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One

Maybe it’s easier if I introduce myself the way I best know how.

public static void main(String[] args)

{

Person xiaChan = new Person();

xiaChan.setAge(16);

xiaChan.shovelDriveway();

xiaChan.goToSchool();

xiaChan.converseAwkwardly();

xiaChan.embarrassSelf();

xiaChan.hideBehindPhoneScreen();

xiaChan.returnHome();

xiaChan.shovelDriveway();

xiaChan.eatDinner();

xiaChan.doHomework();

xiaChan.debugWiser();

xiaChan.reliveEmbarassments();

xiaChan.kickSelf();

xiaChan.fantasizeAboutCalifornia();

xiaChan.sleep();

}

If you don’t understand, let me translate. My name is Xia Chan and I was sixteen years old when my story began. My life was boring and uneventful. Things happened to me and I responded: Snow fell and I shoveled it. Dishes got dirty and I cleaned them. Homework piled up and I did it. I’d always felt like I was meant to have a big life, but for reasons I couldn’t explain, I was stuck in a loop where nothing exciting ever happened.

My mother and I lived on the second floor of a triple-decker in Worcester, a gray and unremarkable city a little over an hour outside of Boston. She moved there from Taiwan when she was twenty-two, a fact that I still can’t fathom considering she could have moved anywhere else in the country and instead she picked a place where it snows for six months of the year and is known primarily for its proximity to other, more exciting cities.

I had one friend, Gina. Two if you counted ObjectPermanence, and three if you counted Wiser.

It had been four months, three days, and five hours since I clicked FINISH and sent my application, video, and transcripts to the Foundry. I hadn’t heard a word back since.

So when an unfamiliar number called me while I was shoveling the front steps, I stuck my shovel in the ice and scrambled to pick up.

My phone was an old hand-me-down from my mom, who liked to remind me that money didn’t grow on bushes, (though she was a professor who spoke perfect English, she still butchered her idioms, a quirk that never ceased to take the gravity out of her lectures) and that just because we lived in a consumer culture that normalized the disposability of products to maximize profits for a select few extremely wealthy individuals didn’t mean that I should assume she would buy me a new device every year. Back in her day, things were made to last. What’s wrong with this phone? It’s a good phone. It works just fine.

I tried to pick up but the screen wouldn’t unlock, which happened when it got too cold. I fumbled with it, growing frustrated.

Next door, the front screen slammed and Gina trudged outside dragging her shovel. “What?” she said.

“My phone is frozen again. Literally.”

“It’s protesting,” Gina said. “I don’t want to be out here either.” She spoke with a soft New England accent, the only one I’d heard that sounded sweet.

I tried to answer again. This time it worked.

“Hello,” a man said on the other end of the line. “I’m Tony from TireMax America, and I’m calling to tell you about our end-of-winter deals—”

My heart sank. “Not interested,” I mumbled, and shoved my phone into my pocket.

“No word from your start-up oven thing?” Gina asked.

She was talking about the Foundry. “Incubator,” I corrected. “Ovens cook things. Incubators warm things gently to foster life.”

“Whatever.”

“But no, no word yet.”

The Foundry. It called itself a school, but really it was where all the young tech prodigies got their start, the only one of its kind. Only twenty kids were accepted, all expenses paid for one year to live on campus in Silicon Valley and compete to be that year’s Founder. Whoever won got one million dollars in seed funding and, maybe even more importantly, the fame and respect that came with everyone knowing your name.

I’d wanted to go since I was ten and saw a newspaper article about Mitzy Erst, kid genius and Foundry alum who’d invented FindMe, the first facial recognition app that let you search your photos by word. She went on to found a bunch of photo-editing start-ups, the most famous being Daggertype, which made new photos look like they were from the 1800s. Mitzy wasn’t a kid anymore, but I still had the clipping taped to the wall by my bed, along with a few old profiles and an interview where she talked about how anyone with a good idea could make it to California if they worked hard enough. Just apparently not me.

I didn’t care so much about the money, or even winning, though of course both would be nice. What I really wanted was to finally be around people who understood me—people who wouldn’t see me as an eccentric basement-dweller who only knew how to talk to computers, who would look at Wiser and see her potential, and mine.

I surveyed the snow in front of me, feeling miserable. “Who decided this was a habitable environment for humans?” I asked. “Click, select, and delete. Why hasn’t anyone invented that yet for real life?”

“It’s on you, I guess,” Gina said with a smirk. “Though I don’t know what you’re complaining about. Your driveway is four feet shorter than mine.”

Gina was the youngest of four and spent most of her time trying to talk over her brothers, which taught her how to be loud. She was the polar opposite of me—short where I was tall, round where I was bony, charming where I was awkward. She loved winter even though she complained about it all the time, and spent her evenings fantasizing about having her own room while I sat alone in my empty apartment, wishing it were full. She was hopeless with technology and preferred sports, both watching and playing. We’d lived next door to each other since we were kids.

“This is the only time of year that I’m glad I don’t live in a big house,” I said. “Can you imagine shoveling one of those long winding driveways?”

“If you lived in a house that big, you’d probably have enough money to pay someone to do it for you,” Gina pointed out.

“If I had that much money, I’d move somewhere with no snow.”

Gina closed her eyes. “Mmm. Florida.”

“California,” I fantasized. “Palm trees.”

“Blue water,” Gina said. “White sand so hot you can’t even take your sandals off.”

The thought of burning feet interrupted my fantasy. “Cold sodas and tan lines.”

Gina frowned. “Bad tan lines. And sunburns.”

Sunburns also didn’t sound so good. “Getting sand in your soda.”

“Getting sand in your bathing suit.”

“Seagulls stealing your food,” I said.

“Seaweed tickling your feet while you’re swimming.”

I shivered. “Stepping on sharp rocks.”

“Jellyfish masquerading as plastic bags,” Gina said.

“Stepping on a jellyfish,” I said, wincing.

“Having to pee on yourself after stepping on a jellyfish.”

“Going swimming after peeing on yourself after stepping on a jellyfish only to see a dark shadow under the water,” I said.

“Dying young in a tragic shark attack after peeing on yourself after stepping on a jellyfish.”

A plow drove by, pressing snow from the road into our driveways.

“I guess it’s not so bad here,” I said.

“I guess not.”

We’d both picked up our shovels when my phone rang again. Another unfamiliar number. It was probably another telemarketer, but I tried to pick up anyway. This time my screen was so cold that it wouldn’t unlock.

“I’d better go inside,” I said and ran upstairs.

My mother and I lived in a small apartment, practical and tidy except for the kitchen table, which doubled as my mother’s desk and was stacked with papers. She was an adjunct professor in political science at four different colleges, so when she wasn’t driving from campus to campus trying to get to class on time, she was grading papers, planning lessons, and complaining about the traffic or how education in this country was a scam that defrauded students of their money and dangled the possibility of tenure in front of teachers to trick them into overextending themselves for years, no, decades, so that universities could fatten their endowments.

I put my phone on top of the refrigerator where it was warm, then set a pot of water to boil for instant ramen. While it was heating, I unplugged the microwave from the wall and carried it to the table, where I unscrewed the case and resumed work on the wiring. I’d hooked up a tiny, single board computer to the back and was trying to figure out how to wire it into the microwave so that I could load it with cook times from the internet and make the whole thing voice activated. Though so far, I’d only accidentally melted a Tupperware before successfully getting the microwave to play a Gregorian hymn while the food heated, making it feel like my frozen pizza bagel was a precious ancient relic, imbued with godlike powers and emitting fractured, hazy light as it spun on its glass plate. It was a work in progress.

While tinkering, I glanced at the stack of my mother’s papers. They were notes she’d written to her students. I knew I shouldn’t read them, but I couldn’t help it. It was an unhealthy pastime of mine, peering into her alternate life. This is a fascinating new take on a well-trodden historical moment, one note read. I’m particularly drawn to your analysis of the role of women in student uprisings. Could you expand on the economic pressures that catalyzed their involvement in the movement? Though I’d read her notes to her students before, they always bothered me. She never spoke that way to me. She expressed love by staying up late to iron my clothes. The boldest compliment she’d ever given me was that she knew I could do better. I could count on one hand the number of times she’d hugged me. I couldn’t imagine her being fascinated by any of my ideas or telling me that she was particularly drawn to a thought I had, and yet I couldn’t stop reading, even though I knew it would upset me.

My phone chirped on. I brought it to the table.

“Wiser, why don’t I have any interesting ideas?”

My own voice spoke back from the phone, only it sounded older—deeper and a little raspy, with a better vocabulary and a little more confidence—the way I might sound in twenty years. I had designed it that way. “You have plenty of interesting ideas,” Wiser said. “Me, for example.”

“Other than you.”

Wiser paused while she scanned my data, looking for an answer. She was on in the background of my phone all the time, listening, gathering information. All I had to do was say her name and she would wake and respond. When I was finished, I’d say, “Thanks, Wiser,” and she’d go back to sleep.

“You once wrote a program that predicted which streets were going to have more potholes based on the volume of traffic, the size and grade of the street, and the median income of the neighborhood.”

I hated that program. I’d made it to help my mom after we’d gotten another flat and I’d had to sit on the side of the road again and listen to her stress about how she was going to find the time to get the car fixed without missing class.

“Yeah, but it didn’t work. All it did was get us lost.”

“But it was an interesting idea. The problem was that it was impossible to take into account the quality of the asphalt.”

“Yeah, I remember,” I muttered.

Wiser went quiet. Though her silence was just a natural pause in her response-based programming, it still sounded like she was upset, and I immediately felt bad for dismissing her. “Sorry.”

Through the ceiling, I could hear the footsteps of the family that lived above us. There were four of them, always tumbling on the floor, arguing with each other, slamming doors, shrieking and laughing while their dog barked.

I watched the snow fall outside the window. My mother wouldn’t be home for another three hours. Our apartment was quiet, empty.

“Wiser, will I always be alone?”

“Everyone’s alone,” Wiser said.

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“My purpose isn’t to make you feel better,” Wiser said. “It’s to give you advice that your future self might say by scanning your data and using an algorithm to predict the best outcomes.”

I groaned. “I know, I know.”

“Though I suppose the end goal is for you to make better decisions, and therefore feel better, so maybe that is my purpose—”

The phone rang, interrupting her. It was the same number that had called before. I picked up.

“Hi, I’m calling for X-Xia Chan,” a man’s voice said.

He had a plastic voice, the kind you only hear on TV. He was probably a marketer trying to sell me something. Plus, he didn’t know how to pronounce my name.

“She’s not here,” I said. “And anyway, she’s a minor and doesn’t have a credit card. Please remove her number from this list.” I was about to hang up when he interjected.

“Wait, don’t hang up.”

I paused.

“Is this her mother?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Yes,” I said slowly. “Who’s this?”

“My name is Lars. I’m calling to congratulate her.”

“Congratulate her for what?”

“I run an institute called the Foundry. It’s an incubator program for gifted teenagers. A few months ago, your daughter sent me a video of a project she’s been working on called Wiser. I’m sure you know all about it.”

My heart began to race. His name was Lars. I knew this voice.

“You’re Lars Lang. You founded Canyou Games.” I realized I was giving myself away and paused to compose myself. “My daughter loves you. I mean, she admires you. Your work. She loves your work.”

He laughed. “Well, I love her work. Which is actually why I’m calling. If I leave my phone number, could you have her call me back?”

“I’d be happy to take a message,” I said quickly.

“If you don’t mind, I’d really like to tell her myself.”

“Really, a message is just fine. She won’t be back until late, and she’d be upset with me if I tell her you called but don’t tell her why.”

Lars paused. “Okay. You can tell her that I loved Wiser and think it has incredible promise. I’ve never seen an application like it before and would love to hear more about what direction she wants to take it in. If she’s still interested, we hope she’ll come out to California and be a part of our upcoming class of young founders.”

I felt light-headed, the way I imagined one felt after drinking champagne. Was it possible that the grainy video I’d made on Gina’s phone had actually been watched by a person, approved of, sent to another person and another person and so on until it made it to Lars Lang? And that he loved it and thought it had promise? And wanted me to come to California?

“So she’s accepted?” I asked.

“She’s accepted.”

I spun around, looking for someone to tell, but the apartment was empty.

“She-ah,” I said.

“Excuse me?”

“That’s how you pronounce her name.”

“Ah, okay. My mistake. When she calls me, I’ll go over all of the details. I’m also happy to put you in touch with our mentors, so you get a better sense of what the program is like and what your daughter will be doing next year if she accepts.”

“She accepts,” I said quickly, then cleared my throat in an attempt to sound older. “I mean, I’m sure she will accept. But yes, I’ll have her call you.”

“Great,” he said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

I took down his number before hanging up. My hand trembled as I stared at my phone. Had it really happened? I felt electrified with happiness. Without thinking, I ran outside to tell Gina, but by then it had grown dark, and Gina’s driveway was empty. She must have gone in to eat dinner with her family. The only person outside was our landlady, who was salting the side steps.

She looked up at me, bewildered. “Where’s your coat? It’s freezing.”

“I’m going to California!” I said, because I had to tell someone.

“You still need to wear a coat.”

I grinned at her. It was still snowing, and big, thick flakes collected on my sleeves. The driveway where I’d shoveled was already dusted in white, but I didn’t care. I had promise. I was going to California.

The landlady was right, though. It was freezing. I hurried back inside.

“Wiser,” I said to my phone. “I did it. I was accepted to the Foundry.”

“I know,” she said. “Congratulations.”

I waited for her to say more, but that was it. I made a mental note to improve her congratulatory tone.

“What should I do to celebrate?”

“Have a party,” she said.

“Really? That’s your advice?”

“Yes. What’s wrong with it?”

I rolled my eyes. It would take me too long to explain to her why I couldn’t plan and throw a party for myself that evening, so instead I said, “Not possible.”

“Go out to dinner.”

“I can’t drive.”

“Buy balloons.”

I really had to work on some of these stock responses. “I’m not a child.”

“Get a manicure.”

“I thought you were supposed to know me.”

“Make a cake.”

“You know that Mom doesn’t keep baking supplies around.”

It gave me an idea, though. I scrounged through the cabinets until I found a pouch of instant cocoa and bag of old marshmallows. I was born in the winter, and every year on my birthday my mother would make us two mugs of hot chocolate and we’d sit together on the couch and watch movies. It was one of the few nights she took off from grading papers and spent the whole evening with me. I made myself a mug and went to my bedroom.

It was a simple room: a few magazine and newspaper cutouts of Mitzy Erst taped over my bed and my huge computer whirring beneath my desk. I’d built it myself with parts I’d found online, including the ugly brown tower case that I’d spray-painted silver to make it look new.

I kept the lights off and pulled down the shades, revealing posters of palm trees that I’d taped to their insides. I woke my desktop and set it to California mode. The screen warmed, emitting hazy, buttery light into the room.

“Wiser, play ocean sounds,” I said, and sank into the tangled comforter on my bed. “Tell me about California.”

I sat on my bed, sipping my chocolate and listening to Wiser describe the crisp blue of the Pacific Ocean and the rocky cliffs lined with cypress trees, the orange sunsets and the mornings rising out of the fog. It wasn’t a huge celebration, but it was mine.
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Two

I woke the next morning to the sound of my mother making breakfast. I sat up, wondering if I had imagined the night before, but after a quick glance through my phone history, I knew it had been true. Lars Lang had called me and told me I’d been accepted to the Foundry. I fell back into my bed and grinned until my mother’s voice brought me back to reality.

“Xia? Breakfast in fifteen minutes.”

It was Saturday, which meant chores. I slid out of bed and glanced around my room, wishing I had been born in the future so that I wouldn’t have to waste my time doing all my tasks manually. Click, bed made. Click, laundry gathered and stuffed in the machine. Click, dishes washed and driveway shoveled. Click, homework done.

I didn’t know what I would tell my mother. She wouldn’t like the idea of me leaving school, even if the Foundry was technically just a different school. She’d think it was the first step to dropping out.

I picked up my phone and dialed Lars Lang’s number. It rang for a while before he picked up.

“Yes?”

I was surprised by his gruff tone. “Is this Lars Lang?”

“Yes. Who’s this?” He sounded like he’d been sleeping. I checked the clock. It wasn’t that early.

“Xia Chan. You left me a message yesterday?”

“Do you know what time it is?”

“It’s, um, nine thirty.”

“I’m in California. It’s six thirty in the morning on a Saturday. That’s basically airport time.”

My throat seized. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking—”

“It’s okay. Just give me a minute to wake up.”

There was a long pause. I heard shuffling in the background. Dishes clanking. The beep of what sounded like a microwave. “Look,” he finally said. “It’s too early for me to do my whole spiel so I’m going to skip the niceties and get straight to the point. I love Wiser. The idea, the execution—your algorithm for scanning the user’s data to generate future outcomes is really something else. And making it the user’s future self and not some disembodied godlike voice . . . so smart. The possibilities are endless.”

I’d never thought of Wiser in such professional terms and was surprised by how fancy she sounded.

“The coding is pretty messy, but that’s what we’re here for. We have resources at the Foundry that you can’t find anywhere else. Not just money, but access.”

“Xia?” my mother called. I ignored her.

“I think Wiser could be the next big thing, and I want to help you develop it,” Lars continued. “We’d love to have you join our next class of founders. What do you think?”

I felt such a swell of emotion that I didn’t know how to respond. I was excited and nervous and worried that he’d made a mistake, that he was accidentally calling me when he meant to be calling someone else, because how could all of his praise apply to me? No one in Worcester thought I was a genius, or even that special. The best I got was weird. I’d started programming because I was lonely and bored, because I wanted company and didn’t have any. Though I’d taken all of the coding classes my high school offered, they were pretty basic, and I’d had to teach myself the more advanced stuff from online tutorials and books that I’d borrowed from the library. How could someone like that have what it takes to get into the Foundry?

“This isn’t a joke, is it? You really are Lars Lang?”

He laughed. “I really am. And no, it’s not a joke.”

“I can’t believe it,” I whispered.

“I came here ten years ago and I still can’t believe it. Don’t worry, you’re not alone.”

“Xia?” my mother called again. “Are you talking to someone?”

“I’m coming!” I shouted to her. “Just getting dressed.” I turned back to the phone. “Sorry, that was my mom.”

“It’s okay, I have one too,” Lars said. “Think about it. Let me know in a week—”

“I don’t need to think about it,” I said, cutting him off. “I accept.”

I could almost hear him smile. “Wonderful. I’ll have my assistant send you all the details. Oh, and Xia? Enjoy the breakfast.”

I hung up and pressed the phone to my chest. It was real. I was going to California. Now all I had to do was convince my mother.

“Did you do something to the microwave?” my mother asked when I sat down. She seemed to be in a bad mood that morning, though I didn’t know why.

“No,” I said sheepishly and averted my eyes. “Why?”

My mother was small and wiry, tightly wound. She was a practical woman, with short hair and sensible clothes. She slid half of the scrambled eggs and tomato onto my plate and sat down next to me. “It made my tea overflow. It’s never done that before.”

“Weird,” I said, trying to sound convincing. “I can take a look at it.”

My mother studied me like she knew I was lying. “Did you have hot chocolate last night?”

“How did you know?”

“I saw the packet in the trash. Whose birthday was it?”

“No one’s. I was—” I should have told her then, but I clammed up. “I was cold after shoveling.”

She eyed me suspiciously. “The landlady told me she saw you with no coat.”

My mother had an incredible ability to see everything, even when she wasn’t actually there. I wondered if the landlady had also told her about my California comment, but she said nothing.

She ate her eggs quickly. She was always in a rush. “How’s that essay going?”

Essay. Did I have an essay due soon? I couldn’t remember. “Fine.”

“I have to meet with a student today, and have to grade papers before then. Can you—”

“Make sure the driveway is shoveled before you leave,” I said, finishing her sentence. “I’ll do it now.”

I finished my breakfast and put on my coat. Outside, my mother’s car was buried under half a foot of snow. Gina was already there, shoveling out her dad’s car.

“You’re looking uncharacteristically cheerful,” she said. “Since when do you have this much energy in the morning?”

I glanced up at the window and lowered my voice to an excited whisper. “Since I got accepted to the Foundry.”

Gina gasped and stuck her shovel into the bank. “What? When?”

“They called me last night.”

“Of course they did,” Gina said. “I always knew you were going to be famous. I mean, you invented a thing that predicts the future. Everyone wants to know the future.”

“Well, it doesn’t actually tell you the future,” I said. “It pretends to be you in the future and gives you advice.”

“Right, whatever. Same thing.”

Gina wasn’t into coding, but she always listened, even when I knew I was boring her out of her skull. Her parents ran a restaurant in town and wanted her and her brothers to take it over one day.

“It’s not fair. Here you are, spending most of the day in the back of the class, secretly programming your phone and barely paying attention and still getting straight As and getting into tech supercamp for kid geniuses while I’m here in the front row, taking notes and still getting Bs.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not a camp, and I’m not a genius.”

“Um, remind me again who just called you?”

“Lars Lang.”

“Exactly. Lars Lang. Even I know who he is.” Gina narrowed her eyes. “Wait. Does this mean you’re moving to California?”

I paused, torn between excitement and guilt.

“You’re leaving me here?”

“You like it here. Everyone knows that. And anyway, you have your brothers.”

“I hate my brothers.”

“It’s just for a year.”

“I know. I’m just giving you a hard time. What about school? Have you told your mom?”

“Not yet.” I glanced up at the window. “She’s not going to like it. She’s going to say I’m dropping out.”

“Aren’t you?”

“Of course not. It’s a school. I still have to take English and history there,” I said. “I just get to take business and accounting instead of math, and computer programming instead of chemistry.”

“But the whole point is to become the Founder and get a bunch of money so you can start a company, right? I filmed your video. I know what the Foundry is about. They put you up in a nice house with a bunch of other kid geniuses and you compete to get the top spot, which you’ll obviously get. Then they’ll give you a million dollars, which you’ll use to hire people, and once you have people and money, you’ll have a company. And you’ll be the boss, which means you’ll have to run it. It’s not like you can just leave and come back to school.”

She had a point. Though I’d always wanted to turn Wiser into a company, it was mainly because I wanted to share her with others and because I liked the idea of getting paid to work on her all day. I honestly hadn’t put a lot of thought into what running a company day-to-day would look like, other than delivering product launches and giving interviews.

“First of all, I probably won’t win. I’m a little worried that they made a mistake and called the wrong Xia Chan.”

Gina rolled her eyes. “How many people here are named Xia? I mean, come on.”

“And second of all, if I’m the boss, I can do whatever I want. I can hire someone to manage things while I’m finishing school. Look at Lars Lang. It’s not like he’s running his businesses day-to-day. And even if I do win, the company could still fail. Lots of companies fail.”

“Yeah, but you’re not just anyone.”

“Maybe I should emphasize the school part when I talk to her,” I said. “Pitch it more like a cool program that’ll be good for applying to colleges, instead of the whole running-a-company thing.”

“Have you told your online boyfriend yet?” Gina asked.

Even in the cold, I blushed. She was talking about ObjectPermanence, a boy I’d been exchanging messages with for over a year on a chat forum for teen programmers called BitBop.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I said. “And no. We don’t talk about specific details. I don’t even know his name.”

“Maybe he got in, too. He’s a programmer, right?”

It had occurred to me that he could have applied to the Foundry, but the thought seemed too far-fetched. Even if he’d applied, the likelihood of us both getting in was nearly impossible. Still, for a moment I let myself imagine us meeting in person. Would I even know it was him? “There are thousands of teenage programmers online. What are the chances?”

“But it’s possible, right? I wonder what he looks like. What if he’s amazingly beautiful?”

My face grew hot. It got that way every time I talked about him.

Gina winced. “Or he could be the opposite.”

“He can’t be. He’s too funny. And nice. And smart.”

Gina raised an eyebrow. “Everyone knows that hot boys aren’t nice because they don’t have to be, and nice boys got that way because they didn’t have anything else to go on.”

“That’s a stereotype perpetuated by movies and magazines that assumes that there’s only one ideal form of beauty, when really, hotness is in the eye of the beholder.”

Gina laughed and rolled her eyes. “Okay, Nietzsche.”

“Nietzsche definitely didn’t say that, but thanks.”

“What if he’s not even our age at all? What if he’s a pervert? A sixty-year-old man posing as a sixteen-year-old?”

“He’s not sixty years old,” I said. “My mom is forty-three and she can barely figure out how to use her phone. Sixty-year-olds aren’t on coding forums on BitBop.”

“I don’t know. All you know about him is that he listens to Beethoven while coding. Do you know who else likes Beethoven? My dad. And dads in general.”

“Young people like Beethoven,” I insisted, realizing how weak of an argument it was only after it left my mouth. “Everyone knows Beethoven’s Fifth. And anyway, he told me he’s in high school. And he talks about his dad a lot and how strict he is.”

“That’s exactly what a sixty-year-old man would say to try and convince you he’s a teenager.”

“Or exactly what a teenager would say.”

“What time does he normally reply to you?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “The evening?”

“So after work,” Gina said.

“Or after school.”

“It’s settled then. He’s a dad.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s not a dad. And he’s not sixty.”

“It’s your fantasy,” Gina said with a shrug. “I wonder what the other kids will be like. Do you think they’ll all be total weirdos?”

“Why would they be weirdos?”

“You know coding people. They sit alone all day with their computers. Very pale. Have no social skills.”

“Do I have no social skills?”

“Except for you,” Gina said. “Though you are pale. But it suits you. It’s part of your look.”

I didn’t realize I had a look. “What’s my look?”

“You know, that outfit you always wear—the black turtleneck and the black pants, like all the famous CEOs. It kind of makes you look nerdy and sickly but also smart and apathetic, like you live in a big cloudy city and drink coffee five times a day.”

“I’m not sickly.”

Gina held her hands up. “I’m just an unbiased observer.”

I glanced down at my outfit, which was comprised of a black turtleneck and black pants. Mitzy Erst had once said in an interview that you should always dress as the person you wanted to be, which I’d taken to heart and replaced most of my clothes with the uniform I was wearing that morning, a uniform I’d seen so many tech founders wear onstage.

“It’s practical and warm.”

“I know.”

“Your description makes me sound mean,” I said, frowning, but then felt overly conscious of the fact that I was frowning, so I tried to force a smile. But that felt unnatural and creepy, so I decided that no facial expression would be best, and made my face go blank, which ended up proving her point. Apathetic.

“Apathetic is different than mean,” Gina said.

“I’m not apathetic,” I insisted. “I care about lots of things.”

“I know you do,” Gina said. “You just look detached, that’s all. It’s cool. You’re doing your own thing.”

I squinted at her, wondering if she was just saying that to make me feel better.

“I can totally picture you all pale and serious in your black turtleneck, standing in front of a big screen with one of those pointer things.”

“I won’t be pale after I spend a year in California,” I said.

“You will if you keep wearing turtlenecks. Do you think your mom will even let you move that far away?”

“It’s not like she’s here most of the time anyway. She probably won’t even notice.” I wanted to believe it so I wouldn’t feel guilty for leaving, but I knew deep down that it wasn’t true.

“She’s your mom,” Gina said, incredulous. “Of course she’ll notice.”

“Maybe if I tell her they’re giving me money, she’ll let me go. Apparently they give all the fellows an expense account when we arrive.”

“How much?”

“I don’t know. His assistant is sending the details.”

“He’s having his assistant tell you? That means it’s a lot. When restaurants have menus with no price it means it’s too expensive to print.”

Though I didn’t think of my mother and me as badly off, I couldn’t think of a time when the stress of not having enough money didn’t permeate my mother’s mood daily. It was like a gray cloud that followed us around, threatening to open up into a downpour. It was hard to imagine what it would feel like to be finally standing in the sun. It didn’t seem possible, like the rain cloud was an inextricable part of our lives.

“What are you going to do with it?” Gina asked.

It was the first time I’d considered that the money would actually be mine to spend. “I don’t know. Buy a new phone, I guess.”

“That’s it?”

The truth was I didn’t apply because of the money. I wanted to go to the Foundry because I felt like it was the only place in the world where I’d fit in.

“I don’t know. There are probably rules and stuff. Like we can only use it on school supplies.”

“Like pencils?” Gina shook her head. “You get an expense account to buy yourself a company car, not to buy notebooks and folders.”

“I guess I could fix my mom’s car.”

“Fix it? Just buy her a new one. You can buy me one, too. I want interest on that video I filmed for you. If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have gotten it,” Gina said with a smirk as she ran up the steps to her house. “And don’t forget it.”

“You can’t even drive.”

“When you’re rich, does it even matter?”

I smiled but didn’t believe her. Though it was fun to fantasize about, I wasn’t going to be rich. That kind of thing didn’t happen to me. Besides, there was still the issue of convincing my mother.

I woke my phone. “Wiser, how do I convince my mom to let me go?”

“Tell her that you were offered a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to participate in an incubator program for gifted young programmers and that you would like to go.”

“So you want me to just tell her the truth?”

“Honesty is usually best,” Wiser said.

“But how do I convince her that it’s a good idea? I could go with the money thing, but she might not care about money. Or I could focus on the school part more than the winning part so she doesn’t think I’ll be dropping out.”

“But that would be a lie.”

“Not exactly,” I said.

“Lying is never a good idea.”

“It’s not a lie.”

“According to Merriam-Webster, a lie is defined as: ‘to make an untrue statement with intent to deceive—’”

“Okay fine, I get it.”

“Why don’t you tell her that you want to go?” Wiser said.

“Because she doesn’t care about what I want.”

“I think you’re mistaken,” Wiser said. “She wants you to be happy.”

I glanced up at our apartment. Through the window, I could see my mom scrubbing the dishes. Her face was pinched while she listened to the news on the radio. “Are you sure there isn’t an alternative?”

“You could always ask her about the red hat,” Wiser said.

“What’s the red hat?”

“The red hat,” Wiser repeated. “A hat that is red.”

I frowned, confused by her bizarre answer.

“Right, but what is it?”

“Your mother’s red hat,” Wiser said, her voice scrambling as she spoke.

“But she doesn’t have a red hat,” I said.

I looked down at my phone, but it had frozen again in the cold. I sighed and stuffed it in my pocket. There must have been a bug in the programming. I made a mental note to look into it and trudged back inside.

No. That was what my mother told me after I’d told her about the Foundry. I was sitting in the kitchen, drying dishes while my mother chopped vegetables for the week.

“Aren’t you going to think about it before making a decision?”

“I don’t need to think about it,” my mother said. “I didn’t work this hard for you to drop out of school.”

“But I wouldn’t be dropping out. I’d just be transferring to a specialized tech school for a year. It’ll be great for college and I’ll come back after it’s done, just with more programming classes on my transcript.” I glanced at my phone on top of the refrigerator and felt relieved that Wiser wasn’t awake to hear me.

My mother squinted at me. “What is the point of this program?”

“To teach me how to code properly. And to learn about business.”

“Why would a sixteen-year-old need to learn about business?”

“I don’t know. What’s the point of any school?”

“To enrich your mind, sharpen your analytical thinking, and arm you with tools that will help you be independent, curious, and resilient in the face of hardship.”

“Exactly. That’s exactly the point of the Foundry.”

My mother looked at me like I’d broken the microwave again. “They’re trying to get you to drop out.”

“No they’re not,” I protested. “It’s a school.”

“There are schools here. You’re currently attending one.”

“They’re going to help me build a company. And they’re going to give me money. They like Wiser. They said it has promise. They want to invest in it.”

My mother let out a resentful laugh. “Invest? Do you know much I’ve invested in you? How long? Sixteen years. Where’s the return on my investment? And now a stranger calls and says he wants to invest in your phone friend, and you want to drop out of school and move to California?”

“It’s not a phone friend. It’s a predictive outcomes application.”

“You’re not going.”

“It’s just for a year,” I said, growing desperate. “That’s all. It’ll help me get into college. It’ll make me a better student.”

“You can only get into college if you finish high school.”

“I know that, but—”

She slammed her cleaver against the chopping block, startling me to silence. “You’re not moving to California, and that’s the end of it.” She must have seen the surprised look on my face because she collected herself. “Now go do your homework. The day is already half over.”

I threw the dishrag on the table. Though I’d known my mother wouldn’t let me go, a part of me had been hoping that maybe this time she’d hear me. She never cared about technology; she thought it was just a distraction from real life. To her, programming was a weird hobby, nothing more than typing and swiping, so why would she understand now?

I turned to go to my room when my phone chirped from the top of the fridge. It had turned back on.

I thought about Wiser’s strange advice. What did I have to lose?

“What about the red hat?” I said.

My mother rarely looked surprised, so when she showed even the slightest hint of being caught off guard, it was notable.

“What about it?” she said.

I had no idea what the red hat referred to, so all I could muster was a shrug. “Never mind.”
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Three

I’d retreated to my room without my phone and was too proud to go back to the kitchen and get it, so I turned on my computer and was about to play music as loud as I could when I saw that I had a message waiting for me on BitBop.

NEW MESSAGE FROM U/OBJECTPERMANENCE:

I know what you mean about feeling like no one you know really gets you. My friends are great and all but I can’t really talk to them about anything too deep. It’s like everyone gets scared, including me, and the pressure in the room increases and then someone makes a joke to relieve it and the moment is over and we’re back to being buddies again. I know that’s not exactly what you’re talking about, but it’s a similar sentiment.

I’m starting to realize that I can’t please my dad. I know we don’t share details but my dad is kind of a big deal. He’s a programmer and an entrepreneur and is really good at what he does. He has this idea of who I’m supposed to be, but no matter what I do, it’s never enough. I just got this thing that I’ve been wanting for a long time, and instead of being happy for me, all he said was that the only reason I got it was because of him.

He cares so much about my accomplishments and yet none of them end up mattering because I’ll never be self-made like he was. I’ll always have had it easier, and he’ll always see my success as something he did for me.

Sorry to complain. It’s hard to talk to my friends about this stuff because, you know, male vulnerability, etc. Any emotion is a weakness . . .

Side note, have you ever listened to film scores while coding? I just listened to the soundtrack from 2001: A Space Odyssey and it makes it feel like you’re saving the planet from a fireball when all you’re doing is searching for a missing semicolon ;)

I felt a swell of happiness and for a moment I forgot why I had been in such a bad mood.

We’d met on a data structures forum on BitBop. Someone had posted wanting suggestions for the best music to listen to while programming. We were the only two who’d responded with something other than trance or EDM. He’d said Beethoven’s Fifth. I’d said Bach’s Cello Concertos. We’d been friends ever since.

Here’s what I knew about ObjectPermanence: He liked science-fiction movies but also had a soft spot for romantic comedies, though he would never tell his friends that. He was smart and funny. He once alluded to practice, which made me think that he played a sport, though he could’ve been referring to band practice. Still, I liked to imagine him playing soccer, but Gina always insisted it was golf, no, worse—virtual golf. He liked corny programming puns (Why did the programmer need glasses? To C#). His dad was some important tech person, and though that didn’t necessarily mean that he lived in California, he had commented once on a post about In-N-Out burgers, which made me think that he did. His family had money, but they weren’t nice to each other. And most importantly, I could talk to him about anything and know he would get it and wouldn’t laugh at me or think I was strange. I’d never met anyone like that before, especially not a boy.

I read his message again. I just got this thing that I’ve been wanting for a long time.

The fact that he’d written it the day after I’d been accepted to the Foundry made me wonder. Was it possible that he’d gotten in, too? For a moment I’d almost convinced myself, but then realized what I was doing and shook it off. No, it had to be a coincidence. The “thing” he “got” could have been anything—an award at school, a summer internship, a new car. There were only twenty spots at the Foundry. Was it really possible that the boy I was talking to online had also gotten one?

I put on the soundtrack from 2001: A Space Odyssey and listened. The music was eerie and strange enough that I could almost believe that I was in an alternate but similar universe where my mother was fine with me going to the Foundry and ObjectPermanence was somehow going as well. I closed my eyes and pictured him listening to the same music. It almost felt like we were in the same room. I began to type a response when there was a knock on my door.

I turned down the music. “What?”

My mother opened the door. “Can I come in?”

I sighed. “Fine.”

Her hands were still wet from cooking, and she wiped them on her apron and sat on my bed next to me. “Your voice invention,” she said.

“Wiser,” I reminded her, for the umpteenth time.

My mother handed me my phone. “Show me how it works.”

I woke my phone and asked the first question that came to mind. “Wiser, if I miss this opportunity to go to the Foundry will I ever get another one?”

“Opportunities are a combination of good timing and hard work. If you keep working hard, statistically you will have a much better chance of getting more opportunities.”

I could feel my mother looking at me, but I couldn’t bring myself to meet her gaze. I was too upset. “Wiser, if I don’t go to California, will I regret it for the rest of my life?”

“People only feel regret over things they could have changed that were within their control. Going to California is not in your control, therefore you should not feel regret over it. However, you may feel resentment.”

“Wiser, am I going to be stuck in Massachusetts for my entire life?”

“I don’t predict the future,” Wiser said. “But I suspect that if you’d like to leave, eventually you will.”

That made me feel a little better.

“How does it work?” my mother asked. I tried to think of the last time she’d asked me a question that wasn’t about a chore she’d given me and couldn’t think of one.

“It scans all of my online data and any publicly accessible data and comes up with personalized responses to my questions,” I explained. “It gives me advice.”

“And you made it yourself?”

I nodded.

“This Laura Slang. What are her credentials?”

I smirked. “Lars Lang.”

She listened quietly while I told her about the Foundry, about Lars’s game company and his social-networking site. I spoke carefully. Whatever was happening, I didn’t want to ruin it. The fact that she was even asking made my heart rate pick up, though I didn’t dare get my hopes up yet. When I was finished, she said nothing for a long while.

“Does he have a phone number?”

I wrote it on a piece of paper, which she folded into her apron before glancing around my room. “This place is a mess,” she said. “I’m doing a load of laundry. Bring me your dirty clothes.”

As I watched her leave, I felt what I could only describe as cautious but near explosive excitement. I didn’t know what had happened between our argument in the kitchen and now, but I didn’t mind. I listened to her footsteps disappear down the hall, then turned to my phone. “Wiser, what’s the red hat?”

“You clearly haven’t read any of your mother’s published papers. In a 1997 article called ‘The Spirit of the Immigrant,’ she writes about leaving Taiwan as a teenager to go to college in the United States. She’d received a scholarship from an American university to study political history and economics, but her parents were opposed to it. They didn’t approve of her moving abroad to study such a frivolous subject when she had already passed the entrance exam at home to go to pharmacy school. Your mother told them she was leaving anyway, with or without their permission. They didn’t speak until the morning of her departure, when her mother gave her a small parcel packed with food for the trip, along with a red knitted hat. ‘For the winters in Massachusetts,’ she’d told her daughter. In that way, she gave her daughter her blessing.”

My phone was warm in my hand, as though it were another palm. “Thank you,” I whispered to Wiser. It was the first time I really understood that I had created something that might be great.

Through the ceiling, I could hear someone upstairs vacuuming. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine it was the waves of the Pacific crashing against the rocks, blue and glittering in the sunlight. I was going.

“Wiser, what else do you know that I don’t know?” I asked her just for fun. It was too broad of a question for Wiser to properly answer, though I figured I’d try anyway.

“You never really know what another person is capable of,” she said.

“Like my mother?”

“I do like your mother,” she said.

Lars Lang was right; the programming could use some improvement. I opened my phone and made a note of it. It didn’t occur to me to ask Wiser more. I didn’t realize that she might not have been talking about my mother at all; she might have been talking about me.

After careful deliberation and multiple hours of phone conversations with the Foundry staff, including one particularly mortifying series of questions about the level of adult supervision in the dormitories, my mother reluctantly agreed that I could attend. The months that followed passed remarkably slowly. I had to finish the school year, which meant returning to normal life until June as though nothing had changed.

At school, I was the girl with the weird name who knew a lot about computers. I wasn’t unpopular but I wasn’t popular either. I had a few acquaintances from advanced math, but outside of spending time with Gina, my social interactions primarily consisted of my classmates asking me to fix their broken phones or help them with a homework problem. So when word got out that I got accepted to the Foundry, which most nonprogrammers had only vague knowledge of, the news was stretched and twisted until it made no sense at all. Did you hear? Xia Chan was dropping out of school to move to San Francisco. Xia Chan was being hired by a tech company in Northern California. Xia Chan was going to work on a top-secret project in the Bay Area. Xia Chan now worked for the government; she was probably CIA.

“I heard you were a secret agent,” Jay said from the desk next to mine. Jay and I had been in advanced math together since we were in middle school. He liked to tell people that I was the best in our class, but he was just being modest. He often managed to get just one point higher on tests than I did, which never ceased to infuriate me.

“I can’t confirm either way.”

“I knew it,” Jay said with a smirk. He was perpetually disheveled and clumsy, with oversized hands and feet, like a puppy.

“Hey,” Mr. McDonough said from the blackboard. “Can either of you confirm the location of this point on the curve?” He cracked a smile. “But seriously, congratulations, Xia. The Foundry is an incredible place. They’re lucky to have you.”

I blushed. “Thanks.”

“So what’s your mission?” Jay whispered. “And are you looking
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