable. Like when my boss asks me to interview with a software
development candidate (augh! why me?! screams my brain as I smile politely). And thus, I venture forth to face my hated

nemesis; the awkward silence of death?, My best weapon against such a worthy adversary? Clever technical questions that
are iterable in difficulty. Here’s one I like to start with:

You have an unordered array of i integers, that might have been generated by:

array = Array.new
n = rand(1000)
(0 .. n - 1}).each do
array.push rand{ {1l << 32} - 1}
end

Find the two smallest.

They immediately reply “OMG sort it! And the grab the smallest two elements. Whee!”,

That’s a decent first intuition because it’s such a brain dead simple solution; it works, and everyone knows why. But since
this is an interview: simple, practical, readable, and maintainable solutions don’t go as far as they might in the real world :).

So next I ask, exactly how integer comparisons are you doing?
And they reply, its 0(n log n).

Well... that doesn’t really answer my question. So I ask them to come up with a solution that is linear in the # of
comparisons, and require them to tell me exactly how many comparisons are being done.

Most people get this right away. Maintain a list of the smallest two elements. For each element i, check if i is less than the
2nd smallest element. If yes, check if 1 is less than the smallest element. If yes i is the new smallest and the old smallest
element is now the second smallest, otherwise i is the new 2nd smallest. The zeroth element in the array does not require
any comparisons, because, trivially, it is the smallest. The second element in the array requires only one comparison since it
has only possible element to compare against. Here’s a possible implementation:

if array[0] < array(l]

a = array[0]
b = array[1l]
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