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Ocean Beach, sunrise in July: a militaristic procession of gray ten-foot-tall behemoths rolled in from the ocean. They roared with the anger and the music of freight trains. Alaskan wind scalped the sand dunes, as if intent on carrying off their pathetic grass patches for some waterborne ritual. San Francisco summers weren’t about warm sunshine, and this was no Elvis movie or surfing safari. 

David’s mood wasn’t much better than the waves’, but he at least owed them a try. Trying and losing was better than not trying at all—a little bit better.

He’d driven up from Palo Alto, surfboard strapped to his car’s roof. It was easier to drive wearing a wetsuit than to try to change into one inside the car. And it was easier to drive up, lug his board into the water, throw it in, try to paddle out, than it would have been to lie in bed and wonder. 

He and his board could barely make it through the current to find any rideable waves. Whenever he did make it out, it was always the wrong spot. And the waves found him before he found them: he spent most of his surfing time under the swells, scraping the rocky bottom, suffering Evil Stepmother Nature’s waterboarding.

There was no clear causal link. No logical or natural progression led from Stacy having dumped him on his ass on a bright June afternoon to the waves now dumping and humiliating him every time he’d tried to surf. Somehow, ever since the undoing of Stacy, his ability to catch a wave, to make it his, had also come completely undone. He’d lost his mojo.

Maybe it hadn’t been Stacy’s doing. Maybe he wasn’t getting enough sleep. Maybe he was eating too much gluten. Maybe it was the new wax. 

Or maybe it was global warming or El Nino. 

But every micro-reason seemed to lead back somehow to the macro-reason of Stacy. Stacy, not global warming or El Nino, was the biggest thing that had happened and then un-happened to him and defined his past two years.

The breakup had been epic, in the worst of ways. After two years living together, cooking together, fucking each other’s brains out at every possible moment, Stacy said it was over.  

“It’s not you, it’s me,” of course. Of course. It wasn’t David’s fault at all that he couldn’t step up to the plate when Stacy wanted a Chloe handbag, and it wasn’t David’s fault at all that he couldn’t get her the leased BMW she’d wanted—and that her new boyfriend could. It wasn’t David. It was Stacy.

Living off-campus in a $2,000 per month one-bedroom in Palo Alto wasn’t enough for her, and filling up only one of the apartment’s two allocated parking spaces also wasn’t enough for her. David wished her well, kind of. He’d miss that perfect female body, and he hoped that the Chinese steel magnate’s son Stacy was now dating would appreciate Stacy’s hourglass physique and the pink nipples atop her not-insubstantial breasts. But David didn’t live in delusions, and he knew that between him and Stacy, after two years, it was all over.

The breakup had hit him at the end of the summer before senior year, not enough time to make alternate living arrangements. Two months after the official housing office deadline, but he’d pleaded and negotiated with the patient little old ladies at the housing office to please, please do something for him, because otherwise he would’ve been rendered homeless. 

The best the housing office could do for him: rooming with a freshman. The freshman’s appointed roommate chose Harvard over Stanford at the last moment, and there was an unfilled bunk bed in his room. It could be David’s, if David was willing enough to suck up his pride to live among the freshmen.

It wouldn’t be that bad, and maybe the freshmen would look up to him as an older brother of sorts. He’d cook up a story about why he had to live there—maybe something about asbestos found in the room he was originally assigned to—to avoid being snickered at by a dorm full of virgins.

If not his age and his class year, if not by being President of the Stanford Surf Club, David always had his body to fall back on. Two hundred pounds of rippling muscle instantly demanded attention and a little bit of deference. Sure, it was a caveman-like way of eliciting respect, but maybe we were all cavemen just a little bit. Whenever David felt not so great about himself, he looked in the mirror, preferably while crunching some weights, and his mood was better, a lot better.

That body hadn’t come for free, and he wasn’t going to waste it. He’d lifted weights and wrestled in high school, sure, but he’d really gotten the workout of his life at Deep Springs. Carrying bales of alfalfa at dawn, wrestling cattle between classes, fixing roofs, pumping wells—he’d always carried a suspicion that Deep Springs College had done more for his body than for his mind. It was at Deep Springs too when he learned the downside of having a body that caught eyes, glances, and whispers. Even if he was just quietly living his life, carrying hay, studying in the commons, he couldn’t put that body aside—he had to carry it with him—and sometimes it had gotten him into situations he wished he hadn’t gotten into.

It was his body, too, that Stacy had originally been after. Stacy had approached him at the Stanford Surf Club booth because, as she later admitted, she’d seen his photo—shirtless, of course—on the Surf Club’s website and couldn’t get those meaty pecs and abs and especially perfectly cut calves out of her mind. 

Standing at that booth at the student summer activities fair, “I love surfing too!” was the first and not last lie Stacy had told David.

Maybe separation would be for the best, because his two years at Stanford had really felt like two years of Stacy. He didn’t know much of Stanford outside of Surf Club and Stacy. Having transferred from Deep Springs College after one year, he’d missed out on all the freshman get-to-know-your-classmates rituals. He went to classes, he went surfing, he went to his off-campus apartment with Stacy to let her ride his dick, but save for his classes, he didn’t feel like he was at Stanford—more like at Stacy-ford.

It would be an ironic senior year, rooming with freshmen and finally getting to know the university he attended, living on campus for the first time. But stranger things have happened, and he was only twenty-two, and could still adjust to new things.

The one thing he promised himself: don’t let the freshmen boss you around. He’d imagined being surrounded and henpecked by small sniveling bow-wowing freshmen, like the prize bulls back at the Deep Springs ranch who’d be herded by small yapping dogs. He was smarter than a dumb bull, and no yapping dogs could push him around, even if they would be all around him in the dorm, even if he’d have to share a bunk with one of them.

When the housing office emailed him his future roommate’s name and contact information, they encouraged David to contact him—as if they were equals, as if they were both coming to Stanford fresh, as if they could lean on each other in the wild. That was clearly not the case. David had already had two years of Stanford under his belt. Anyway, David was already twenty-two, not just a twentysomething, but a twentysomething who could casually have a beer at the student pub. That was some privilege and rank, and whoever Elias Chan was, David would remind him of it, maybe even rub his face in it. No matter what the roommate situation, David wouldn’t let a freshman treat him as a freshman. He was above that.

Elias Chan’s response to David’s Facebook message announced that the kid has all the wrong ideas. “Hey, David, what’s up,” and “looking forward to seeing Stanford,” and shit like that. They weren’t equals. They wouldn’t be two freshmen new to college. David was, if nothing else, at least already a senior.

Google was David’s detective partner, as from his empty Palo Alto apartment and stacks of move-out boxes he dragged and clicked on his MacBook and checked and double-checked that this Elias Chan was in fact that Elias Chan: a web entrepreneur, the eighteen-year-old founder of AskMeOut.com, pictured on the cover of Fortune, profiled by Vice and Gawker, described as the next Mark Zuckerberg or at the very least the next Evan Spiegel. The arrogant little shit. Anyway, the kid looked like a wuss. Elias Chan couldn’t have survived a year at Deep Springs, and David wasn’t going to stop him from surviving Stanford—but he wouldn’t abide by any kind of attitude the kid would show up with, because David was a big man on campus, or at least on the beach, or at least used to be.
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“You must love computers!”

“You’re one of those... coders!”

“Can you help me set up my WiFi?”

Elias didn’t love computers any more than a mathematician loved pencils, he wanted to tell every well-meaning asker. He’d had an idea one day while daydreaming in eleventh-grade World History class and decided to use his free time to tap out the framework of a website to make it happen. He was now a web entrepreneur, a startup CEO, or whatever the terminology was, but he was by no means any kind of whiz kid. 

He had been able to put in the hours, stayed up the late nights staring at CSS code, fixed and double-fixed and triple-fixed all the annoying glitches, made endless phone calls to partners—mostly from his 1998 Honda Accord parked in his high school parking lot, holding his business meetings before classes—and AskMeOut.com had taken off somehow. Elias didn’t want to be thought of as a computer prodigy, because his computer skills were only rudimentary—but if that’s what helped the story sell and if that’s what got people off his back, then so be it. Fine. He could be the computer prodigy if that’s what they’d wanted from him.

His being Asian had precluded the possibility that he was just an average kid who’d poured hundreds of hours of work into a clever idea. Every article wanted to paint him as a whiz kid. They interviewed his 12th grade computer science teacher, who had somehow let slip, against student confidentiality rules, that Elias had gotten an A in that class, and from then on, the legend of the whiz kid was born. Never mind that he’d gone to every extra-help session offered by the teacher, and never mind that he’d studied twice as hard as anybody else. Never mind that the computer and the website always felt to him like forces working to destroy him, two among many.

AskMeOut wasn’t anything special. It was just a dating site, with the key difference that, unlike other dating sites, it could easily make money. If you liked someone on AskMeOut, you wouldn’t just vaguely click or “like” them, but you could put together a proposed date—movie, dinner, flowers, wine, a gift, a hotel night if you were confident. As soon as the site authorized your credit card for the cost of the date, your prospective date was given the offer of the date, to accept or not. 

If not, then no harm done. You’re always free to reject anything you don’t want or that just plain creeps you out. But if the prospect accepted, the asker’s card would be charged, and there would be a ten percent commission paid on the total, split halfway: five percent for the company, five percent for the date invitee. It was great for Silicon Valley. Guys could show girls, or other guys for that matter, that they could afford luxurious dates, and talk wasn’t cheap. And those lucky enough to be invited could be certain what kind of date they’d be having, and also would be pocketing five percent of the spend—not huge money, but certainly better than a kiss goodnight.

Elias had come up with the idea in a fit of cynicism when his history teacher had veered to a discussion of the history of arranged marriage. It was all about the money, high-school Elias thought to himself, and then went off on mental tangents of “what if there was a dating site that operated on that whole principle.” By sixth period that day, Elias was hunched over his laptop at an unused cafeteria table, sketching out a framework for the site.

Elias hadn’t been a bad student, but with a 3.6 GPA and no Nobel Prizes or Olympic medals to his name, he probably wasn’t Stanford level, until the site took off, and he became sort-of-famous. He knew to play up his experience running an internet company when selling himself on his Stanford application, and the admissions officers had eaten it up. Elias had earned admission to his dream school; until AskMeOut, he had resigned himself to maybe going to UCLA. Stanford was that much better.

Tall and thin, he mildly fit the Asian-nerd stereotype that the reporters had been looking for. He even bought a pair of fashion eyeglasses—with clear lenses—to play up the teenage-Asian-nerd image the media loved, but he couldn’t bear to actually wear them with a straight face. People who knew him would know that it was all fake, and no matter where AskMeOut brought him, he didn’t want it to bring him to not being his real self. 

Summer was a blur of venture capital meetings, hosting company visits, quality assurance sessions, and interviews to wide-eyed reporters who, without fail, asked him whether he “saw himself as the next Mark Zuckerberg.” What kind of idiotic question was that? Who would look in the mirror and see themselves as the next iteration of some other person? Of course Elias played nice and he didn’t chase the reporters out of the company conference room. He just pulled out a card from the exotic-Asian play deck and said that his parents always said that fate determines everything, and it’s for fate to decide. The reporters ate it up. 

Tom and Tracy Chan had actually said no such thing, and would have never said any such thing—they had always pressed into Elias that hard work, not luck, not talent, not even intelligence, just hard work, determined success—but the little bit of Asian faux-exotica got the reporters off his back and gave them a nice human-interest angle to their stories, so why not.

It was the Wall Street Journal that was clever enough to ask Elias whether he himself used the site. He did have a profile there, Elias admitted, and he had gotten invitations, he admitted, but he had neither time nor interest in dating his user base, and his profile was just to make it easier for him to replicate the user’s typical experience and keep an ear to the ground of what was happening on the site, not actually for meeting anyone. That answer was not just pulled out to make the reporters happy; it was actually true. 
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