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Of the three people standing onstage, only two of them were people. But that was totally normal to Kelly—one of the people people. Along with Priya, her best friend and fellow robotics engineer (the other person person), she looked out over the audience filling the brightly lit demonstration room: a field trip of fifty or so kids, squirming and grouchy under the cloud of that early January gloom. The children were freshly reinstitutionalized after two halcyon weeks of holiday break, the feral spirit of pajama days and pumpkin pie breakfasts still smoldering in their eyes. And now it was up to Kelly to win their wandering attention.

“I’d like you to meet Zed,” she began tentatively, gesturing to the robot standing beside her. He was one of the first projects she had worked on five years ago when she landed her coveted job at Automated Human Industries, AHI, the boutique cutting-edge robotics company. Zed made a modest impression at first glance, his body a four-foot-tall construction of steel ligaments and exposed wires, his face a flat panel. “I know he looks pretty basic,” she continued, trying and failing to eclipse the gleeful Pillsbury Doughboy noises issuing from four girls in the back as they took turns poking each other’s stomachs. Kelly was not the most confident performer. This was a young woman who, when playing a tree in her third-grade play, had gotten stage fright—despite not having any lines—and dramatically fled the theater. Which had not been easy, seeing as her legs had been bound together in a trunk.

But now her voice grew as she got excited, talking about her work. “But at the point of his creation, Zed had a greater scope of motion capabilities than anything else on the market. He was our first build with our patented predictive stereo vision—”

A tinny ring from the front row announced that a sandy-haired boy had just won a game on his contraband phone—and threw Kelly off her flow. Robbie, one of her coworkers here at AHI, bustled over and extended a hand. “Phone,” he commanded. The boy dutifully dropped his thousand-dollar smartphone into a red plastic bucket of other thousand-dollar smartphones, glass hitting metal with a thump. Robbie had jumped at the chance to play phone wrangler today, ensuring that—even though none of the company’s newest technology was on display—no junior spies filmed the program for their parents, two thirds of whom probably worked at competing tech companies here in Silicon Valley. He clutched the bucket with a sort of protective satisfaction and retreated to his position on the sidelines, from which he watched the rows of children like a prison guard. Sometimes Kelly couldn’t believe that she had dated him.

She refocused. She was determined to get through to these students. Or at least to half of them. Maybe one? Just a small one? But so many were talking to each other that they could barely hear her. The whole detailed presentation she had perfected and rehearsed was falling apart in practice. “So we started with something called stochastic mapping, which is, um—” She faltered. Her eyes darted irresistibly toward the exit. She felt another “fleeing tree” moment coming on.

“It’s kind of easier if you see it first,” Priya gently interrupted. “Who wants to see this guy in action?”

“Yeah!” a couple of the kids responded, sitting up. Kelly relaxed as she looked across at her friend, grateful for the intervention. Priya was better at this type of thing anyway. She could get a smile out of a statue.

“Shall you do the honors, madam?” she asked now.

“I shall, mademoiselle.” Kelly clicked the remote in her hand and Zed beeped into life, his blue eyes blinking on. More of the children looked up, their attention caught. “So he can walk, of course.” She pushed the mini joystick on the remote forward and Zed took a few steps, his movements more fluid than his rough form seemed to indicate.

“But big deal, right?” Priya asked the crowd. “You guys have been walking for years.” Some of the kids giggled.

“But he can also walk sideways, which is pretty cool.” Kelly toggled to the right on the remote, sending Zed into a side-to-side grapevine movement. “And if you add in the arms—”

Priya pressed a sequence of buttons on her own remote and the robot added a rhythmic arm movement to his routine. “Zed’s got some major moves.” The kids in the audience started clapping.

“Observe.” Kelly swept the joystick around, and Zed whirled in a perfect, whip-fast pirouette, stopping on a dime. The sandy-haired boy let out an involuntary “Whoa!”

“Way better than my moves, I have to admit,” Kelly said.

As the crowd laughed and cheered, Kelly sneaked a grin at Priya. They had officially won these kids over with the sweet smell of science. They were superheroes. Now she spoke confidently as she started to explain her process. This was her favorite part: the magic of engineering, the ability to imagine an impossible-to-solve problem, then slowly break it down, unpiecing it until it became possible. 

“So how do you teach a robot to walk?” she asked the crowd. They were silent now, utterly rapt. “Imagine you were trying to give someone else the ability to walk for the first time. What would you need to give him?”

“Feet!” one child cried.

“Good, that’s the first thing.” She was actually starting to enjoy this. “What would those feet need to be able to do?”

But the buzz of another phone, conspicuous in the quiet, cut her off. Her eyes shot instinctively to Robbie, waiting for him to nab the culprit. But Robbie’s glare was fixed squarely on her. “I’m so sorry,” she muttered, fumbling her own phone out of her pocket and striking the Ignore button. She could almost physically feel everyone watching.

It had been her mom calling, but she could have guessed that even without looking at the screen. It was always her mom calling. She cleared her throat and tried to resume the presentation, but she had lost her train of thought. “So … the feet. The feet would need to be able to balance flat on the ground, right? What else?”

She felt a smaller rumble in her pocket as a voicemail registered, where it would sit alongside the five or six other voicemails from her mother that could be found on Kelly’s phone at all times. She could already hear what this one would say: “Are you coming to family dinner this weekend?” (Yes, Kelly came to every family dinner, every two weeks like clockwork.) And “Are you bringing a date?” (No, it’s a family dinner, that would be weird.) Of course, Kelly was rarely dating anyone anyway. But that wasn’t the point.

Diane’s energetic voice filled Kelly’s mind so loudly that she failed to hear the kids shouting answers at her in the audience. “Sorry, what? One at a time,” she said. Just moments ago she had been doing so well. She had asked her mom time and time again to not call while she was at work, but Diane just never seemed to think that Kelly’s work was too important to interrupt. “How about balance?” she tried again. “Wait, I just said that. Um—”

Priya gave her a sympathetic glance before stepping forward again. “What did you just say? You, the boy in the awesome SpiderMan shirt? That the feet have to talk to the brain? That’s right. You have to figure out how those feet are going to know what to do.”

This time Kelly stepped back, allowing Priya to take over for her. She had lost the nerve to try again.

The drive from AHI to her parents’ house that Sunday wasn’t far. But passing from the sweeping, glass-bound corporate giants of North San Jose to the leafy suburban streets of Willow Glen always gave her the feeling of entering another world. Maybe she became more of the girl she was growing up there, less of the woman she was now.

The Suttle house was a neat ranch-style home that looked as modestly middle class as ever despite the million-dollar price tag the tech boom had hung on it. The sage-green painted exterior was nice enough, framed by solid bushes and a white bench tucked beneath a shady oak tree, but it gave way to an interior that had, in the decades-long war of attrition that was her parents’ marriage, become almost entirely her mother’s territory. Pillows with an indefensible number of tassels, framed flower prints jockeying for wall space, a menagerie of china and glass figurines—Diane had difficulty saying no to anything beautiful, or at least cute, or at least, well, whatever was appealing about the life-sized sculpture of a cat that glowered at them from the mantel. Family portraits from years gone by had the five Suttles smiling down, pressed and perfect, from every room. But the actual family tableaus formed in these rooms were never so idyllic. Kelly took a heavy breath as she entered the house. Something about the numerous clashing pots of potpourri, the unidentifiable cooking smells, the thick fug of repressed childhood emotions, made the air more difficult to breathe here. Kelly loved her family. But sometimes she thought it would be easier to love them if she didn’t have a career that kept her so close.

As she emerged into the kitchen, she looked to see what her mother was cooking, but her spirits fell when she saw her ladling an ominous, gelatinous something onto plates. The older she got, the more Diane embraced a sort of culinary Russian roulette, throwing ingredients together with abandon, and the results were as likely to be toxic as inspired. Kelly could already tell that tonight would be a miss. Meanwhile, Diane talked in a stream to Clara, Kelly’s twenty-five-year-old sister. Clara had a Disney princess thing going on: she wasn’t a supermodel, but with wide, round eyes and a sunny smile, she was the sort of pretty that made babies smile at her automatically in checkout lines and customers at the vintage boutique where she worked want to give her the sale. Her strawberry-blond head bobbed, listening raptly, while she pushed some parbaked rolls into the oven. Beside her, her fiancé Jonathan, an overgrown but good-natured jock getting soft in the middle since college, dutifully pretended to be doing something with the butter to look busy.

Across the kitchen, Kelly’s older brother, Gary, was half visible under his young daughters, who were summiting him like mountain goats. Kelly knew that there were three of them—triplets, in fact—but sometimes suspected he had picked up an extra one somewhere, like a leaf stuck to his hair. They made way too much sound for three humans and with the way they ran around, really, who could tell how many there were, or what was happening at all? It was like that game where you try to guess which cup the penny is under. The only possible solution is that there’s a secret fourth cup. They were just reaching the age when they were developing truly distinct personalities, and Kelly was half thrilled at watching their minds blossom, half terrified at the notion that all three girls could now run and turn doorknobs.

“I talked to the florist about the camellias,” Diane was saying as she fluttered around the kitchen, her sleeve of bracelets clinking, her dark hair motionless in its eternally perfect coif. Clara’s wedding, which was eight weeks away, was the topic du jour—it was the topic du every jour, taking the place of the gossipy stories that Diane usually recounted from Blush, the bridal shop she ran. “It’s vital that she understand. Gary, can you grab me the salad tongs?” Diane didn’t seem to notice that Gary currently had a shoe in one hand, an upside-down toddler in the other, and an Anna from Frozen doll in his mouth. Kelly dove into the room and scooped up the toddler while Gary seamlessly plucked the tongs from their container.

“Ah, Kelly, you’re here, finally. Hand me the lettuce spinner?”

Kelly struggled to perch her niece on her hip while extricating the lettuce spinner from a top shelf.

“So if we go with peach, that would mean—”

“White for the ribbons,” Diane finished Clara’s sentence. “And then—”

“Those other sashes for the bridesmaids, exactly,” said Clara. 

“The ones you showed me a while ago?” Kelly asked.

“Which were those again?” Clara said, busily setting the butter on the table while Kelly offered the lettuce spinner rather aimlessly, trying to catch her mom’s attention. Diane seemed to have forgotten that she wanted it in the first place.

“Um, I don’t know, they were in a catalogue?”

“They’re all in catalogues, Kelly,” Diane asserted. “Don’t worry about it, we’ll tell you what to wear on the day.” Kelly set the lettuce spinner on the counter and pulled her niece closer to her instead, making her laugh with a funny face. She sensed that her energies were better expended there.

“Oh, hi, Dad,” she said, just noticing her father. His stillness in the whirl of motion around him had camouflaged him into the room.

“Hi, Kel,” he responded, not looking up from his white paper. Carl was always reading or scratching at something for his job as a civil engineer with the local water utility, but he never discussed his work with the family. For someone who worked so closely with technology, he spent an awful lot of time doing things the analogue way, and Kelly suspected this was because of Diane’s strict “no devices at dinnertime” policy. If he was working on a notepad, Kelly’s mom interpreted it as legitimate and let it slide.

Kelly’s father was one of those fifty-five-year-old men with a beard and glasses who looked like he was born a fifty-five-year-old man with a beard and glasses. Trying to imagine him as a young boy, a twenty-year-old, even, was ludicrous. His crescent of close-cut, early whitened hair never seemed to grow, get cut, or fall out. His favorite armchair was so molded to the angles of his body that he didn’t sit in it so much as wear it. And in the same way, he wore his marriage to Kelly’s mom. When they met, he was studying biochemistry, she theater. They were married before they graduated. A boiling, opposites-attract passion carried them through the first few years. By the time it cooled, Gary was there, and so was a mortgage, and a long future that seemed pretty much planned out. Diane’s silliness and flair for the dramatic didn’t age well, and Carl’s analytical intelligence became boring. They were married now more out of habit than love, though he never appeared to notice such things.

Diane thought often of such things, but was so willfully romantic that she saw only a long and happy marriage, a model for all the young brides-to-be at her shop. So she chattered on blissfully oblivious to her husband’s disregard, which was probably the secret to their “success.” She focused on the perfect image of her marriage in their family portraits and Carl focused on his work, neither looking at the flesh-and-blood spouse in front of their eyes.

Growing up in such a household, Kelly, an innately rational little girl, had had no choice but to review the evidence of her parents’ marriage and conclude that fairy tales were a load of fluff and bunk. With such a mismatched model of love, relationships had always seemed to her at best illogical, at worst a source of pain. And so she poured herself into her Legos, which turned into computers, which turned into intricate robotics systems. Machines made far more sense than people.

While the family ate dinner, or worked the chicken around on their plates to make it look eaten, the topic of conversation was, of course, still Clara’s wedding. Several important facts were established. Gary’s wife, Gina, an ER nurse with an insane schedule who couldn’t be here because she was working, because she was always working, hadn’t gotten a dress yet so, yes, Gary had picked out something for her that was color-scheme appropriate. Yes, Jonathan had passed Diane’s hair advice (instructions) on to his groomsmen, and it was duly received. And yes, Carl would take a dancing lesson for the father-daughter dance. This was news to Carl.

“A dancing lesson? It’s a wedding, not a cabaret.”

“Carl, this is your only daughter’s wedding—”

Kelly looked around the table to see if anyone else noticed. They didn’t.

“And you’re going to learn to dance,” Diane said in her I-mean-business voice. Carl’s face stiffened, even his glasses stiffened, but Clara cut in with a gentler tone, her eyes glimmering with sincerity. 

“It’s just one lesson, Dad, and it’ll make things so much easier. This way you won’t get up there at the wedding and feel like you don’t know what to do. You’ll have learned everything beforehand; you won’t even have to think about it.”

“Oh, fine, that’s all right then,” Carl grumbled. Kelly gulped on her chicken. How did Clara do that? How did she always say the right thing?

But she was quickly distracted by the inevitable question. “So, Kelly,” her mom asked brightly, “have you met anyone recently?”

“Well, a boatswain from the Philippines just asked me to connect on LinkedIn, so …”

“You know what I mean, a man!”

“No, Mom, since you asked me last week, I have not found a husband.”

“No need to be snippy. I just want what’s best for you. After all, you are already twenty-nine; I would think you would gladly take my help in the situation. And luckily for you, I met someone!”

“Congratulations, dear. Will I be invited to the wedding?” Carl asked, not looking up from his salad.

“I mean for Kelly, obviously.”

“Mom, I don’t—”

“Oh, is this the one you were telling me about?” Clara interrupted Kelly excitedly. “I think you’ll actually like him, Kel.”

“Please don’t—” But Kelly failed again.

“Give it a try. Worst that happens is this stranger murders you on the first date, and then at least you’re not dying alone,” Gary said, slicing food for two of the girls across his own untouched plate. His expression was so straight that few people but Kelly would have been able to tell he was joking. And even she wasn’t convinced.

“I really don’t want—”

But now Diane cut across Kelly. “Will everyone please just let me finish?” Oh, how rude of me, Kelly thought. “His name is Martin and he’s Donna’s sister’s neighbor’s son. He’s a realtor and a tennis player and just adorable and best of all, he’s the same height as Gary, so everything will be symmetrical in the pictures!”

“What pictures?” Gary asked. 

“At the wedding, obviously.”

Kelly couldn’t let this go on. “Mom, I don’t care how good this guy looks next to Gary, I’m not marrying him.”

“Not your wedding, silly. Though who knows! I mean for Clara’s wedding. Oh, and I almost forgot. He has a cocker spaniel.” Diane sat back, satisfied. The man had a cocker spaniel.

“It’s perfect, right, Kel?” Clara beamed.

“Wait, so you guys just went and found a plus one for me?”

“I know how you dread these things,” Diane said. “Now you don’t even have to worry about it.”

“What makes you think I don’t already have one?”

“Well, you don’t—do you?”

Kelly spluttered. “That’s not the point! I don’t want to go to my sister’s wedding with some tennis-playing jerkoff I don’t even know.”

“But you will know him. I set up dinner for the two of you. You’ve got almost two months to get to know each other.”

Kelly looked to her father. “Dad, you’ll pose next to me in the pictures, right, so everything looks good? I don’t need a plus one?”

“I would, but I probably wouldn’t live up to your mother’s standards. She’s never called me adorable.”

“Gary? Is anyone going to stand up for me or is my whole family happy to just pimp me out to a strange man off the streets?”

“Honestly, I’d be thrilled to have another guy at the family table,” Gary admitted. “My doctor said if I don’t start exposing myself to people other than Gina and the girls, I will lactate.”

“Kelly, this is ridiculous. You have to bring someone,” Diane insisted.

“Why? Who cares?”

“Who cares?” Diane set down her fork. Kelly sensed that she had asked the wrong question. “A wedding is a house of cards, Kelly. If you mess up my seating arrangements, all hell will break loose. And all of my friends, my family, my industry colleagues will be there. The eyes of the Bay Area are on me. I am a bridal professional and this is my daughter’s wedding! This is my Triple Crown!”

“Wait, so are you the horse in this scenario?” Kelly couldn’t resist asking.

“I think she’s the jockey.” Gary caught her eye before looking away, masking a grin.

“Please, just give him a chance, Kel,” Clara said. “It’s one dinner. I think you’ll have more fun at the wedding if you have someone to talk to, and I won’t have to worry about whether you’re having a good time. Please? For me?”

Kelly sighed. Clara’s sweet tone was much harder to say no to than her mother’s quasi-mania. She had a feeling she was about to meet a cocker spaniel.
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Kelly wondered, as she prepared for her blind date the following Saturday, why other girls seemed to love the getting-ready process. In movies this was always a snappy montage that involved trying on various colorful outfits and throwing them off over your head like a jovial idiot who doesn’t understand how hangers work. Instead, there she was, in her drab apartment, staring sadly into her closet. It was like Eeyore shopping for a quinceañera dress.

Well, drab may be a little harsh—Kelly had a perfectly nice (for Silicon Valley rental prices) one-bedroom with square, modern lines, granite countertops mottled with black and sienna brown, and broad windows offering views of the small, flat park across the street, where dogs ran through the cropped grass and kids played soccer. Her IKEA décor was neutral and tasteful, if rather plain. She tended to choose items in neat, geometric shapes, pieces that had no possibility of clashing with each other or cutting the space in the room into any of those awkward, too-small-to-have-a-function wedges of unfillable air. It was easiest to go basic, she figured—safest. Pick out something inoffensive and you didn’t have to devote any time and energy to thinking about it, or worrying what other people would think. There was no way you would look back at that rectangular beige couch and think you’d made a horrendous mistake. She couldn’t imagine a world where home décor served any higher purpose than to do no harm.

The same philosophy extended to the wardrobe she was now peering into as if she expected it to offer her some magical, glamorous outfit she had never actually bought. She might as well have been looking for the portal to Narnia. Kelly owned very little in the way of going-out clothes or even casual clothes, because she did very little going out or casual-ing. Most of her items were work oriented: blouses in cream or taupe, skirts and trousers with simple lines. In actuality, her office was rather forgiving of the “artist/techie/genius with beard lice” types who worked in the Engineering department, many of whom dressed like college students who had rolled out of bed just in time for class. But Kelly wasn’t the type to indulge in such informality.

She swung out one of her three dresses and looked it over. A high neck, but at least it was sleeveless. Nothing says date night like a pair of arms. It was a basic, lightly fitted shape in a sturdy material of forest green. She worried that the green might be too matchy-matchy with her eyes. Then she worried that another color might not match enough. Before sliding it on, she snapped herself into a too-small, one-piece bathing suit she had brilliantly repurposed as a form of budget shapewear, repeating “It looks good, it looks good” in her head like a mantra while it rearranged her internal organs.

Kelly met her own eyes in the mirror as she blow-dried her light hair. Her routine here was more about correcting her features than playing them up. She twirled a round brush through her hair as she blew it out to eliminate its natural waves and create a simple, straight shape. She smoothed foundation over her freckles to cover them up. Her face and nose were a little longer than she would have liked, but she had learned through precise application how to rectify them with contouring. She actually liked her green eyes; just a little mascara and oyster-colored shadow was all that was needed there. She left her lips bare—this was a first date, after all, and the last thing Kelly wanted was to go overboard.

She stepped back and surveyed herself in the bathroom mirror, trying to imagine what she would think if she were meeting herself for the first time, pondering the question that has troubled mankind since the ancients: Hot or Not? Would she want to date herself? Not that she wanted to date Martin. But that didn’t mean that she didn’t want him to want to date her.

That would sure show her mom, and Clara. They had assumed she couldn’t get a wedding plus one on her own. As much as Kelly loathed to even formulate the thought, preferring to stow it safely in the back of her mental closet, with the dust and the fifth-grade gymnastics costumes, she knew that she was a failure in her mother’s eyes—and Kelly was not someone who accepted failure. She breathed out a contented little sigh just imagining her family’s shocked faces if Martin came back for a second date—if he actually liked her.

Kelly had always relied on data, and the models of her parents’ marriage and her own disappointing relationship history gave her little logical basis for predicting the arrival of true love in her own life at any point in the future. Her two previous boyfriends had been guys who looked great on paper, but made her even less happy than she had been alone. Still, a little illogical hope kept flickering, telling her that love might still be out there after all. Her stomach clenched in a way that was only partially the fault of the bathing suit.

She swiped on a little lipstick, just in case.

Martin knew the waiter at the restaurant, a French and Vietnamese place in Alum Rock with glowing saffron-colored walls, and Kelly naturally took this to be a bad sign. She harbored an instinctive suspicion of these people who seemed to know everyone. With a pang, she visualized the modest Friend count on her Facebook page—that couldn’t have made a good impression when Martin had likely online-stalked her prior to meeting.

Martin wasn’t bad looking: sandy hair, features a little blunt and Germanic but good-natured, and wide shoulders. He looked like someone who got outside often, but always for recreation, not for a living.

He started the conversation by asking about Kelly’s work. “So I heard that you do some kind of Hall of Presidents thing for work? Isn’t that that show at Disney with all the animatronic presidents? That seriously creeped me out as a kid. But I mean, totally cool if that’s what you do.”

“No, it’s not really anything like that,” Kelly said with a small laugh. Already she felt embarrassed. Diane told everyone that her daughter basically worked at the Hall of Presidents.

Martin went on. “Oh, cool. Yeah, I’m a realtor, I do residential spaces in East San Jose. I kind of fell into it through family, but I feel lucky because I actually love it. I love working with people.”

“Mm-hmm.” Kelly smiled while taking a sip of water, hoping that her face didn’t betray that she could relate to that comment about as much as if he had told her he liked taking long walks on the planet Xanadu.

In the ensuing silence, Martin glanced around, then, spotting their waiter, Tony, quickly stopped him. “Could I get another Amstel when you have a second? Thanks, man.”

Kelly thought back anxiously to how quickly she had responded when Tony took their food orders earlier. Of course she had Googled the restaurant menu beforehand and figured out what she could order so there would be no surprises. Prawn noodles? Too messy. Papaya salad? Too fussy. Ahi tuna? Just right. Though the
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A Conversation with Sarah Archer

1. This novel is so fun! How did you come up with the idea?

I was living in Los Angeles at the time, so the idea came to me when most ideas did: while I was sitting in traffic. It was an inspiration that immediately grabbed me, so that I thanked the red lights for giving me snatches of time to scribble down notes. At first I thought of it as a reversal of the John Hughes movie Weird Science. But I knew right away that I wanted this story to be more relationship-driven, less of an out-and-out comedy. So as I started to think about what kind of character might gain something meaningful from a relationship with a robot, Kelly came to the surface.

2. Kelly’s voice is very relatable. Do you identify with her character? Is she based on anyone you know?

Kelly isn’t based on anyone real, but I can relate to her introversion and passion for her work—though I don’t think I would ever cut it as a robotics engineer! Personally, I’ve always been inclined to the humanities and gray-area, artistic thinking, so one of the fun challenges of writing this book was getting inside the head of someone who approaches life and relationships in a concrete, logical way. Thinking in terms of things like the scientific method or the order of operations as applied to solving equations helped me develop her voice.

Some facets of Kelly’s voice and humor do overlap with my own, but really, I think she’s an amalgam of so many people of her generation. Something about living in the internet age has pushed many of us to be equal shades of neurotic, overly analytical, and sarcastic, but ultimately durable.

3. As a robotics engineer, Kelly is a successful woman working in the sciences. Why did you decide to set the story within this world?

Artificial intelligence is a topic that fascinates me, so while I wasn’t actively looking for an idea set in the world of the sciences, when one came to me, I jumped on it. I loved exploring what a robotics company in Silicon Valley might look like and what sorts of projects the people there might be working on.

I’m a firm believer in giving characters as much conflict as possible, so by creating a female protagonist working in a competitive, male-dominated industry, I could believe that Kelly’s career would be that much more hard-won and she would be even more afraid of doing something to jeopardize it. Anita, Kelly’s boss, is slightly older than she is, so her trajectory would probably have been even harder. I like to think that the difference of even a decade or so allows Kelly and Priya to feel more at home in the tech industry than Anita might have felt when she started.

4. What kind of research did you do for the novel?

I was fortunate to speak to several experts in the robotics and product design fields about their education, the work they do, the challenges they face, and how they think about their contributions to the world. These conversations were so illuminating. I’m an English major to my core, so I’m still a long way from truly understanding Kelly’s work, but these interviews gave me a window into her world. Then, as with everything in my life, I turned to Google to fill in the gaps, consulting journal articles, interviews, and blogs to answer questions that arose along the way, including those about life in Silicon Valley. The latest developments in AI and robotics are intriguing, intimidating, and exciting—it was tough to avoid getting lost in research rabbit holes on the internet.

5. Before writing the novel, your background was in comedy. Why did you decide to write a novel? Did anything surprise you about writing fiction?

I began writing this book at a transition period in my life. I had just relocated from Los Angeles, where I was working crazy hours in the entertainment industry, to St. Maarten. Even after moving to a Caribbean paradise, I managed to overcommit myself with work immediately, but I still had more time in my day for writing. So I finally decided to attempt a novel, something I had always wanted to pursue. On a creative level, I wanted to try this idea in novel form because I sensed that Kelly’s voice could be a major part of the story and I was eager to play with that on the page.

Having focused on screenwriting for years, I found writing fiction delightfully freeing. I still sometimes feel guilty when I just come out and say what a character is thinking. Poetry is another passion of mine, and I relish the chance to really climb down into the language and walk around among the words, something that’s harder to do in screenwriting. But writing humor definitely requires an adjustment for the page versus the screen: you can’t rely as much on the visual and on the manipulation of timing.

6. As you portray it, the modern dating scene—particularly in Silicon Valley—is a bit grim. Have you lived in Silicon Valley? Why is it so hard for Kelly to meet relatable men?

Here’s my confession: I’ve never actually been to Silicon Valley. San Francisco is as close as I’ve gotten, but I did live in Los Angeles for years, and I think LA and Silicon Valley are similar in that both are industry towns. In terms of the social and dating scene, that can be a negative: many people care only about what they can get out of you professionally—they care more about knowing you for the sake of knowing you than about really knowing you. There’s a tendency to flex and talk oneself up, and there’s an atmosphere of artificiality, where image rules. But on the plus side, when you live in that kind of area it’s easy to meet like-minded people, people who are so passionate about the things you’re passionate about that they were willing to uproot their lives and move there to pursue their dreams. I met my husband at a networking event for writers in LA—it’s not all bad!

7. Without giving anything away, did you always know how Kelly and Ethan’s story would end? How did their relationship evolve as you wrote their characters?

The central arc of the story line came to me pretty much fully formed and never altered, even while so much around it did through various drafts. The place where Kelly and Ethan end up felt right to me from the beginning, but how they got there evolved. I think their relationship became deeper, more passionate, and more human, ultimately challenging Kelly at a more elemental level. My focus was always on her character arc, so it helped to play with Ethan’s arc as well, and with how he might force changes in the relationship through his own evolution.

8. How to Build a Boyfriend from Scratch is terrifically funny, but it also tackles serious questions about love, loneliness, work/life balance, honesty, and the power of expectations—both our own and those of our fami-lies. What was it like to keep up this balance while writing?

I like to include both drama and comedy in almost anything I write, because life has such a mixture of both. It just feels natural. But balancing the two and maintaining a consistent tone is always difficult. It helped me to use Kelly’s voice as a sort of filter—thinking about how she would view a situation, what she would find funny and in what ways, or where she would be emotionally in different moments. Thinking about your audience is another useful filter. I wrote the first several drafts of this book just for me, with no audience or commercial concerns like genre categorization in mind. As I advanced in the process and fixed on a more refined sense of who might actually read the book, I was able to make some appropriate adjustments.

9. What do you hope readers will take away from Kelly’s story?

First, I hope they have a good time with it! But on a deeper level, for me, the heart of the book is the idea that love is a choice. I believe that one of our greatest gifts as humans is our inalienable ability to love, and our greatest responsibility is to decide how we exert that power. When Kelly comes to make different choices about how she loves, her relationships are transformed, not just with Ethan but with family and friends too. As artificial intelligence evolves into the future, I think we’ll face many questions about AI beings’ ability to “feel” emotions (and about what that even means) and to make choices. I’m so curious to see how we as a society will approach these issues.

10. What’s next for you?

I have some screenwriting projects on the back burner, but my focus is on diving into my second novel. I can’t wait for it to come into the world!




Discussion Guide

1. When we meet Kelly, she’s struggling to make her voice heard, both at work and at her family dinner. Why do you think this is? Do you relate to Kelly? Why or why not?

2. Why do you think Kelly hasn’t found love before? What changes as she gets to know Ethan?

3. Kelly’s mom is certain she just wants what’s best for Kelly (p. 11). Do you agree? Why do you think Kelly feels she has to lie to Diane to make her happy? Is their relationship different at the end of the novel?

4. When Kelly tries online dating, she finds herself limited by the qualifications she thinks she’s looking for in a man (p. 56). Is this kind of profiling helpful? Does Kelly come to understand differently what she’s looking for? What qualifications in a partner would be on your list?

5. Why does Kelly struggle to finish Confibot? How does Ethan help her think differently about her career?

6. Kelly teaches Ethan to eat Nutella and Cheez-Its, her favorite snack. Do you have a surprising favorite treat? Is there a particularly memorable time you shared it with someone?

7. Priya is Kelly’s best friend, but things become complicated after Kelly creates Ethan. Why does Kelly feel she has to lie to Priya? How does their relationship change? Have you ever felt that you had to lie to a friend? What happened?

8. Were you surprised by how Kelly and Ethan’s relationship evolved? How did you think their love story would end?

9. If you were in Kelly’s shoes, what would you do with Ethan? Do you think you would make the same choices she did?

10. What do you think the future holds for Kelly?




About the Author

Sarah Archer’s writing has been produced for Comedy Central and published in numerous literary magazines. She has worked in literary management and film and television development on projects including House, Concussion, Roots, and Girls Trip. How to Build a Boyfriend from Scratch is her debut novel.
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