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Dedication

To Tucker, who believed in this version of the future

when I couldn’t see it myself.
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The only time I see Miller that summer, he’s walking straight at me in a tuxedo.

“Code red,” Maren says, and tugs me sideways into the math hallway. School is quiet—a little over a week before the start of classes, only open this afternoon for senior presentations. I risk a peek around the corner just as Miller’s looking up, a clothbound book tucked under one of his arms. When he sees us, his eyes narrow.

“Maren,” he says, nodding tightly as he approaches. His gaze skates right over me, and I get busy studying the locker Maren plastered me against. A rudimentary etching of the word dickhead is carved like a rainbow around the combination lock.

“Miller.” Maren’s voice is icy, and after Miller passes us she sticks her tongue out and makes a vulgar hip thrust in his direction. He’s cut his hair since May, his usual mop replaced by a short-on-the-sides, tsunami-wave-up-top situation that makes him look like a boy-band front man wannabe.

“Sick tux,” I mutter, and Maren snorts.

“Of course he wore a penguin suit to his presentation.” Her arm’s still hooked through mine, and she guides us back into the main hall. It’s empty now, late-August light slanting in through tall windows that overlook the parking lot. “Has that boy not taken something too far even once?”

I can hear his dress shoes retreating—click, click, click, click. Steady and measured, unshaken by me.

“Come on, Ro.” Maren elbows me in the ribs. “Don’t let him throw you off your game.”

“He didn’t,” I say, even though my chest has gone all tight, that suffocating feeling only Miller ever gives me. A natural side effect of being so thoroughly hated, maybe. “I’m ready.”

“Good,” she says, and nudges me forward. We’ve reached the end of the hall, where a printer-paper sign is taped to the auditorium door: Group A Senior Presentations 12 p.m.–5 p.m.

“Hey,” I say, turning toward her. “Thanks again for coming.” She didn’t have to be here: It’s summer, still—the last few precious days. But here she is nonetheless, just like always.

“You know I wouldn’t miss it.” Maren reaches for the door, swinging it wide so I have to step through. “Now let’s go, you’re stalling. The future awaits.”

I could’ve waited until May to present my senior project. Maren hasn’t even decided what to do for hers yet. But here I am, instead: ten days before the start of senior year, in a room full of teachers I’m not legally required to listen to for over a week, with my unruly hair tamed into a bun and my toes cramped into flats Maren made me borrow.

I could’ve waited until May, like everyone else. But not everyone else has a dad breathing down their neck to apply to college when it’s the last place they want to go. And not everyone else needed all summer—literally every waking moment—to finish their project. I couldn’t have pulled this off during the school year, with eight hours of all my days spoken for, plus homework. Between all-nighters spent coding and mornings studying behavioral science with Vera, I needed all the time I could get.

I definitely needed more time than Miller, but of course when I step onto the stage his presentation’s still up on the big screen, leaching overachiever pheromones into the whole auditorium. His title slide’s plain white, Times New Roman font:

THE ILIAD’S SECOND HERO: THE GREAT WAR THROUGH HECTOR’S EYES

ALISTAIR MILLER

SWITCHBACK RIDGE HIGH SCHOOL

SENIOR PROJECT GROUP A

What a fucking nerd.

“Can you pull my thing up?” I hiss toward the sophomore manning the screen. He’s sitting in the front row with his shoes off and a Styrofoam smoothie cup the size of my head. He takes a long sip before looking at me.

“Name?”

“Rose Devereux,” I say, and after a couple of lazy clicks my presentation blinks up onto the wall. There’s a panel of six teachers sitting behind Smoothie Boy, and behind that Maren’s made herself comfy in the very center of the auditorium, legs folded up in her seat. Otherwise, shit’s empty as Antarctica. A classroom would’ve been kinder, but instead I’m presenting to ninety-two empty seats. Cue the applause, I think, and then my dad walks in.

He holds the door for Vera, and as she teeters in behind him I can see she’s gone the whole nine yards to be here: cloud of gray hair teased into a neat bob, lilac sweater set, her favorite columbine brooch. Maren waves them over to sit with her, and Dad offers Vera his arm to help her down the narrow aisle. He’s still wearing his apron and I’m pretty sure there’s whipped cream on his face.

“Rose?” Mr. Gupta, the AP English Lit teacher, prompts. I’m so busy thinking about how he must have gone googly-eyed for Miller’s faux-intellectual literary escapade that I miss what he says next, and he has to repeat himself. “I said, we’re ready when you are.”

“Right.” I grip the sides of the podium. My notes are fanned out in front of me, but by now I could do this in my sleep. Dad flashes me a thumbs-up from the audience, and I think, This is all for you. Pay attention.

“I love computers,” I say, leaning into the mic so my voice fills the room like a god. “I always have. And the weird truth is, we’re more like them than we think.” Smoothie Boy coughs on air from his straw, doubling over to hack into his hand, and I wait. When all six of the teachers are looking back at me, I tell them what Vera’s been telling me for years. “Human behavior is ninety-three percent predictable.”

Pause for effect. “And in theory, if we knew all of someone’s nature and nurture information—who they come from and how they were raised—we’d be able to accurately predict their behavior. So I built an app that asks the right questions, then tells you your future. It’s called MASH.”

Maren lets out a whoop, and the logo she helped me design animates on-screen: a hand-drawn spiral, spinning over the letters M A S H arranged in a square.

“My app takes the idea of the kids’ game Mansion Apartment Shack House and pairs it with a science-backed survey to accurately predict your future. I worked with Vera Kincaid, renowned human behavior expert, to develop the survey. Once you take it, MASH chews up your data and spits out four key aspects of your future: the city you’ll live in, your profession, how many kids you’ll have, and who your partner will be.”

Not gonna lie, I get chills just listening to myself. And I can tell I’ve got these teachers on the hook—some of them aren’t even blinking.

“But instead of telling you about MASH, I want to show it to you.” I walk around the podium, pulling my phone out of my pocket. “So if you don’t mind, go ahead and download MASH from the App Store. And see for yourself.”

“Rose,” Ms. Thompson says, peering at me over her readers. Her phone’s lit up in her palm, download in progress. “This seeing-your-future thing. Is it really possible? Accurate, I mean?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say, and I can’t help it—I smile. “It’s really possible.”

“Crushed it,” Maren says. She kicks off her Birkenstocks and plants her feet on my dash. “Gupta’s voice when MASH told him he’s fated to be a novelist? I thought he was going to cry.”

“I thought I was going to cry,” I say, shifting the truck into drive. “I can’t believe it’s over.”

“You pulled it off.” Maren’s head lolls back against the top of the passenger seat; the headrest busted years ago but she’s short, fits just right if she scoots down. “Miracle of miracles.”

Miracle of miracle of miracles. I barely slept this summer between afternoons at Vera’s to talk science, nights in my bedroom writing code, anxious hours waiting for the App Store to finally approve my beta. Clicking that MASH icon and having it open an actual app on my actual phone in my actual hand was pure magic.

“Now we just have to hope my dad’s convinced,” I say.

“How could he not be?” Maren looks at me, late-afternoon sun hitting her hair like alpenglow. “You found a way to see the future, Ro. Coded it all on your own in three months.” Her eyebrows hike up into her bangs. “You’ve got the goods—you don’t need a bachelor’s degree to prove it.”

“God, agreed.” I stop at the four-way intersection at the bottom of the hill. There isn’t a single traffic light in Switchback Ridge. “Can you say that again, but record it this time and text it to my dad?”

She laughs, rolling down her window to stick an elbow out. “No. But I bet if he takes the survey it’ll tell him he’s going to run his own restaurant one day, and he’ll be so happy he’ll let anything go.”

I sigh and don’t tell her what I’m thinking—that maybe he’ll take the survey and it won’t tell him that, and it’ll be more than either of us can bear. My dad inherited Beans on the Lake from his dad, who inherited it from his dad before that. The Deve-reuxs have been slinging coffee in Switchback Ridge for three generations, but Dad went to culinary school. All he wants is a restaurant, but all he’s got are double-shot mochas, the occasional grilled cheese, and a full pastry case of muffins. What he also doesn’t have is money. So.

“When are you going to take the survey?” I ask. There’s a beep, and when we look up Dad’s passing us in his SUV, hand lifted in a wave and Vera riding shotgun.

“Still never,” Maren says, rolling her eyes. “My future’s a mystery and that’s how I like it.”

“Fair,” I tell her. “Only, your best friend in the whole world made an app all on her own, and it would be super best-friendly of you to experience it for yourself. That’s all I’m saying.”

“I love you,” Maren says, drawing out the o. “So much. But there are some things we just shouldn’t know.”

I wave her off. “Some of us prefer a little insight, but okay.”

“Get the partner match up and running, and then we can talk.” Maren looks at me. “I’m definitely game to circumvent the whole dating thing for the entire rest of my life if I can nail down my partner now, then go find them when I’m ready.”

Partner match—my biggest hang-up. I could only get MASH to hit three of its four categories: city, job, and number of kids. (My results: San Jose, software developer, zero. Check, check, and check.) Those three things follow from a user’s own survey responses. The partner match, though—you need more users, a critical mass of people to pair up. Get their consent, mine their data, and unleash the algorithm to match them based on their surveys. I could do a lot on my own, but not that. Which was a bummer, because figuring out who you’d marry was always the best part of playing MASH.

When we were in middle school, I’d sleep over at Maren’s and her mom would teach us all the stuff my mom wasn’t around to—how to French braid our hair and how to stop the microwave before the popcorn burned and, best of all, how to play MASH: a paper-and-pen future-prediction game she’d played growing up in the eighties.

We’d make lists for each category: four cities we’d want to live in, four jobs we dreamed of having, four boys who made our heads spin. A throwaway list of four numbers to represent how many kids we’d have. And, of course, the final category: mansion, apartment, shack, or house?

From there, one of us drew a spiral at the bottom of the page. And when the other told us to stop, we tallied the lines to the center and used that number to count down, checking off options on each list until we were left with the picture of our far-off adult lives.

Every category was fun—finding out you’d live on a beach in Florida, in a mansion with six kids, whatever—but knowing the name of your future husband? That’s where the real power was. We’d pick the cutest kids in our class, leaving ourselves with no bad options (save for the few times Maren snuck Miller’s name into my list as a joke).

We knew—distantly, somewhere—that the game was outrageous. We probably weren’t going to marry Eli Kim, the absolute dreamiest boy at Switchback Ridge Middle, and live with him in an apartment in New York City. It was unlikely either of us would make it out to San Diego to be lead ornithologist at the zoo. And that was before Maren told me she was bi; we didn’t even put girls on her list.

It was all completely fantastical, but seeing those new-penny-shiny futures written out on paper made them feel possible. It was like bottling up a daydream and drinking it straight. I wanted to re-create that feeling with the app, and I got there—seventy-five percent of the way.

“Unless a million people download my buggy beta,” I say, “you’re out of luck.”

Maren shrugs. “A girl can dream.”

When I pull into her driveway, red-sand gravel and pine-tree roots, Maren slides her shoes back on and hops out of the cab.

“Hey.” She leans through the open passenger window, her face constellationed with freckles. “Good luck with your dad. You got this.”

“Right,” I say, shifting into reverse. “I totally got this.”
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Turns out I do not, in fact, got this. This becomes immediately obvious when Dad plunks a plate of celebratory pasta carbonara in front of me and says, “I’m so proud of you, Ro. This is going to really make you stand out on your college applications.”

I look at Vera, but she just smiles. She’s Team College, too, that traitor.

“Hold up,” I say. Vera slides the container of parmesan toward me, but I don’t reach for it. “You saw what I made. I don’t need college; I’m already doing what I want to do. Why would I waste all that money when I can go get a job?”

“Ro.” Dad rubs his forehead. “What you did is so impressive. Let’s just celebrate it tonight, okay? We don’t need to fight about you leaving Colorado right now, let’s—”

“I’m not trying to fight.” I lift my hands in peace, and my forearm scar catches in the light. “I’m just saying. This project was the proof I don’t need college. That’s the whole reason I did it.”

“That’s the whole reason,” Dad repeats, raising his eyebrows at me.

“No,” Vera says firmly. She’s silhouetted by the window behind her, sun lowering through the pines. “You did this for you, Rosie. Because you had a good idea and you wanted to see it through.”

I groan, because she’s right, as usual. Vera’s been our neighbor forever, since before my parents got married or had me or my mom left. I spent most of my childhood in her book-buried living room, huddled in front of the wood-burning stove while Dad worked and Vera told me about brains. About what it actually means—factually, biologically—to be human.

She ran a behavioral research lab at the university in Boulder until I was fifteen, when her cancer slowed her down too much to keep at it. Then she just taught me, instead: every little tidbit I begged her to share with me about how predictable behavior is, the lanes we’re born into, the patterns we follow. With my mom gone, Vera raised me and educated me. I was her shadow and her student—she’d make me a peanut butter sandwich, and then she’d teach me that there’s logic to all the rash, emotional, human choices we make. I gripped on with white knuckles, never speaking of my mother but always hoping there’d be a pattern in what I learned that could explain why she’d left me.

“Okay,” I concede. “It was a reason. A big one.”

“Eat your pasta,” Dad says, but he’s smiling. Five-o’clock shadow coming in, laugh lines around his eyes. “We’ll argue about this tomorrow.”

An hour later Dad walks Vera home, down our gravel road to her house at the end of the street. I watch them through the vaulted windows, his arm bent so she can hold on to it, her steps measured and slow. College is something Dad’s always wanted for me that I’ve never wanted for myself; if I move out to Silicon Valley and start working, we’re set. Money for me, money for his restaurant one day, maybe. If I go to college, I push all that off for four years and Dad goes into debt. Seems pretty clear to me, but Dad’s stubborn. We have that in common.

My phone buzzes with a text from Maren. Any luck?

None, I think, but it’s too depressing to share with her yet. Instead I cross the living room to our lumpy old couch and collapse backward into the pillows, startling Esther out of the way. She’s eight now, a tabby we found behind the café. She’s got bristly whiskers and a serious attitude problem, but she’s ours.

Esther snarls and then curls up to give me the cold shoulder.

“Same to you,” I say, unlocking my phone and opening Instagram. It’s almost eight o’clock, the second-to-last Friday of summer. My feed is full of people in front of bonfires at the lake, camping in the Rockies, sitting on the hoods of their cars with their arms around each other. Normal, normal, all the way down. But then, suddenly, I see her.

Sawyer is my cousin, twenty-three and fully blessed in the genes department, beautiful as all hell. After she graduated from the University of Minnesota she couldn’t deign to take an entry-level job so she started selling her lifestyle on Instagram instead. Usually she’s out here shilling #ad eye cream to her nearly-a-million followers, but as I scroll across a video of her face something stops me, and then I realize what it is. The MASH logo, superimposed in the upper corner of her screen. I hit full volume.

“Hey, babes!” Sawyer says. She’s wearing fake eyelashes and her lips are as glossy as twin candy wrappers. “I wanted to share something a little different with y’all tonight—ready to go on a ride with me?” Her green eyes bug, lashes flaring. Distantly, I wonder when she started using y’all.

“So there’s this new app called MASH, and it’s legitimately the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.” She pauses, leaning toward the camera and lifting a hand to whisper conspiratorially. “I’ll admit I’m a little biased, because my genius baby cousin made it. But y’all remember that game we played as kids? Where we’d draw a spiral on a piece of paper and—”

She’s still talking, but I can’t hear her over the blood flushing in my ears. What the fuck is this? I scroll through the comments, heart climbing into my throat.

Just downloaded!

OoOOOoooOOOoo this sounds so cool. I wanna see my future.

OMG getting this now. MASH + science??

Thanks for sharing @sosawyer this sounds dope af

No. No, no, no. I text her immediately, the last message in our thread from just this morning when she wished me good luck with approximately fifteen thousand emojis.

Sawyer, you have to delete that post, I say. The app’s just a school project, it’s not meant for anyone to actually use. I sent it to you for your eyes only!!

The seconds tick past. My skin’s gone all hot. Next to me, Esther starts snoring.

But it’s fucking amazing, Ro-Ro! And then, It says I’m going to be an actress in LA, can you believe??

Yes, actually. Sawyer lived in Switchback Ridge until I was nine, when Uncle Harding moved the whole family to Minneapolis for his new job. Since then we’ve mostly kept up over text and DM, but even when she’s pared down to pixels, Sawyer’s the most theatrical person I know.

Before I can respond, she sends another: Josie’s all over it, too. She just shared it to her Insta story!

I scramble back into the app and click through to Josie Sweet’s profile, Sawyer’s most A-list friend. She dropped her third album last year and, lo and behold, has just posted a story about MASH. I watch it with my jaw on the floor.

Dude you hav to delete and ask her to delte to. I fire off the text so fast half the words are misspelled. It’s not ready Sawyer seriously.

Looks ready to me, she replies, embellishing with three heart-eyed emojis. Check your downloads, lady!!!

Frantically, I open my app analytics. And there’s MASH, the logo Maren made, my stupid senior project, with twenty-six thousand downloads. As I sit there, the numbers tick up. Forty-four thousand. Fifty-two thousand.

By the time my dad walks through the front door, shuffling gravel into our hallway, there are one hundred ninety-two thousand downloads.

We look at each other, and his eyebrows draw together. “Ro?” he says. “What’s wrong?”

I look back at my phone: two hundred thirty thousand.

Shit. Shit.
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My mother was half-computer. Or at least, that’s how Dad always describes her.

She grew up in Slate Lake, a vacation town even tinier than ours, three hours from Denver and buried in the mountains like flint in a riverbed. She was twenty-two when she came into Beans on the Lake with a backpack and a book about the Epson HX-20, the very first laptop.

She read that thing like it was poetry, Dad told me. Like it was beautiful.

They were married by twenty-three and parents by twenty-four and then she was gone by twenty-six, across the country to California without either of us to weigh her down. She reverted to her maiden name and disappeared into the ever-growing fold of Silicon Valley—every so often I’d come across an article that mentioned her, always unintentionally, always with the kind of jolt that felt like putting my finger in an outlet.

Technology’s beautiful to me, too. That’s one thing between us. The other is I look just like her.

There’s a picture from their wedding in the drawer of Dad’s desk, sepia-faded and folded in half right across their abdomens. They’re standing on the dock across the street from the café, past the pebbly beach. Dad’s smiling at something out of frame but my mother’s looking right at the camera, sharp-eyed in her white dress. Our hair curls the exact same, sun-lightened and wild, and even then—on a day like that—she looks ready to leave. Or that’s how she’s always looked to me, at least, biased by the knowledge of her going.

The way Dad tells the story, she did ask him to go with her. But he had the café, and back then his dream of turning it into a restaurant was right around the corner, something he could taste. And I was just two, and I had family here, and what was in California that we couldn’t get at home in our mountains? But my mom knew, same as I do now: the future. We weren’t the version of it she was looking for, so she went.

It was a clean break, muddied only by the birthday presents that showed up every year like clockwork. Colorful, noisy robots that taught me block coding before I could read. Board games with names like Hackerz and CodeMode. STEM books when I was old enough, and then software for the desktop Dad and I shared in the upstairs office.

When I was small I didn’t see the gifts for what they were: a bid to turn me into her, a once-yearly sowing meant to grow me into someone worthy of her attention. I only knew how their arrival changed my dad—the way his relaxed, six-five frame stiffened like a drought-season pine needle when he saw her return address. How all of him went brittle and unfamiliar.

So I pretended to hate the gifts, of course. Hid them under my bed, closed out of the coding computer game she’d sent me when I heard his footsteps on the stairs. Dad was my entire life: he’d built our A-frame cabin with his dad and brother; he drove me everywhere I needed to go; he cooked all my favorite foods. We talked about everything, the flow of his love like a conversation that never stopped. But my mother was the one thing that cast a pallor over him, that made him sad in a way that felt like a gut-punch.

I hated it. But right alongside that hatred, I loved the world she’d shown me. The clean logic of building code, the intangible magic of technology. So I hid it from Dad, and when I was eleven and sent her a letter for the very first time, I hid that, too.

Miller proofread it for me, tongue poked between his lips in concentration as he added in all the commas I’d missed. It was a long note, full of questions about her life. It ended pathetically, a shaky-handed scrawl of Will you come visit me?

She didn’t come visit. She didn’t even respond. And then I turned twelve, and instead of a gift, she sent an unsigned birthday card with a hundred-dollar bill inside. I had failed her, somehow, by breaking the pattern—ending the unspoken truce that we’d never be in contact. I burst into tears in front of my bewildered father and it was Miller who found me, snot on my lips, in the woods behind my house.

I tried to give him the cash but he shook his head, helped me burn it in a pile of winter-crisp pine needles. The cards came every year after that, and every year we burned them together, right up until we didn’t.

Life kept moving: Dad didn’t convert the café, at first because Grandpa was still alive and loved that place just the way it was. Then he died, and Dad didn’t convert it because he wanted to honor his memory. We did every family moment there: birthday dinners, anniversaries, holidays with Sawyer and me snug between her parents and my dad. He and Uncle Harding are nearly identical in the photos, bearded and solid as tree trunks. But then Sawyer moved away, and it was only Dad and me, and there just wasn’t money. I watched Dad’s dream fade to gray, knowing my mother was out there somewhere living hers in full color.

And even though I don’t want anything to do with her, loving what she loves is right here in my genes. My predictable, human behavior. I love tech. I can’t help it. And I’ve got to get to California to make a name for myself in that world, make it mine the way she made it hers. I want it so bad it burns—to prove I don’t need that money we reduced to ash in the woods. That I could’ve done it without her all along. That I can give my dad the dream she stole from him.

He’s over forty now and if I let him, he’ll put it off forever. Take out a loan he can’t afford to send me to school, spend the rest of his life paying it off, never get out from behind that espresso machine. Dad knows how to make anything taste delicious—it was a game we played growing up, me and Miller and then me and Maren, gathering the weirdest ingredients we could find between our kitchens and presenting them to Dad for consideration. He transformed them like magic every single time.

And that’s what he’s doing now, when my phone rings. In the twenty-four hours since Sawyer posted about MASH, the app’s been downloaded 972,000 times. My server crashed. I didn’t sleep last night.

It’s a California number I don’t recognize, and Dad glances up from the bell pepper he’s dicing. I’ve been hiding from my phone all day, but something makes me shrug at him and pick up the call anyway. Not just something, really—it’s that familiar itch at the back of my throat, the one that feels halfway like tears. The one that says: It could be Mom.

Of course, it isn’t.

“Rose?” The voice on the other end of the line is serious and clear. I stand up taller, and Dad quirks an eyebrow at me. “This is Evelyn Cross from XLR8 in Mountain View. Do you have a moment? We’d love to talk to you about MASH.”

The woods behind my house are age-old and whispery. The wind moves differently here, fingering through the shivering aspen leaves. It’s not a forest, exactly—you can’t get lost in it. If you walk for too long you’ll get to John Able’s house, and his big black dog will howl up a warning from the back porch. But if you stand in the very middle—seventy-two paces in—it goes quiet. And then, like a radio switching stations, the noise picks up again. Only different, now. You can hear the heartbeat of the earth out here, Dad told me once when I was small. Miller was with us; I watched him press his palm to the pine-needle floor of the world, feeling for it.

I hate that these woods belong to both of us—that even here, three summers after he last spoke to me, I’m thinking of Miller. The firelight playing across his pale cheeks, and the echo of his laugh on the wind, and the rooted way he was always nearby. It’s Miller’s face blinking back at me when I close my eyes, grab right onto the earth until my fingernails hurt. That last way he looked at me, before he never looked at me again.

Out here wind moves like the ocean across the aspen trunks, shushing me. When I can’t breathe, when my brain feels like the gash of a trapped scream, the woods root me down. Trip my lungs like a breaker so they remember their rhythm and keep me alive.

I’m sitting on the mossy patch between two gnarled trees when Dad finds me on Monday morning—right in the middle of the woods with my eyes shut, my makeup done and my blazer on and Maren’s too-tight flats again. School starts in one week. I’m meeting with XLR8 in one hour. Miller’s the last thing I should be thinking about, and I try to remember: the trees are all just out here breathing, and I am, too.

“There’ll be traffic,” Dad says. He’s not the nervous type, but still—he tugs a little at his collar. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen him in a dress shirt. “We should hit the road.”

“Yeah,” I say, standing up. I brush the dirt from my palms, wishing I could bring it with me.

“You got everything you need?”

We look at each other, and the sun is pale yellow the way it only ever gets in the woods, in the morning, in summer. “I don’t need anything,” I tell him. I already answered every question XLR8 had about MASH; I was on the phone with Evelyn Cross for an hour.

Thanks to Sawyer, my app has gone from a school project to a serious prospect. And once Josie Sweet latched on, it was a forest fire, photos of the MASH interface flaring up across Instagram like so many sparks. I spent all weekend on XLR8’s website, reading and rereading their mission statement until it was seared into my eyeballs: XLR8 provides seed funding and unparalleled resources to help entrepreneurs build the next generation of innovative applications.

Am I an entrepreneur? I built MASH in my pajamas, in my bedroom, with Esther in my lap. And at the exact same time, XLR8 was setting their sights on an expansion into Colorado. Serendipitous was the word Evelyn used. We just opened a Denver office. Come in on Monday and we’ll talk about the possibilities.

I think it’s all those possibilities that are making it hard to breathe. What if this thing takes off even more? What if—I trip over a tree root and Dad’s arm shoots out to catch me—it doesn’t?

“You okay?” he asks.

“Totally.” A through-the-teeth lie, but I’m hoping we’ll both believe it. “Just these stupid shoes.”

“You can take them off in the car,” he says, glancing down. And then we leave the woods, and we don’t say anything else the whole entire drive to Denver.
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The XLR8 office is in a high-rise right off the river, wall-to-wall windows glittering like sun on water. We park in the underground garage and Dad hands me the ticket so we can get it validated, pointing right at me as he does it.

“Don’t lose that,” he says, and this small warning is what finally—after a forty-minute drive in silent panic—calms me down. No matter what happens here today, we’ll still need to get the parking validated. Life isn’t so unfamiliar.

In the lobby, everything is smooth and white. No hard edges, nothing out of place. There’s a monstera plant on the coffee table in the seating area and I think, You’re far from home. I want to touch it, see if it’s fake.

“Rose?” We aren’t even through the door when my name fills the room. It’s the receptionist, who walks around the desk to greet us in low-top sneakers and a stop-sign-red hoodie. “We’re so excited you’re here. I’m Mia.”

She shakes my hand and then reaches for Dad’s. “You must be Rose’s dad.”

“The one and only,” he says, and I clench my jaw to keep from wincing.

“Can I get you anything while you wait for Evelyn? Water? Tea?” She gestures to a glass door, her ponytail swinging. “There’s kombucha on tap in the back. Blueberry lavender, pineapple turmeric, or apple ginger.”

“Water’s great,” I say, and Dad nods.

“On it.” Mia sweeps a hand toward the white leather couch, and we drift over to it. “I’ll be right back. Evelyn’s just wrapping up her nine o’clock.”

I settle next to Dad, smoothing my blazer. He reaches for the monstera and rubs one leaf between his thumb and forefinger. “Fake.” He tips his head, smiling. “But convincing.”

“Surprised you didn’t go for the pineapple turmeric kombucha,” I say, and he starts to laugh before covering his mouth with one hand. My phone buzzes, and when I pull it out of my pocket it’s Maren: Sending every good vibe in the whole universe! But I think my amazing logo will seal the deal so nothing to worry about!!

Before I can respond, Mia’s back with our waters, placing them on the table in front of us with little napkins.

“Thank you,” Dad tells her, and she chirps a “You’re welcome!” before slipping behind the desk.

“It feels like a spaceship in here,” Dad whispers, but as I tuck my phone away all I can think is that this could be my life next year. That I could come to a place like this every single day. Beyond the glass door there are long rows of desks arranged to face the windows, mountains rising jagged and commanding in the distance. Every chair is occupied, people in headphones leaning close to their monitors. I can hear the buzz of their chatter from all the way out here, low and thrumming. It’s like a hive, all the pieces moving in unison. And then, the queen.

Evelyn Cross is wearing a rust-colored jumpsuit and has blond hair cut to her jawline in a pin-straight bob. She’s holding a tablet in one hand and pushes open the glass door with the other, her face slicing into a smile.

“Rose Devereux,” she says. Her voice is more imposing in person, like she’s used to having people’s full attention. “Evelyn. We couldn’t be more thrilled to have you here.”

“Excited to be here,” I tell her, which isn’t exactly right. The emotion I’m feeling is part excitement, part disbelief, part serious impending stage fright, and part nausea. I swallow. Don’t you fucking dare puke in this place.

“Pete,” Dad says when Evelyn shakes his hand. “Thanks for having Ro.”

“We should be thanking her,” Evelyn says, and turns to hold open the glass door for us. “Please, come on back. Everyone’s gathered.”

Everyone? I think, and then she leads us to a conference room with twenty people inside.

When Dad and I sit in the two empty seats at the middle of the table, every single chair swivels toward us.

“Everyone, meet Rose and Pete,” Evelyn says. She takes the chair at the head of the table. There’s a tall, skinny glass of water in front of her and glass carafes of water and fruit down the center of the table—lemons, limes, oranges. I kind of want to pour myself some but extremely don’t trust myself to move.

“Rose, this would be your team.” Evelyn sweeps her hand in front of her, and as I look from one person to the next, everyone smiles at me. My desire to be one of them hits pure and strong, all at once. They’re wearing T-shirts and cool watches and chunky glasses and half of them have tattoos. “Well, part of it.”

Evelyn turns to wave along the wall of glass that separates us from the floor of employee desks. “We have three floors here in Denver, and MASH would be one of them.” She looks at me pointedly, and her eyes are like a bird’s: sharp and keen. “Entirely.”

I swallow. “How many people is that?”

“Fifty or so. We’ll be hiring, of course. The board would like three teams on this: here in Denver, London, and Shanghai. We’ll be working on MASH twenty-four seven.”

“Wow,” Dad says, taking the word straight out of my mouth. And then, another word that makes me deflate a little: “Why?”

Evelyn smiles, and when she speaks, her words are directed at me. “We want in on this idea, Rose. It’s a smart one. And the amount of public interest you’ve received without any marketing or funding is astounding. Imagine what you could do with our resources.” She pauses, glancing at Dad. “You’ll need a team if you want to make this work. And you should. Want to make this work, I mean.”

“She built it on her own,” Dad says, before I can respond. “Why does she need all this fancy stuff?”

Okay, I love this man. But oh my god. I almost lift my hands so I can hide behind them.

Evelyn’s eyes flick to a guy at the opposite end of the table, who smiles. He’s wearing a black T-shirt and has a baseball cap propped backward over his hair.

“Rose’s code is good,” he tells Dad, then looks at me. “But we can make it better. Also, the UI looks like shit.” A couple of people laugh, and I feel heat pool in my cheeks. I think of Sawyer, her cheery text from Friday: Looks ready to me! “We’ll bring in a design team, make this as beautiful as it should be.”

“And there’s monetization,” another woman says, sitting right across from me. “We’ll put together a sales team to get moving on sponsored results. MASH tells you you’re going to be a doctor, we serve you an ad for Harvard Med. You know the drill.”

“Marketing.” When I turn toward the third voice, a woman with perfect braids hanging to her elbows offers me a friendly smile. “We’ll set you up with press—interviews, guest blogs, all of it. And, if they’re interested, bring Sawyer Devereux and Josie Sweet on board as brand ambassadors.”

“And of course,” Evelyn says, drawing everyone’s attention like a bow string pulled taut, “there’s the issue of funding.” She nods to the guy next to her, who hits a button on his computer that activates the projector behind Evelyn. Suddenly, we’re all looking at the next six months. “We’ve built out a workback plan.”

There’s a Friday in February, circled in red with the words Goal Celeritas meeting date above it. Even I know Celeritas—one of the most powerful venture capital firms in Silicon Valley.

“You think Celeritas is going to want this?” I blurt, before I’ve even looked at anything else on the calendar.

“We do,” Evelyn says, smiling. “They would be the goal for your Series A funding. We’ll take a few months to make MASH its best before pitching to them. Prove just how powerful this app is going to be, how it’s going to change the way human beings exist in society.”

Change the way human beings exist in society? I blink up at Evelyn, my mouth open like a trout. I didn’t set out to change the world; I was just trying to graduate. But if I could, if this thing I made really has so much potential—

“And this is how we’re going to do it.” Evelyn swivels toward the projector, pulling a laser pointer out of nowhere and drawing my attention to a date less than a week away. Launch partner match, it says.

I think of Maren in my truck, just three days ago. Get the partner match up and running, and then we can talk.

“If we have a shot of getting Celeritas to buy in, we need to dial up the partner match.” Evelyn looks at me, serious and certain. “This is a dating app that sees the future.”

“We’d gate the partner function at eighteen,” someone else says, and I turn to look at her. “Allow people to set their own age ranges. Then pair them with their best match within their designated parameters.”

“It’s already set up,” I say. My heart is ping-ponging against my ribs, but I realize I’m not nervous anymore. I’m freaking excited. “I wrote the algorithm to match people based on their survey results; it’s all there, I just didn’t have—”

“Critical mass,” Evelyn finishes for me. “With over a million downloads, we’re there, Rose. We just need to prove that it works, that you’re hardwired to fall in love with your MASH match.”

“I developed the questions with a behavioral scientist,” I tell her, glancing around the table. “But it was just for a school project. I don’t know if it’ll be right one hundred percent of the time, for every single user. I don’t know if it’ll work perfectly.”

“It doesn’t need to work perfectly,” Evelyn says. “People just need to believe that it does. And you’ll make them believe.”

Breath swells inside of me, full to bursting. I want this.

“How?” Dad says. When I look at him, there’s something worried in the set of his jaw, like he’s hearing something here that I’m not. “How will she make them believe?”

“With the ultimate proof point,” Evelyn tells him. “She’ll take the survey, and she’ll fall in love with her match.”
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“Absolutely not,” Dad says as soon as the elevator doors close. He kept it together in the conference room, deflecting us out of there with a neutral We’ll think it over. But now that we’re alone, he’s almost apoplectic.

“This is too much to take on with school, Ro.” He jabs the garage button once, twice, three times before we finally start to move. “You can’t be expected to manage both. You saw that workback plan, there are milestones every week from here to February. You have other priorities that are more im—”

“They’re not more important,” I say, and a muscle jumps in his temple.

“There’s nothing more important than your schoolwork.”

“The whole point of my schoolwork is to get me here,” I say, gesturing toward the elevator doors. “Do well in school so I can graduate so I can get a job. Right?” He doesn’t say anything, because he knows where I’m leading him and he doesn’t like it. Still, I say it again. “Right?”

He’s quiet, so I keep going. “I can come in after school. I’ll work here in the afternoons.”

He shakes his head. “You didn’t even want to do your project during the year because you knew it would be too much with school.”

“Dad, this is different—”

“Yeah, it’s more. It’s unreasonable, Ro.”

“I can handle it! And by the time I graduate we’ll be funded and I’ll be able to come on full-time and—”

“You really want to give them half of what you made?” His brown eyes are dark in the shadowy elevator. “You did this, Ro. It’s yours. You give them fifty percent, that’s not true anymore.”

I swallow, and the doors slide open. I don’t want to give XLR8 fifty percent, is the truth. When I saw the number on the contract it tickled at the back of my brain, suffusing my pure-white excitement with a bloodred drop of doubt. Fifty percent is orders of magnitude higher than any other accelerator I’ve researched—but then again, I’m only one person. I don’t have a team behind me yet, or any resources to bring to the table at all. XLR8 is ready to give me everything I need.

And besides, the contract held so much more than that jarring fifty percent figure. It promised dedicated, full-time teams. All the funding it takes to get us to Celeritas. And, impossible to ignore: a job waiting for me when I graduate.

I won’t make any money up front, but with XLR8’s help, we can win over Celeritas. And if we win them over, MASH will take off—I’ll own fifty percent of a successful app and make more money than I can hardly stand to dream of.

This contract is my ticket to everything I want: bypass college, enter the tech industry with a bang. Evelyn
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