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“The future depends on what you do today.”

—Mahatma Gandhi


 

 

 

Chapter 1

Aiden

 

Aiden Walsh had been awake for three hours but had not yet gotten out of bed other than to make a quick dash to the bathroom first thing that morning. Now he was gazing listlessly at the bookshelf that held his childhood trophies. There were three in all, two everyone’s-a-winner prizes from elementary school, and one real award earned as a member of the high school debate team. The latter trophy had fallen on its side, and Aiden was pondering the significance of this when his cell phone pinged. Glancing at the screen, he saw that his best friend, Josh Meier, had sent him a text message. Aiden grabbed his phone to reply.

Josh: yt?

Aiden: sup

Josh: i quit

Aiden: quit what?

Josh: cf

Aiden stared at his cell phone in disbelief. Did Josh just say he had quit Aiden’s dream job? Surely, Aiden must have misunderstood. But what else could cf possibly mean? Chief Funster was Josh’s crazy job title. When Aiden had first heard it, he didn’t believe that funster was a real word. He had looked it up on the internet and found the definition in an urban dictionary. 

Funster:  a person who seeks to amuse others

Chief Funster. All the best tech companies used silly titles like that now. The whole idea was for Josh to keep the rest of the staff motivated and happy so they would work really long hours without complaint. Josh got to spend his days planning geeky breaks and parties. He even got to play practical jokes on other members of the staff—so long as the jokes were brainy and had the prior approval of management, that is. 

Correction: Josh had gotten to spend his time joking around and partying all day. 

To Aiden, Josh’s job had sounded almost too good to be true—certainly too good to quit. Aiden felt inexplicably angry. He picked up an empty can of spaghetti from his bedside table, the remains of today’s breakfast eaten cold, and squeezed it as hard as he could. The can did not budge, so he tried squeezing with his other hand. Same result. Josh quitting his job just made no sense. As far as Aiden was concerned, the job had been a perfect fit. 

Aiden stared at the small screen, thinking at any minute Josh would text again to say he was kidding, but no other message arrived. Aiden decided that texting was an insufficient medium for such important news. He sent Josh one final message, asking him to call.

Aiden: pcm

A few seconds later, Aiden’s cell phone rang. “You quit?” Aiden asked in disbelief, not bothering to say hello.

“Yeah, I just walked into work, turned in my notice, and walked right back out,” boasted Josh.

Josh’s tone further irritated Aiden. “Why?” 

“My job was so stressful,” Josh explained.

“Stressful! You got to party all day. Besides, I thought you loved your job,” Aiden said petulantly.

“Just because I didn’t complain doesn’t mean there weren’t problems,” Josh protested.

“What kind of problems?”

“Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep thinking of new ways to entertain a bunch of geeks? I mean, everyone at work was at least as smart as I am, and I had to keep coming up with jokes and party themes…” 

“Yeah, I guess you can only have so many Star Wars-themed activities,” Aiden allowed.

“Exactly. After a while, even Chewbacca and Jabba the Hutt become boring. There were days when the pressure to be funny was completely overwhelming.” 

“So what are you going to do now?”

“Start a business.” Josh’s tone made it sound as though Aiden should have guessed this answer.

“Doing what?”

“Developing apps to clean up social media,” said Josh, excited again.

Aiden immediately understood what Josh meant. Josh had originally gotten the idea for an app to clean up social media back in their junior year of college, when he broke up with his girlfriend and wanted to wipe out all evidence of her from his accounts. He had initially planned to name the app ExCommunicate, but Aiden persuaded him that xOut would be a better choice. Josh liked Aiden’s suggestion, and the name stuck.

At first Aiden thought the xOut app sounded rather childish, as though deleting photos and comments could somehow rewrite the past. But as Josh explained it, he was really hurt by the breakup, and he just wanted to be able to log into his accounts without being constantly reminded the relationship failed. That much Aiden could understand. Certainly getting rid of any reminders was better than stewing about the breakup. 

Of course, if Aiden had the same problem, he would have probably just changed his account settings and deleted some photos. Come to think of it, maybe he wouldn’t even have done that much. He might have been lazy and just shut down a couple of his accounts completely and then opened new ones with a different user name. Or maybe he wouldn’t even have bothered to do that. He might have just temporarily stopped logging into his accounts until he’d gotten over the pain of ending the relationship. 

But Josh was not Aiden and so, in typical Josh style, he proceeded to create an app to remove all traces of his former girlfriend from his social media accounts. Aiden didn’t exactly understand how the app did this. Josh had tried to explain it, but Aiden got lost somewhere between artificial intelligence and keywords. The technology didn’t really matter to Aiden anyway. He secretly thought the whole thing was kind of silly because it had taken Josh more time to design and code the app than it would have taken him to make the changes himself without any software. 

Still, when xOut was finished Josh was thrilled with it, and his geeky friends had liked it, too. He gave a copy to all of them, and some even used it when they broke up with their own girlfriends. Together, they helped Josh to make a few changes—or refinements, as they put it, sounding pleased with themselves. Since then, Josh had made even more improvements, expanding, tweaking, and testing the little app until he apparently believed it was solid enough to serve as the basis for his new business. 

A business built on breakups. Who knew? 

Still, maybe Josh’s concept could work. Josh had great capacity for insight. Whereas Aiden often had to work through each step in a process in order to understand it, Josh had a knack for taking a bunch of abstract ideas and making immediate sense of them. Perhaps Josh had recognized a brilliant business opportunity that eluded Aiden. 

Suddenly, Aiden’s mother interrupted his thoughts. “Aiden, you’re going to be late.”

Aiden sighed. Four years slogging it out in college, a mountain of school debt, and what was the reward? The chance to live at home and work a stupid job in retail, that’s what. Why did it even matter if he was late? He’d only taken the job to stop his parents from pestering him. Even that plan wasn’t working, though. Right now, his mother was downstairs, shouting up to him. 

“Aiden?”

Aiden sighed again much louder than before. He hoped his mom could hear him all the way down the hall, around the corner, and at the bottom of the stairs. “I’ve got to go to work. Later, Josh,” said Aiden into the phone. Then he shouted, “Coming,” as he grabbed his backpack and started down the stairs. 

When Aiden reached the bottom, he tried to avoid his mother’s eyes. She was having none of that. “Aiden, honey,” said his mom as she angled her head to look at his face, “I know a job in retail is not what you hoped for, but I’m proud of you.”

“Yeah, right,” said Aiden.

“I am,” protested his mom.

“Josh quit his job,” Aiden blurted out in a weak attempt to change the subject. As soon as the words escaped his lips, he realized he had probably divulged a confidence. Josh’s father and mother were at work. They wouldn’t have heard the news yet. 

“He did! Where’s his new job?” asked Aiden’s mom.

“He doesn’t have one.”

“He doesn’t?” Aiden’s mom sounded confused.

“He’s going to start his own business,” Aiden explained.

“Oh…,” said his mom, obviously still not understanding. 

Instead of elaborating, Aiden turned and walked into the kitchen, where he rummaged in the pantry for a bag of chips. Finding none, he decided to settle for some fruit. As he turned toward the refrigerator, Aiden saw that his mom had followed him and was now standing silently in the kitchen doorway. He figured she was probably thinking what any mom would think—that Josh was just going to sit around at home all day and sponge off his parents. Suddenly, instead of feeling irritated at Josh, Aiden felt defensive of him. 

Before Aiden could say anything, his mom broke the silence. “It’s not easy to go to work every day, Aiden. I know that, and I’m proud of you.”

“No, it’s not easy, Mom,” Aiden mumbled as he grabbed an apple and closed the refrigerator door. 

“Maybe you could apply for Josh’s old job.”

Aiden rolled his eyes. “You need an information systems degree to do Josh’s job.”

“I thought he was an event planner. You can’t do that?”

Aiden ignored the question. While his mom thought about who-knows-what, Aiden thought about the job Josh just quit. Aiden knew there was no way he could possibly do Josh’s old job, and he was not going to apply for it. 

“I know you don’t believe me,” Aiden’s mom tried again, “but working now will pay off in the long run. Employers don’t like to see big gaps on a resume. You’ll see. Before you know it you’ll have a great job.”

Aiden tried to smile, instead managing only a grimace. His mom meant well, but what she said just wasn’t true. She had no idea what the job market was really like these days. How could she? Back when she’d graduated the economy had sucked, but at least there was a process. Get a job—any job. Stick with it while looking for something better. In a couple years, get a better job. Repeat.

Things weren’t like that anymore. Nowadays, a lousy job on your resume could ruin your career before it even started. People expected you either to land a great job straight out of school or to start your own business. Or do both, like his friend Josh had. 

And what had Aiden managed to do in the same amount of time it had taken Josh to both find and quit a great job? The answer was painfully apparent. After months of searching, he, Aiden, had finally landed a job as a Retail Management Trainee. 

Yep, a Trainee. That’s what he was. Josh was a former-Chief now Business Owner, and he, Aiden, was a Trainee. And if he didn’t hurry up, he was about to be a late Trainee at that. Aiden forced himself to smile at his mom as he hurried to leave the house because he didn’t want her to guess how sad he really was. 

“See you, Mom.”

“Have a good day, Aiden. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

She always said that.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Josh

 

“Josh! What do you mean, you quit your job?” The look of puzzled disappointment on his father’s face almost broke Josh Meier’s heart. He tried to explain.

“It really wasn’t a good fit for me, Dad. Besides, I’ve got this great idea for my own business.”

“Not a good fit? I thought you loved it...”

Josh just looked at the ground. It was as though his father hadn’t even heard the part about starting his own business. Josh didn’t know what to say. Of course, his dad thought he loved his job. After all, isn’t that exactly what Josh had once said? 

I love my job. 

A single sentence—four little words—an ironic statement uttered with distain at the end of a frustrating day, barely spoken aloud. When he’d said it, Josh had thought he was alone. He remembered turning and seeing his father in the doorway, a silly grin spreading across his face. In that split second, Josh knew that his father had overhead his words but not his tone, and therefore had completely misunderstood.

Josh had briefly considered correcting his dad but almost as quickly decided just to let it go. After all the hours of overtime his father had worked to put him through college, after all the late night pep talks about hard work and The American Dream, after all times his dad had bragged to his friends about Josh, the college graduate, the information systems major, how could Josh tell his dad he hated his job? 

And so, Josh had said nothing, which at the time had seemed the kindest thing to do. Only now, it was painfully clear that remaining silent had actually been unkind because it allowed his father to believe a lie. And that lie—that Josh loved his job—was really the least of it. The truth was Josh didn’t even want to be an information systems major.

There. He’d finally admitted it.

Information systems had been his dad’s idea, too. Yeah, Josh was pretty good at coding and system design, but he certainly wasn’t the best. There were lots of kids in his class far more technically capable than he was and infinitely better at the type of out-of-the-box thinking the major required. Where Josh really excelled was on the social side of technology. That was why he had had so much fun coding xOut. Given a few commands, the app wiped out all traces of his former girlfriend from his social media accounts after they broke up. Pictures…cutesy comments…everything. Poof…gone! As though she had never existed. 

Of course, not everyone was as enthusiastic about the app as Josh was. When he’d first shown it to his friend, Aiden had seemed a bit confused. “You’re going to wipe out all that stuff permanently?” Aiden had asked. “Why would you want to do that?”

Josh suspected from his tone that Aiden thought xOut was a bit silly, though Aiden didn’t exactly come out and say that. “Because I’m a badass,” Josh answered defensively, which caused Aiden to laugh.

“Yeah, you are definitely one bad ass,” Aiden had agreed, as he playfully punched Josh on the shoulder. 

That was almost three years ago, long before they’d graduated and started work. Josh definitely didn’t feel like a badass now. How had things gotten so mixed up? 

It had started with that stupid title, Chief Funster. The irony was Josh had never even applied for the job. He wanted to design systems, so he had applied for a job as Systems Engineer. At least that’s what he thought he’d applied for. The job title was Sys Ninja. 

The night before the interview, Josh had tried counting ninjas instead of sheep when he couldn’t sleep. He remembered thinking that maybe counting ninjas would bring him luck. Well, it didn’t work. Then again, counting sheep never worked for him either. Who came up with that stuff anyway? Next time he really needed sleep, he vowed to have a pill handy.

The day of the interview, Josh had to drag himself out of bed, but as he started to get dressed, the adrenalin kicked in until he felt great—ready for anything! Anything, that is, except a pre-employment test. A woman who identified herself as a Talent Magnet administered the test. Talent Magnet was what the tech company called the people who worked in Human Resources. 

Josh was never good at tests anyway, and the last thing he was expecting after he had arrived and met the Talent Magnet was that she would immediately show him to an empty cubicle to take the test. He’d figured there would be one. His professors had warned him about employment testing. But he’d also thought he would at least have a chance to interview first.

As soon as Josh sat down in front of the computer, the Talent Magnet reached in front of him and pressed a single key. Her action caused the screen in front of him to display a set of instructions. A large timer in the corner of the screen also immediately started ticking. Wishing Josh good luck, she turned and left him alone. 

Josh sat there a second, trying to focus his attention. Not only was he nervous, but he could hear all the other employees around him typing on their computers. The sound of all those fingers hitting keys was really distracting, but he needed to stop wasting time and get started working. He took a deep breath and forced himself to read the screen. At first, the instructions made no sense, but when he read them a second time, he thought he understood the problem. He began to work.

As Josh typed, he couldn’t help but notice that everyone in the cubicles near him seemed to be typing much faster than he was. He knew he had to hurry up, but he couldn’t concentrate. To make matters even worse, at one point midway through his timed test, someone came into the room and started swearing loudly. Another employee quickly reminded everyone within earshot that a job applicant was taking a pre-employment test in the vacant cubical that day, but it was already too late. The commotion had rattled Josh, and he had lost all remaining ability to focus on the coding problem. How was anyone supposed to work in that kind of environment, let alone pass a test? 

And so Josh had totally bombed the test. He’d known he had blown it even before the Talent Magnet gave him the bad results. In fact, he was already putting away his resume, assuming he was going to be shown the door, when she surprised Josh by saying she would take him to another office for his interview. He was even more surprised when, at the end of the interview, he got a job offer.

The offer was not for the Sys Ninja job, as Josh had hoped. Instead, he was offered a job as Chief Funster. When Josh expressed concern that his technical skills might atrophy if he accepted the job, his boss-to-be assured him only the smartest, most creative person could fill the job, and his top-notch programming skills were essential to success in the role. Even so, Josh’s initial inclination was to reject the offer based on the title alone. 

That plan became difficult after Josh got home and told his mom and dad about the salary and benefits. Having immigrated to the United States as adults, neither of them had ever been to college, and they certainly didn’t understand the difference between a Ninja and a Funster. What they did understand was that Josh would be earning almost as much right out of college, as his own father earned after a lifetime of work, and they were thrilled.

Even more surprisingly, his information systems buddies also initially seemed impressed by his job offer. In retrospect, Josh supposed it was only because none of them had found a job yet. But at the time, they seemed genuinely thrilled for him and only laughed with him at the title Chief Funster, not at him. 

And then there was his best friend, Aiden, whose parents had wanted him to major in engineering or mathematics but who instead chose journalism. Aiden, who said Chief Funster with so much emphasis on the word chief, you hardly paid addition to the word that followed. 

And so, Josh had become Chief Funster and tried very hard to make the best of it. And at first, it really was fun, coming up with funny practical jokes and watching everyone have a good laugh, planning parties that kicked off at 5 p.m. to help people get through those nights working until 2 a.m. As the months passed, though, the situation changed. At first, there was the nagging feeling people weren’t enjoying the fun as much as they once had. Or were they simply being more polite when he was first hired, having never enjoyed his parties? Josh couldn’t be sure, but in any event, his coworkers no longer laughed quite as hard at his jokes, and it seemed everyone including him was getting a bit tired of his party themes.

That feeling wouldn’t have been so bad if Josh had been able to see a path out of Chief Funster, to figure out some way to morph into a Sys Ninja. When he first accepted the job offer, Josh figured he would get to know everyone, show them all how hard he worked, and then just apply for a transfer or a promotion. But he had not imagined how difficult such a move would actually be. Every time Josh tried to ask about changing jobs, his boss rebuffed him. To make matters worse, Josh also could not help but notice the company had recently hired a new Sys Ninja. In fact, Josh had had to plan the Welcome party, or n00bFest, as he had dubbed it. At the time, he had thought the name quite clever, but now he just cringed when he remembered it. 

Still, even that embarrassment would probably not have been enough to make Josh quit if it weren’t for the fact that people had started to laugh at him. Not people at work. As free-spirited as the place was, there were still enough social norms to ensure his coworkers only made fun of him behind his back, when he was not around to see it (though he was sure it happened). No, the people laughing at Josh were his former classmates, the other information systems majors. 

Although the economy had not improved much since graduation, several of his buddies had finally gotten jobs. Real jobs. Development and design jobs. Emboldened by their new paychecks, some of them had started to rib Josh about his job as Chief Funster. To his face. In fact, even when they weren’t openly laughing, it seemed to Josh they were thinking about it. They took every possible opportunity to point out in great detail all the intricacies of the technology they were busy developing. Technology that Josh was sure would change the world, all while he was busy planning parties. 

As if he needed any reminding. 

And so, Josh had decided to quit and start his own company. Well, maybe it was not an entire company quite yet, but as far as Josh was concerned, he was well on his way. Josh still gave away the xOut relationship cleanup app for free, but now he also had a second app, which he sold. Josh called this new app xIt. xIt was much harder to code than xOut. Whereas xOut had simply run through his accounts and cleaned up every picture and post related to his ex-girlfriend, the design of xIt was far more sophisticated. xIt had to remove photos and posts from social media accounts selectively. The idea was to make the accounts presentable prior to job hunting, so there would be nothing embarrassing in your publicly accessible social media that might concern a recruiter or interviewer, all while leaving the remainder of the account intact so you had a complete, believable social history online. 

Of course, anyone with sufficient knowledge would still have an easy time uncovering an historical record of the sordid details xIt deleted, but after a few months working for big business, Josh had learned how rarely people bothered to dig that deep. Instead, they usually just clicked a few links on the internet and that was it. This was especially true of independent recruiters paid by the number of successful placements. If a quick search of the internet did not turn up anything terribly embarrassing and both the applicant and hiring company liked each other, it was all good. 

Despite xIt’s limitations, Josh was very proud of the app. He had worked on it evenings and on lunch hours. Frankly, there were days when thinking about xIt was the only thing that got him through his job as Chief Funster. 

In addition to xOut and xIt, Josh was also working on a software program really big companies would use to monitor social media. The program would help companies to turn complaints and negative feedback into positive publicity. Josh hadn’t named the new program yet, but he was pretty sure that, once finished, it would change the publicity business. 

Finishing was the problem. The new software application was much bigger and more complex than his two little apps. Without sufficient development time, the large application was going nowhere. And if his software application went nowhere, then Josh was going nowhere. He was sure of it.


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Maya

 

Maya Kendrick sighed and dug her toes a bit deeper into the sand, pushing into the moist, cool earth lurking just below the blistering surface. She allowed her mind to go blank for a moment as she glanced up from her e-reader and casually watched a couple of bodysurfers in the distance. The waves were massive today, hence the warning flag flying from the lifeguard tower. 

On a day like this, surfboards and other flotation devices were prohibited, but that inconvenience usually didn’t stop some smart-aleck kid from improvising. The most popular work-around was a cafeteria tray. Technically, it was not a flotation device because if you let go it would sink to the bottom and wash out to sea with the undertow. Given sufficient speed, though, in the right hands a tray could function like a boogie board. The locals even had a name for it: tray surfing. There was usually at least one kid with a big enough death wish to ride a tray on days like today, but Maya didn’t see any right now. All she saw were the two bodysurfers, attempting to float on the crests of the waves on their stomachs without any boards.

Not that she understood the allure of bodysurfing in this weather, anyway. There were days when the waves were much calmer and it looked like fun. Then, you’d see dads lazily tossing their kids in front of a wave, the entire family laughing as the water carried them toward the beach. That was one thing, but these high waves crashing on shore were something else entirely. Yeah, it looked like fun to be way up there cruising along toward land. Maya couldn’t help but notice, though, that eventually the giant waves always overcame the bodysurfers and spit them out like so much flotsam. She shuddered as she imagined how they must fight underwater to avoid being sucked up and carried away.

The ringing of her cell phone interrupted Maya’s thoughts, which was probably for the best given the negative turn they had taken. How was it that on a bright, sunny day like this, she could think about mayhem? She glanced at the screen and the answer became all too clear.

“Allen,” she said, by way of greeting. 

“So sorry to bother you on vacation, Maya, but I wanted to touch base with you about those cost overruns.”

Maya stifled a sigh. Allen Burkhardt was Maya’s oldest and most trusted advisor. Although she maintained majority ownership of her company, SimplyStyle, Allen was otherwise an equal partner in her business. He managed the monetary side of SimplyStyle, which freed Maya to manage the creative side, and she would not think of making a major business decision without running it by him. Still, even though Maya trusted Allen completely and genuinely liked him, the two did not agree on all aspects of running the business. 

“We discussed the overruns in detail before I left. Has something changed? I told you I’d make a final decision regarding cost containment when I got back.”

“I know that, Maya, but I don’t think you understand the urgency of the situation. We’re due to report the quarterly numbers the day you return, and as you know we’ll have to say we’ve missed our estimate.”

Ah yes, the quarterly finances. Life had been so much easier—not to mention so much more fun—back before she had shareholders and everything else that came with running a successful business these days.

“Right, Allen. Our profit this quarter is lower than we had expected. We can’t change that now, though. Can’t we just publish the numbers and deal with it when I return?”

“I wouldn’t advise that, Maya. Somehow, word of the finances has leaked out to the media, and there’s already a sell-off ahead of the earnings report. The stock is down five percent in early afternoon trading today. We need to get ahead of this thing and manage it before it gets completely out of control.”

Maya grimaced. She was just so sick of worrying about the stock price. Thank goodness, this was only a voice call. Years of practice had taught her how to keep a smile in her voice while her face told a completely different story.

“OK. I understand,” she said levelly. “Why don’t you get with Public Relations and draft a press release you think will calm the investors. Call me back when it’s ready and I’ll OK publication over the phone.”

“Will do. Thanks, Maya. Talk to you again soon.”

“You, too, Allen. Bye.”

Maya closed her eyes for a moment and focused on the tension now enveloping her entire body. How was that even possible? Less than two minutes on the phone, and she’d gone from being so relaxed she might have fallen asleep to being totally anxious and stressed. She shifted slightly and noted that her muscles felt knotted and achy. Carefully, she tried to relax. As she’d been taught, she focused her attention on her forehead, raising her eyebrows as high as she could and holding them for a few seconds before releasing the muscle tension and letting her brows return to their normal position. 

Well, come to think of it, she had not been taught to start her relaxation exercises with her forehead. She had been taught to start at her feet and work up to her forehead. Supposedly, that particular direction was better for some reason that totally escaped her now. The exact reason didn’t matter anyway, because the technique never seemed to work for Maya. She always felt the tension worst in her forehead, and so she always started there. She’d learned the hard way that if she started by relaxing her feet first and she wasn’t fast enough, by the time she got all the way up to her head, she would have a killer headache no amount of relaxation exercises could cure. 

Maya also found that starting at her head and working her way down to her feet was a handy strategy in case someone interrupted her before she had time to finish. You wouldn’t think a fifteen-minute relaxation would be so difficult to schedule. Still, it was amazing how many times she’d start her routine and been somewhere around the waist, when there it was…the ringtone indicating an urgent phone call or text message that just had to be addressed right that very minute by her and only by her! 

Maya opened her eyes. She knew she wasn’t supposed to think about anything while she was relaxing and especially not upsetting thoughts like these. She was supposed to allow any thoughts that came to mind simply to float away. As if that were possible. Still, she really needed to relax, so she decided to try one more time. Closing her eyes, she slowly took a deep breath and raised her eyebrows as high as she possibly could. 

It was no good. As soon as she arched her brows, Maya envisioned a stranger walking along the beach and glancing her way. She immediately burst out laughing at the thought of how silly she must look. Clearly, her relaxation technique was not working today. Instead, Maya massaged her temples and brow area briefly before standing and slipping into her flip-flops. Then she carefully placed her e-reader in the dry side of her beach bag and the towel in the wet side. Not that the towel was exactly wet. She hadn’t gone anywhere near the water, but it was still a bit sandy and she didn’t want it next to her electronics. Satisfied her e-reader was safe, she slung the bag over her shoulder, folded her beach chair, and headed back toward the hotel, thinking that perhaps a bath would do the trick.

Along the way, Maya reflected on just how much her life had changed in recent years. When she’d started SimplyStyle, she had been a fashion designer who knew very little about business. So little, in fact, her business really shouldn’t have succeeded, and almost didn’t. Today, she laughed aloud whenever she watched those reality shows where investors grill novice entrepreneurs who grovel for a chance to give away equity in return for what was usually a meager investment. The contestants typically wore bright colors, and by now, she’d been on television herself enough to know why. It was practically an edict from the producers. No drab or dark wardrobe colors allowed. The camera likes bright colors. 

Indeed, the camera did like bright colors, but in Maya’s mind, that wasn’t the primary consideration. Bright colors also showed every drop of sweat, so unless you were the type who was cool under pressure (which she sure wasn’t back when she was starting out), black or navy were much better choices. Despite the poor fashion advice—or perhaps because of it—Maya found herself drawn to these shows, and she watched them whenever she had the time, which wasn’t all that frequently anymore. Still, she’d seen enough of them to notice a pattern. 

Most of the investors seemed to believe that if you had a good idea, your business would turn a profit and grow within a couple of years. If a hapless entrepreneur who was just starting out somehow made it onto one of the shows before turning a profit, that was bad enough. Pity the person who had been in business for any length of time without a profit. In that case, the investors practically laughed the poor soul off the stage. In fact, Maya suspected the only reason any of those unfortunate people made it on television in first place was that some sadistic producer had a cruel sense of humor. She wondered what those same TV investors would say, if they knew it had been almost nine years before SimplyStyle had turned a significant profit. They would probably either laugh in her face or think they had misunderstood.

Despite the slow start, Maya had always known she was a great fashion designer. Even in those early days when her clothing had sold for a lot less than it did now, she knew her designs were good. She had just never enjoyed business, and for a long time that problem had held her back. Given that, how had this happened? How was it that she, Maya Kendrick, was running a (mostly) thriving, publicly traded company that sold merchandize all over the world? 

She barely understood it herself.


 

 

 

Chapter 4

Allen

 

“I like it, Allen,” said Maya. “Let’s go with that wording and plan to meet as soon as I’m back in the office.”

Allen Burkhardt flashed a thumbs-up at Carly Medea, head of Public Relations at SimplyStyle, who was standing half inside the door to his office. She immediately turned and dashed down the hall to distribute the press release. 

“Thanks, Maya,” Allen replied. “Enjoy the rest of your vacation. And try not to worry about this place. We’ve got it all under control.”

Allen hung up the phone and rolled his eyes. He was getting too old for this stuff. In fact, he had originally planned to retire two years ago. That was before the stock market turned his 401K into a 301K. So here he was, slogging through another day and hating every minute of it.

It hadn’t always been like this. Allen still remembered the day he’d first met Maya. They were at a party at a mutual friend’s house and she was wearing a dress she had designed herself. Of course, Allen didn’t know she was a fashion designer at the time. What he did know was that she was much too young for him. He was smitten nonetheless, and he’d spent the better part of a half hour just getting close enough to talk to her because so many other men surrounded her. When he finally made it to the inner circle, he was amazed to discover that instead of the usual light-hearted party chatter, she was deep in conversation about her search for an angel investor for her business. Not that Maya knew the term angel investor, of course. Nevertheless, an angel investor was exactly what Maya needed, and what Allen could become.

Allen knew he shouldn’t do it—invest in a business without knowing anything about it—but there was just something about this young woman that made him want to be a part of her life. If he was too old to date her, he certainly wasn’t too old to back her business. At the first opportunity, he pulled her aside and told her he might be interested in providing the seed money she needed to take her business to the next level. He hadn’t thought it possible for her to look any more beautiful than she already did, but when she heard his news, she absolutely glowed.

As soon as he could politely do so, Allen said goodbye to their host and left the party. As previously arranged, Maya did the same a few minutes later, and the two rendezvoused on the street beside Allen’s car. Face-to-face and alone, Allen found himself uncharacteristically at a loss for words, but Maya didn’t seem to notice. She suggested a twenty-four-hour coffee shop a few blocks away, where she promised the canned music would be loud enough to ensure their conversation stayed private, but not so loud that they would have trouble hearing each other.

At the coffee shop, they ordered their drinks—a large black coffee for Allen and a mocha-matcha-something for Maya. When the drinks arrived, they settled into a couch beside a worn coffee table to chat. Maya explained she had designed her first dress when she was still a senior in high school. Well, technically that wasn’t true. Maya had designed dresses ever since she was a little girl, but the dress in high school was the first one she liked enough to wear in public. It was that dress, in fact, that had helped Maya to win a partial scholarship to study Fashion Design and Merchandising. Once at college, though, the competition had been much stiffer than Maya anticipated. Unable to secure another scholarship and lacking sufficient money to continue her studies without one, she had dropped out after her first year. 

Maya may have quit school, but she had never given up on the dream of working as a fashion designer. She had immediately gone into business for herself, designing and marketing her own line of clothing. At the beginning, she had made most of her sales through personal contacts and had sewn all of the clothes herself, with the proceeds from one sale funding the materials for the next design. The process quickly became overwhelming, though. Therefore, as Maya’s sales grew, she gradually hired others to sew her designs using fabrics she personally selected and sourced.

A do-gooder from the start (though Maya would hate to know Allen thought of her that way), Maya had trained some women from the local homeless shelter to do the sewing. She bought them machines and paid them a decent, if somewhat low, wage. The shelter, in turn, helped the women who stuck with Maya’s program to move out into a subsidized apartment so they could live independently and enjoy the success that comes from having a regular job and paycheck.

This arrangement worked well for Maya when she was selling a relatively low number of garments. Because all of the women lived in just two apartment buildings, Maya was able to run a home-based business with many of the same advantages she would have enjoyed had she rented industrial space and none of the expense. As a result, she wasn’t rich, but she certainly made enough money to get by. Even better, she said she went to sleep each night happy. It was, as Maya described it, a nice, quiet life—one Allen would have hated—but one which suited Maya just fine at the time because she was a genuine small business owner, though in Allen’s mind the emphasis was on the word small.

As Allen could have predicted had she known him at the time, Maya eventually got an order that her assemblage of sewers could not handle from their separate abodes. Like it or not, she had to move production out of the apartment buildings and instead
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