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            Chapter One

         
         Some days don’t go as planned.

         
         For example, today.

         
         Today, I dribbled hot coffee on my lap during my commute to the office, leaving me to decide if spit-cleaning my dry-clean-only
            pants would make the stain even worse.
         

         
         Today, I discovered that the new red whiteboard marker was leaky, staining my hands as if I’d stabbed someone.

         
         Today, I found out that the product I’d been working on all year—the career-defining app I’d been toiling away on during workdays
            and weekends—was simply nonfunctional.
         

         
         And yet, I was scheduled to present this nonworking app wearing brown-speckled pants, with noticeably bloodied hands, in an
            important meeting, while the founders of the company sat and judged me.
         

         
         Casey, my favorite interface designer at the company, hovered over my shoulder as I tapped my finger on the tablet, trying
            once again to make the app work. I exhaled hot air from my nose like a pissed-off dragon. “Nothing’s working. Why is nothing
            happening?”
         

         
         He explained, “Sara, these are the storyboards you can use as visual aids this afternoon. See? That’s an image of the app icon. Swipe right and you’ll see the welcome message and the drop-down menus. Honestly, we’d be on schedule with a working prototype if it hadn’t been for this meeting.” He shrugged. “The design team did a good job though showing how it will work.”
         

         
         Swipe. Swipe. Swipe. The still images were nice. The diverse template gallery offered designs ranging from simplistic to high
            octane. An easy-to-use font selector with smart pairing recommendations for headline and copy was something other apps didn’t
            offer. Themed photos based on content theme, mood, and personality type were all cutting edge.
         

         
         Despite all the day’s earlier mishaps, I’d be walking into that meeting with a sure thing. For months I’d happily geeked out
            on developing these features. The level of customization for this messaging app was unparalleled.
         

         
         I took off my glasses and rubbed my eyes. “I’m sorry I freaked out. The meeting is in ten minutes, and then I hope it’ll be
            back to business as usual.” My brain was out of sorts from caffeine overload and fatigue. I could barely see straight. When
            my boss came back from vacation, I’d need to talk to him about taking a long overdue sabbatical.
         

         
         “No worries, if I was working long nights like you, I’d be a barely functioning zombie with draggy feet too. With saggier
            flesh.”
         

         
         I couldn’t help but notice he’d said too and saggier. Saggier . . . compared to whom?
         

         
         He clarified. “Maybe a little hydration and some fresh air would help.” He hesitated before adding, “And some expensive under-eye
            concealer.” I’d worked with Casey for nearly five years, and we’d been friends for almost as long, so I knew the drill. He
            came with an excellent work ethic, beautiful aesthetic sensibility, and slap-in-the-face directness. On the weekends, he frequently
            wore a T-shirt with the word “Sasshole” on the chest. Casey didn’t hold anything back, especially when it came to his favorite
            topics, such as dating, fashion, and under-eye puffiness.
         

         
         “We can go to Sephora and get you some caffeine-infused cooling eye gel later this week. It works wonders. But not tonight. It’s gym day, and it’s kettlebell Tuesday.” Casey unzipped his jacket to reveal his other favorite shirt, the one I bought him for his birthday. A black tee with “Kettlebell King” screen-printed in large white letters. He was the strongest person I knew, which came in handy when I needed to rearrange furniture, move apartments, or make an IKEA trip. 

         
         “Sounds good, thanks Case.”

         
         He jutted out his chest, then closed the door behind him.

         
         After I rearranged a few photos on the tablet, my phone alarm rang, startling me. It was my five-minute warning to head to
            the meeting. I grabbed my tower of devices—laptop, tablet, phone—and arrived at the executive conference room with time to
            spare. But this was one case when punctuality didn’t matter: the session before mine ran over. When the door finally opened,
            a large group consisting of mostly men shuffled out of the conference room in complete silence, heads hanging low. What happened
            in there? It was almost lunchtime, and there wasn’t even chatter about the brand-new bacon bar in the cafeteria. The entire
            floor smelled like bacon, which to anyone who loved meat, namely the exact demographic who worked at my company, was the world’s
            best air freshener. You’d have thought they were walking out of a funeral.
         

         
         I raised an eyebrow at my friend Dave when he exited the room. My shorthand for “WTF.” He muttered, “Brutal,” and shuffled
            past me.
         

         
         The moment I walked in, alarm bells went off. I wasn’t the type of person who believed in burning sage to clear out evil spirits
            or bad juju, but the only way to describe the room’s energy was “severely fucked up.”
         

         
         My manager was out of the office, so my skip-level boss, Seth, took his place as his proxy. He and I sat across from the Color Wheel Communications founders, Marcus and Bryce, both of whom were speed-typing on their laptop keyboards, side by side, virtually in sync. Bryce was faster. Marcus hit the keys harder. Neither of them welcomed Seth or me, or even bothered to look up when we plunked down in the squeaky boardroom chairs. 

         
         I flipped the projector’s power switch, connected it to the tablet, and waited for my first image to appear on the white wall.
            Noting the lack of engagement in the room, I resigned myself to flipping through features quickly and then, if needed, diving
            into the numbers in the appendix. That was assuming the meeting would even start—they still hadn’t looked at me.
         

         
         Clearing my throat, I spoke with gusto. “The app we’re releasing at the end of the year is currently unnamed, but the project
            is internally called UMD. Upon My Death.”
         

         
         Bryce stopped typing and slapped shut his laptop. Marcus continued to look at his screen but had at least stopped pounding
            the keys.
         

         
         Seth nodded at me, his glasses sliding down his nose. Go on, while they’re paying attention.

         
         I jumped straight into the product description. “Upon My Death allows users to send messages to anyone they want after they
            pass. It sounds a bit morbid, but we’re seeing a ton of social media activity about the critical need for individuals to own
            their narrative before they die. Early research suggests that controlling the conversation has strong appeal in a wide range of ages. The uses for an app that gives you the last word could include confronting bullies,
            getting closure on personal matters, and offering goodbyes to loved ones.”
         

         
         No one was typing or talking. That could be good . . . or possibly bad. They also weren’t smiling or asking questions about where I had gotten this idea. Truthfully, off the record, I’d gotten it from an action movie where an evil mastermind had rigged an entire metropolitan infrastructure to blow up if he was killed. If he didn’t “check in” and confirm his well-being by midnight every night, chaos and destruction would ensue throughout the city. On the record, I told people this concept derived from a popular competitor’s app that let you tell coworkers and colleagues that they had BO. It ranked #5 in the Apple app store and had held the #1 spot for many months. 

         
         My idea was so much better.

         
         The ongoing silence creeped me out. I moved on to their favorite topic: money.

         
         “Let’s talk about the company’s financial gains from developing this app.”

         
         Continuing to the fiscal projections, I laid out the forecasts for user growth, ad revenue, and lifetime value. My voice remained
            firm, but I could feel my body temperature rise by the second, which meant profuse sweating would soon follow. Forehead perspiration
            first, and then a sweaty upper mustache area would come next. After that, it was like body-part roulette on what would be
            subsequently drenched.
         

         
         I needed to get through this presentation fast.

         
         Once I started speaking about global opportunities, Bryce cut me off. “We’ve seen enough. Bottom line: this project is too
            small to pursue. It might be profitable, yes, but we need big ideas to invest in now. Not this small peanuts shit.”
         

         
         Seth jumped in, seemingly on my side. “Sara has a track record for discovering revenue streams, and she can walk you through
            some projections. They’ve been vetted by Finance and are on the conservative side, but are hardly, as you say, small.” But
            then he looked at me and shrugged. Had he really looked at the numbers? Was this an expression of doubt?
         

         
         Marcus sighed. “I don’t see the point of this exercise. We should deploy our engineers elsewhere. Something worth their time.”

         
         A fire lit within me and I raised my voice. “You don’t think my app is worth anyone’s time? But you see the point in your existing app that only makes Bubble-Wrap-popping sounds?” This was Marcus’s first project at the company and it had never turned a profit, yet was still well-funded. 

         
         Surprisingly, Seth backed me up. “Sara’s project is a brand-new opportunity for the company, and it’s gotten so much buzz
            internally.”
         

         
         Marcus said, “I see it as less opportunity, more opportunity cost. We have other projects we’d like to focus on, and we’re lucky this idea didn’t go into development yet. We’ve barely invested
            resources, so it’s an easy one to cut. Maybe we can defer the project instead of cancel it outright, since you’re being so
            pushy.”
         

         
         “Pushy?” I asked, biting back my seething anger.

         
         Bryce chimed in. “Bossy. Pushy. Bullish. Whatever. We can table this for next fiscal if you still want us to consider it.”

         
         Seth could sense I was a powder keg ready to kaboom. He used his calm kindergarten-teacher voice. “Sara, let’s regroup and
            come back next year when we have our thoughts together.”
         

         
         I scooted my chair back and stood so I was temporarily the tallest person in the room. Before speaking, I took a calming breath.
            “I do have my thoughts together. I’ve been working on this an entire year and worked hard to pull these numbers and images together.
            And you looked at it for what, three minutes at most? I’ve been at this company for over five years and I have a good understanding
            of your products. You’ve gotten complacent and you’re letting all the interesting and creative ideas get shelved, and smart,
            passionate people are leaving here in droves.” I kept my tone composed and professional, like I’d rehearsed all day. My exhausted
            body was running only on pure adrenaline and all I really wanted to do was go home and crash on the leather sofa in front
            of my TV, but I needed to push through.
         

         
         Bryce rolled his eyes. “I disagree. We have tons of good people here. Though maybe some are not a good fit here because they’re cut from a different cloth than us. There are two types of people at this company . . . idea generators and doers. All we’re saying is, right now we need fewer of the former and more of the latter.” He looked at Marcus. They both crossed their arms in sync. 

         
         Marcus focused his attention on his laptop screen. “Are we done here? If we are, we can end early and then we won’t be behind
            with the rest of the afternoon meetings.”
         

         
         I looked at Seth. No way. I needed the final word. “Actually, one last thing. I’m an idea generator and a doer. I’m looking for more strategic opportunities, because I’ve done a ton of nonpromotable work for this company, a disproportionate
            share, I might add, and I want to grow. When I started at this company, I thought the best way to get established was to offer
            something this place was missing: efficiency and order. I created processes. Workstreams. Collaboration tools. It’s thankless
            work that no one wants, and it continues to get dumped on me, because you all think I’m only a doer. I’m also creative and passionate. I’m ready for more responsibility. I’ve already gained whatever knowledge and skills
            I was going to, so now I need to move up and out. It seems my only option is to leave this company and take my idea with me.”
         

         
         “Sure. You can have it, no problem.” Marcus scoffed. His tone quickly changed when he saw my face and knew I was dead serious
            and not bluffing. “We’re not against you, you’ve got drive and ambition. You seem like a hard worker. We just don’t see you as an idea person. We’re looking for big,
            scalable ideas. Not . . . this.”
         

         
         Remain calm, Sara. Centered. Give the impression you’re willing to have an open strategic discussion without an ounce of pettiness,
               because that is what a senior leader would do.

         
         “Unbelievable.” I used all the strength within me to swallow the remaining words teetering on the tip of my tongue.

         
         When I didn’t respond as he expected, he said, “Let’s not get hasty. You’re overreacting and letting your emotions take over.”

         
         I . . . what?

         
         I was most certainly not doing that. I had taken great care to mirror their body language. To match their tone. All while
            being careful to respond the way a confident leader would.
         

         
         No. This was not okay. I refused to work at a narrow-minded company that threw around microaggressions like it was Gen Z influencer
            slang. “Pushy? Overreacting? Really? Would you even say these things to men in the office?”
         

         
         I leaped to my feet and scribbled “I will be leaving the Color Wheel Communications with two weeks’ notice. —Sara Chae” on
            the whiteboard behind the founders’ chairs. I took a photo and emailed it to Seth and cc’d HR. It was then that I noticed
            the projects for the company were scribbled on the board, most of which had been stricken with thick black marker. The few
            with green checks were presumably ones they wanted to pursue. One they greenlit was “Cupcake Bubble Popper Ultimate Exploding
            Edition.”
         

         
         I smothered a scream.

         
         Clenching my fists, I announced, “That whiteboard note serves as my resignation letter. Thanks for your time and feedback.
            It was illuminating.” I grabbed my belongings and opened the door for Seth to follow me out. I added, “I think I wrote it
            with a Sharpie, not a dry-erase marker.”
         

         
         Hand sanitizer from the reception desk would probably get that right off, but I wasn’t going to tell them. That would be yet
            another nonpromotable task for me, no thank you.
         

         
         As the door closed, we observed the founders gaping at the whiteboard together, the mood of the room shifting with the power dynamic change. Instead of bursting into tears, I wanted to punch, kick, and yell, further validating that getting the last word, especially for people like me, was empowering and necessary. 

         
         Now I had motivation to turn this idea into a reality. Exactly what I needed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Two weeks postemployment and I was doing okay, considering. Yes, I’d lost track of time and was showering every other day.
            Maybe every other other day. And I’d given up my cool downtown loft, put everything in storage, and moved in with my sister.
            But still, I managed to get dressed in a fresh outfit every morning, even if it was mainly athleisure couture. I had applied
            to a few jobs and even had a few video interviews . . . but honestly, my heart wasn’t in it.
         

         
         I wanted to work on my app.

         
         I didn’t want to give up on it.

         
         I had honestly thought this idea would finally get me out of mid-level management purgatory at Color Wheel Communications,
            rising above bug tracking and project management, and finally into a director role. When I joined the team, it was after a
            massive industry shake-up, with all the big companies giving out pink slips at once like they were bulk candy on Halloween.
            Although I had needed the break, I wished my departure back then had been on my terms. The experience of getting laid off
            en masse, knowing it wasn’t reflective of my performance, hit me hard. When I started at Color Wheel, I didn’t want to make
            any waves, so I played it safe. Maybe too safe.
         

         
         My “roll up my sleeves” reputation made people think I was the one on the team to dump work on because they knew I’d do it. Do it well, in fact. I’d been in my same position as a senior product manager for far too long, and only managed to make horizontal shifts to other projects, taking on more unpromotable, thankless responsibilities, but never moving up or getting pay bumps any bigger than inflation rates and cost of living adjustments. And thus the never-ending cycle of mundane middle-management minutiae continued. 

         
         Something inside me begged me to see my app through. A spark of passion. A flicker of hope. I hadn’t felt this before. Could
            I even launch this myself?
         

         
         While sending out résumés, I also researched entrepreneurship funding opportunities in Los Angeles, and to my surprise, I
            discovered that the esteemed Silicon Beach VC Pitch Warriors Competition was still open for submissions. It was a three-month
            contest during which selected companies battled head-to-head to move on to the last round, and there, contestants had an opportunity
            to appear in front of California’s top VCs. Millions of dollars in funding were up for grabs.
         

         
         But the deadline to enter Pitch Warriors was that same day. No exceptions. This left me only a few hours to upload all my
            financial projections and submit the final application before midnight.
         

         
         The whole uploading process was maddening. The servers were slow, likely because everyone else was filling out the same forms
            at the exact same time. And surprising for a tech-centric organization, these glitchy online documents were the kind that
            you couldn’t skip ahead on to check out the remaining questions without risking losing all the data you’d already filled out.
         

         
         Infuriating.

         
         After filling out most of the form fields, I was faced with a dilemma: Should I choose the well-known, cutthroat pitch competition or the fairly new three-month mentorship program? The sheer volume of materials and information they requested for the competition—questions about product build, running experiments, early user feedback—left me wondering if I was even ready for a competitive challenge of this scale. The previous winners had classy branding, video demos, and elaborate pitch decks. I had a few pretty pictures and some basic PowerPoint slides. Practically child’s play. 

         
         My sister, Jia, came out of her room and stared over my shoulder, watching me type.

         
         “Uh, this is private,” I muttered while shifting in my seat, tilting my laptop screen down.

         
         She laughed. “If you’re rooming with me for free, I have the right to know if you’re watching or reading any shady Trojan
            horse virus-y shit that’s not suitable for work on my internet plan.”
         

         
         I shrugged and pushed the screen back up. She’d offered to house her older sister in a pinch, which was generous. After helping
            me move into her rent-controlled apartment in Venice, she said I could stay for as long as it would take to find my next gig.
            Jia had taken a new job at a brand consultancy firm on the Westside and had recently moved into a one bedroom with a large
            walk-in closet that fit a twin air mattress, so I’d spent the last few nights sleeping under a canopy of light jackets and
            ski coats. I did the laundry, dishes, and shopping in exchange for room and board. By LA standards, this was a good deal for
            someone just starting out and taking their training wheels off their big-girl bike. But maybe not that great for someone like
            me who had just turned thirty-four.
         

         
         She commented, “You should use a more reliable and safer browser.” I expected her to say more, since she always had a lot
            to say about everything I did, but she was on her way out, dressed to the nines, at nine p.m. Jia was always the fun, social one in the family. Maybe it was because she was the youngest and I was the oldest. Or because she was eight years younger than I. Or because she had made the decision a few years ago to not be a workaholic and enjoy life, and I hadn’t. She was always out with friends or on dates, while I frequently had intimate nights with an over-nuked leftover Chipotle burrito or a Lean Cuisine spaghetti with meat sauce. 

         
         “Maybe you could come out and join us when you’re done with whatever it is you’re working on late on a Friday night?” she
            asked while sliding into sparkling strappy sandals.
         

         
         “I’ll probably be right here in this very spot till midnight at least. Have fun.” I sighed and went back to typing. I did
            want to have fun and go out, in theory. But I had a lot on my mind, and I wasn’t as carefree and fun as Jia when I was saddled
            with stress.
         

         
         Jia jangled her keys as she shut the door behind her, then locked it from the outside. She still hadn’t gotten used to having
            me as a roommate, since I could have easily helped out by locking the door behind her to save her time. She continued to do
            things as if she were living alone: leaving the door open when she was using the bathroom, talking on speakerphone while shouting
            out her personal business, or eating ice cream straight from the pint. It was fine though, I’d practically raised her, so
            I was used to seeing the good, bad, and ugly of Jia.
         

         
         Anyway, my goal wasn’t to stay here, if I could help it. Casey from work had said I could stay at his place in Playa Vista,
            and my friend Olivia from college said I could crash on a pullout couch in the apartment she shared with her roommate, but
            she was all the way in Rancho Cucamonga. I chose Jia, because it seemed weird to accept either of those offers if my very
            own sister lived in the same city in a desirable, walkable location, and had a perfectly good air mattress in her closet.
         

         
         I had a solid plan. Actually, two. To get into the competition or the mentorship program. I still hadn’t decided yet. Backup plan: to find a job at another tech company. Lots of recruiters hunting and fishing on LinkedIn needed product managers. As for the backup to the backup plan . . . I didn’t want to think about that. If I ended up needing a third choice, it was time to consider a complete life overhaul. A pre-midlife crisis. The sky would be falling, and I’d be Chicken Not-So-Little running around with my head cut off. 

         
         Memories of past presentation blunders, meeting faux pas, and awkward executive encounters from previous jobs flashed through
            my head, making me groan out loud. Stop it, Sara. Turn off the cringe compilation reel and get focused on finishing this application.

         
         Maybe going out with Jia later would be a good idea after all. Get a load off my mind.

         
         Or maybe this was all a waste of time, and none of this was worthwhile. Why did I think that running a company on my own was
            even a possibility? It was so out of my comfort zone that it was practically in another universe.
         

         
         I scrambled to my feet and began pacing around the apartment. This was a bad idea. I needed my old job back.

         
         The light in the hallway flickered and made a popping sound. The corridor went dark from the burned-out LED light, most likely
            an electrical problem instead of a bulb issue. When I went to investigate, I banged my right pinky toe into a medium-size
            brown box sitting on the floor near the foyer. Pain shot through my foot as I hopped around, but I was distracted because
            the mystery package was addressed to me.
         

         
         Peeling the shipping tape, I pulled out a wrapped box with a card attached nestled in packaging peanuts.

         
         I opened the envelope. The front of the note read “It’s boring here without you!” Inside, my former work teammates had written
            warm wishes and farewells, and sent along a going-away gift.
         

         
         My eyes welled with tears as I read their words.

         
         
            Who am I supposed to bitch about management with if you’re gone? Wishing you all the best! Let me know where you land, I’d love to work with you again. —Myles 

            I know you’ll kick ass in whatever you do next. Remember the little people when you’re at the top. Love, Kass

            Where will any cool new ideas come from? You will be missed. Sincerely, Derrick

            Whoever gets to work with you next is so lucky. I know I was. —James

            You were the best product lead I’ve ever worked with. I hope you go far. —Nick

            Your work husband misses you already. XO, Casey

            Thank you for not downloading anything shady the 5.25 years you were here! Take care, Chase (your favorite IT guy)

         

         Inside the small wooden box was a green succulent in a small red pot that read “Hope your new place doesn’t succ!” I barked
            a laugh and smiled as I read the instructions: “Light optional. Water when you remember. Nearly killproof!”
         

         
         I placed the plant on the white bookcase wall in the living room, on the shelf that housed Jia’s growing candle collection.
            Lavender. Sandalwood. Rosemary. Jasmine. And the favorite one that she lit every evening, lemongrass. The churro-scented one
            I’d bought her as a thank-you for letting me crash there was still in its cylinder tube.
         

         
         There was more spring in my step despite my busted toe, which was a little swollen and forming a bruise. I barely felt it
            though, too wrapped up in happy thoughts. My old team believed in me. Now it was time to believe in myself.
         

         
         *  *  *

         At 11:50 p.m., I reached the final page of the application, the terms and conditions. By submitting, I would be agreeing to seven pages
            of tiny-font legalese. I couldn’t risk missing the deadline by reading all the fine print, so I hit the submit button at 11:59
            and watched the circle swirl as the word “uploading” flashed on my screen. My hand trembled on the mouse, my index finger
            threatening to left click and resubmit, but I used all my willpower to wait.
         

         
         Uploading.

         
         Uploading.

         
         Upl—

         
         “Congratulations!” the new page read. “We’ve received your application. Please check your email for a confirmation.”
         

         
         Ding! My inbox highlighted a fresh new message. Subject: “Thank you for your submission to Pitch Warriors!”
         

         
         I fell back into the couch, my shoulders temporarily relaxing the continual scrunch.

         
         It was done. And the rest, as far as I could tell, was out of my hands.

         
         Even though parts of my shoulders and neck were releasing tension, my stomach was still clenched. Partly from stress and nerves,
            but also because I was starving. That one Lean Cuisine I’d had around lunchtime wasn’t enough to keep me satiated through
            the late evening.
         

         
         Jia’s kitchen was more like a kitchenette: it had basic appliances such as an oven and stove, but Jia had to rent a refrigerator
            and she didn’t have a dishwasher. There was a large faux-marble island smack in the middle of the room where she’d placed
            a few bar stools, and this doubled as a dining table since she didn’t have any room for one. It was certainly an odd use of
            space on this side of her apartment, and even stranger was how huge her bedroom was in comparison.
         

         
         Although Jia had rented a fairly nice fridge, it wasn’t stocked with anything. In fact, it was the opposite; it resembled the bottled water and toilet paper aisle at Target soon after the pandemic hit. She had various take-out containers in her fridge, but with no indication of how old they were. Even when I lived alone, I wrote down dates on boxes and plastic lids with a Sharpie, to make sure I wouldn’t accidentally poison myself at a later date by eating something past the acceptable consumption time frame. But maybe Jia had her own system. I left everything as it was and closed the refrigerator door. In the freezer drawer were ice trays and two Lean Cuisines, identical to my previous meal. Underneath the ice and Lean Cuisines were a pint of freezer-burned chocolate chip ice cream, a small bottle of vodka, and another empty ice tray. 

         
         Groceries were my responsibility, so I had only myself to blame. Time had escaped me that day and I needed to go shopping
            soon, but not at midnight.

         
         Jia texted. You done? Nightcap at the new wine bar across the street?

         
         I looked down at my clothes. Black ribbed T-shirt and black stretchy pinstripe pants. Barely passing the threshold of acceptable
            attire for being seen in public. I’d have to wear one of Jia’s nice coats if I made a public appearance, even if it was Venice,
            where the dress code in most places embraced the quasi-beach culture. Sure, down in 5

         
         As soon as I turned on the light in the bathroom and saw my haggard reflection in the mirror, I adjusted my estimate.

         
         
            Make that 10.

         

         My God. I’d need time to work on those under-eye bags.

         
         She replied: Great! I’ll grab a table and order drinks

         
         I tossed my black-rimmed computer glasses on the marble sink countertop and put on a surface layer of makeup, added caffeine
            gel for the eyes courtesy of Casey, and dry-shampooed my hair. Running my fingers through my locks to give them more volume,
            I gave up and spritzed a little hair spray along my partline, hoping for the best. Exactly ten minutes later, I left the apartment
            and ran down the two flights of stairs, exiting the building onto Rose Avenue. Jia had sweet-talked her way into a reasonably
            priced rental on one of the most dichotomous commercial streets on the Westside of Los Angeles. The Whole Foods sharing the
            corner parking lot with the 99 Cents Only Store was one of many examples of the conspicuous contrast of the once-affordable,
            beach-shabby Venice and the permeation of one-percenter life. Dilapidated buildings were torn down instead of restored, converted
            to new artisanal eateries and curated boutiques catering to the young and upwardly mobile. Or to those who aspired to be in
            that demographic.
         

         
         I jaywalked across the street and zipped up Jia’s off-white puffer coat. It was a chilly and gusty March night, and while
            it was in the upper sixties and sunny during the day, our proximity to the ocean made it necessary to have a few winter weather
            pieces on after dark. My sister was waiting for me at a small round table, with an extra glass of red wine and an empty seat
            across from her. She’d found the warmest seat in the restaurant, by the massive stone fireplace with gaslit wooden logs.
         

         
         She lifted her coat off the stool and gestured for me to sit. “Thank goodness you’re here. Three guys have already tried to
            use this opportunity to sit down and hit on me, like this is some sort of speed dating scheme or I was a damsel in distress
            who needed them to keep me company.” She rolled her eyes while shaking her head.
         

         
         It was funny how Jia talked about such things as if everyone had the same experience. Guys in bars always gravitated toward her: she had the “it factor” when it came to desirable partnering. Physical magnetism. Primal attractiveness. Whatever it was—pheromones, body chemistry, face symmetry—she always got hit on wherever we went together. At Costco, at the gas station, at the gas station bathroom. Everywhere. In comparison, if I was sitting at a table with an empty chair, nine times out of ten someone would ask, “Is anyone sitting here?” and when I would say no, they’d steal the chair away to another table, usually filled with hotter people. The other one out of ten times, the open chair would then be used to hold coats and purses from the neighboring patrons. 

         
         What was the opposite of the “it factor”? The quit factor? The shit factor?

         
         “Cheers to finishing your application!” Jia raised her wineglass and I toasted her. “So now that that’s done and you’re not
            as stressed, can you tell me what you applied for?”
         

         
         Before I could answer, a fidgety server slinked up to our table. “Hi. So sorry to interrupt. The gentleman at the bar would
            like to pay for your next drinks. Is that okay?” He motioned his head over to the counter, where a silver-haired man in his
            mid-fifties lifted his glass and smiled. He looked older than our dad.
         

         
         Jia handled it like a pro. “Please thank him for his generosity but we are respectfully declining the offer. We’ll be finishing
            up soon and we’d be wasting his money and time. And if he asks, we don’t have plans for any after-hour activities, for him
            or anyone else.”
         

         
         Our server nodded and pressed his lips together tightly, smirking a little as he walked over to the bar guy. He handled the
            news well. So well, in fact, that he pointed to the table of three ladies seated two tables down from Jia and me and sent
            the server over to them next.
         

         
         She muttered into her glass, “Wow, he’s determined.”

         
         I nodded. “It’s a numbers game for him. Lots of women in this bar and he’s just going table by table until he gets a yes.”

         
         Jia sighed. “I wish the people who approached me were guys I’d actually want to hang out with. It’s always some creep. In
            business school I had a tough time finding anyone to date too, even though the ratio was in my favor.”
         

         
         My lips curled into a smile. “I think the saying for that goes, ‘The odds are good, but the goods are odd.’”

         
         She nearly spat out her Merlot. “Oh God, yes, and it’s so true. Anyway, back to our discussion. What were you applying for
            again?”
         

         
         I gave her a quick rundown of the Pitch Warriors VC competition and mentorship program and explained my last-minute decision
            to apply for both. “I honestly couldn’t decide which option would be best for me, so I checked one and requested consideration
            for the other in the notes and comments section.”
         

         
         Her eyes widened. “Do they allow that? What if they disqualify you for not following their rules? What happened to my rule-abiding
            sister?”
         

         
         I shrugged. “Sticking to the rules has gotten me only this far in life. Maybe it’s time to try something a little different.”
            I still had plan B. Finding a job at a tech company if this attempt at entrepreneurship blew up in my face.
         

         
         I signaled to the server to return to our table.

         
         He asked, “Check?” 

         
         I shook my head. “I think we’ll have one more glass. But don’t tell that guy who wanted to send over drinks.”

         
         Jia interrupted. “Make that a bottle. We’re here to celebrate.” She looked at me. “Honestly, this is the first time I’ve seen
            you out of my apartment in over a week, you really need to get out more. Plus, I’m getting a fiscal year bonus soon that doesn’t
            even help keep up with cost of living in Los Angeles, but it’s enough for a modest, nice bottle at this modest, nice establishment.”
         

         
         The server came over in a hurry with wine and two fresh glasses. Two clean pours later, and after a few gulps and swallows, Jia tapped on my phone on the table. 

         
         “Show me the app you built,” she demanded.

         
         I picked up my cell phone and offered a caveat. “It’s still being built, so it’s buggy and clunky. It barely works.”

         
         I clicked on the black stylized “UMD” icon and waited for it to load. Casey had been moonlighting as my app designer and developer,
            working nights and weekends. Like me, he never went on dates. Unlike me, he spent many hours at the gym when he wasn’t glued
            to his computer. And when he wasn’t building muscle, he was gaming or binging Netflix. He had time to spend on my app, and
            he was kind (and bored) enough to do a good job with it.
         

         
         “It’s called Upon My Death?” Jia laughed as the progress bar moved slowly. “That’s so morbid. You need someone who can rebrand
            that, stat. I can help if you want.”
         

         
         “That would be great,” I said, smiling at Jia. I sometimes forgot that she wasn’t just my kid sister, she was someone with
            an MBA and a solid career in marketing. If anyone could help me with an app-naming project, it would be her.
         

         
         Casey had let me know that in the latest features update, the app allowed syncing to my contacts, which was why it was taking
            so long.
         

         
         Finally, a prompt appeared on-screen. “To whom shall we send a message?” it asked with friendly purple sans serif font.
         

         
         Jia giggled. “To whom? Why does that sound so formal? Are some of the options ‘Sir’ or ‘Madam’? Never mind, we can work on
            that too, along with the branding.”
         

         
         I typed in her name. “You can send canned messages or personalized ones when you pass. See? I can choose the family category,
            then select ‘sister.’” The email field autofilled with her personal email address.
         

         
         “Hey, that’s pretty cool! Do you use machine learning for this? It knew I was your sister and which email of mine to use? That’s fascinating.”
         

         
         I nodded. “The goal is to have algorithms figure a lot of this out. Right now Casey has the bare-bones app working, mainly
            for demo purposes. And if by some miracle I’m selected for the competition or mentorship, I hope to find engineers with that
            kind of expertise. We’re also working on creating canned or autofill messages in different styles and voices to match the
            user based on social media posts and uploaded writing samples.”
         

         
         I chose a prewritten “I wanted to let you know how much you mean to me. You’re a wonderful sister” message prompt. As I typed more words and added some custom verbiage, it used predictive technology to suggest additional
            words, phrases, and sentences.
         

         
         Jia nodded as I finished my note to her. “So this will send to me . . . upon your death?”

         
         “Yes, it should. You can also customize the settings so the app can send on a certain day in the future. Maybe it can even
            send out last wills and testaments, since it’s always a tricky thing to figure out latest versions when someone dies. We’re
            still working out how to fully monetize this idea. Maybe adding birthday, anniversary, and graduation reminders as a phase
            two. As it is now, a message service after someone dies, it’s more like a feature than a product. If it sends a message out
            only when someone dies, there’s not much of a recurring revenue stream, right? Maybe they can prepay or something, but still,
            it’s not enough. Anyway, as I said, there’s a lot to figure out. And everyone will want to know how it can make money.”
         

         
         She asked, “Wait, can we go back a few steps? How does the software know you’re dead?”

         
         I smiled. This was something I’d already figured out and was proud of. “Every day it crawls legacy-dot-com and the local paper obituaries for death announcements. Ideally I can have it look for death records too, but that is tricky on a state-by-state level, and international.” 

         
         Jia took a sip. “I have to hand it to you. Your brain works in strange ways, but I’m digging this app. There are so many people
            I’d wanna say ‘fuck off!’ to but wouldn’t have the guts to do it.” She took my phone and typed out a quick message. “How about
            this one?”
         

         
         She turned the phone screen around so I could read it. “Sara, you need to stop being a hermit and put yourself out more. Sincerely Yours, Jia.”
         

         
         I rolled my eyes and deleted it.

         
         She glanced to her right and left at the emptied tables. “I think it’s time for us to go.”

         
         I turned around to survey the area. “Ah, when they’re putting chairs on the tops of tables and turning off the music, it’s
            a universal sign to get the hell out.”
         

         
         “How would you know? You never go out!” Jia quipped.

         
         “I do, sometimes!” I said. Okay, rarely. Or hardly ever. Maybe she had a point.

         
         We chugged our last ounces of wine and settled the tab. When we stumbled out onto the sidewalk, the wine hit me.

         
         Jia tilted her chin up and pointed to the night sky. For the first time ever in all my years of living in Southern California,
            I observed a supermoon high above our heads.
         

         
         She said, “I think this is a sign. A full moon is supposed to be a time of clarity and change. And this is a big-ass supermoon.”

         
         Maybe it meant it was time for super-size clarity and mega-immense change then. Hopefully it would all be for the better.

         
         Drunk off our asses, we reloaded my app when we arrived home. I wrote long-winded messages to people at work I wanted to tell off, letting giggly Jia read and edit, then dragged the notes to the trash icon. While Jia got ready for bed, I also penned a pithy five-paragraph essay about why my sister was the greatest sibling in the world, complete with an enthusiastic sign-off of “Heavenly Yours,” which inexplicably autocorrected to “Heathenly.” I stored Jia’s email address for a future send after my death but changed my mind and dragged that to the trash folder too. 

         
         Other messages poured out of me, to people who I thought needed to hear from me one last time: my old high school (unrequited)
            crush, my former best friend who ghosted me, and my domineering mom and dad. As the alcohol emboldened me, I crafted pettier
            messages. To my old landlord who refused to budge on the lease requirement to give two months’ notice after living in the
            same place for four years, and two more pissy notes to Bryce and Marcus, my old company cofounders.
         

         
         Adrenaline pumped through my body as I wrote. Drafting these letters energized me, and having the last word was empowering.
            After a lot of typing and a few belly laughs later, I deleted those messages and grabbed a tall glass of water. The rest of
            the night was a giant blur, with Jia getting a second wind and grabbing the keyboard from me to edit my words and ordering
            Chinese food from the one sketchy place that was open 24-7.
         

         
         It was delicious.

         
         *  *  *

         I woke up on the couch in the morning with my face pressed on my laptop keyboard. Luckily I hadn’t drooled and short-circuited my computer or electrocuted my face. I did, however, end up with tiny keypad squares imprinted on my right cheek, which left an impression reminiscent of corn on the cob. Or a hand grenade. My fingers brushed the deep square indentations as I muttered, “Shiiiiit.” 

         
         Jia didn’t miss a beat when she saw me rise from the couch and stretch. “Your face . . . the texture looks like an Eggo waffle.”

         
         She was already in gym clothes? What time was it?

         
         I croaked out, “Are you headed out?” My mouth felt full of cotton from the night of dehydrating drinking. I was selfishly
            hoping she’d be away for a few hours, because my pounding head couldn’t handle her early-morning teasing and needed complete
            silence to recuperate.
         

         
         “I just got back from kickboxing class, actually. Thanks for noticing.” She sipped her smoothie and handed me an identical
            one she pulled from the fridge. “It’ll hydrate you. Way better than your morning coffee.”
         

         
         “I like my coffee,” I muttered. “It’s more my thing.”

         
         “You mean bitter?” she quipped.

         
         I narrowed one eye and tilted my head. “Strong and acidic.”

         
         “Well, I’m out of coffee, so you’ll have to deal with a delicious, healthy smoothie. I should have made you come to the class
            with me.”
         

         
         This was when I really noticed our age difference. Mid-thirties versus mid-twenties. I couldn’t even remember the last time
            I’d taken morning gym classes and gone somewhere to get smoothies. Maybe five years ago? Ten? Never?
         

         
         Jia was a chipper morning person who always managed to get a lot done before most people were awake. Society rewarded people
            who woke up at the crack of dawn. Grocery stores were empty, you could get in a full gym session before work, and parking
            in LA around sunrise was never an issue. Night owls were a special breed, using their most alert hours on the computer or
            watching TV. My most productive hours were between ten p.m. and two a.m., way past other friends’ bedtimes, especially ones with kids. This was the time Jia was getting her restorative REM sleep. 

         
         She swirled her cup so the bottom bits of her smoothie reintegrated with the icy part. “When do you hear back from the competition?”

         
         “Interviews happen soon for the final candidates. Then everyone will be notified by the end of the month.” I hoped they would
            let me down on the earlier side. I had a few other potential job options in play and wanted to move forward if it wasn’t looking
            like this was going to happen. The likelihood of being selected was around 5 percent, so the odds were not in my favor.
         

         
         Jia handed me a banana. “I’ve been thinking of other app names. I think you should do some focus group testing, but I’m leaning
            toward something lighthearted but still somber, like Coda, Postscript, or Denouement. Maybe those are too ambiguous or brainy. Epilogue or something longer like Since I’m Gone or One
            Last Word could work. Probably best to keep it less obtuse, more mainstream could mean more money.”
         

         
         My head still pounded, but the smoothie and banana helped. “I like those options, they’re much more catchy and less . . .
            deathy.”
         

         
         She barked a laugh, which made my ears ring and my head nearly explode from the volume. “I’ll keep brainstorming, but overall
            I think the less morbid the better.”
         

         
         At first, I’d thought my crashing with my baby sister would cause a whole lot of friction between us. But it turned out I
            was actually happy to have her around: it was less lonely, and she didn’t seem to hate me more with each day that passed.
         

         
         Not having the structure of an office to go to every day took some getting used to, and because I wasn’t an entirely anti-social
            person, the abrupt move from working in a large corporate setting to working from home—or in my case working from closet—wasn’t the most suitable for my personality. I liked my office gossip at the coffee machine. I enjoyed the quick coworker lunches. Who didn’t love hearing the latest in promotion and firing rumors? I’d recently heard my handwritten whiteboard notice went viral within the walls of the company. It took them days to remove the Sharpie ink, and because they waited too long, the words were still visible even after a deep cleaning. My indelible resignation was there for anyone who booked the executive conference room to see. Friends told me a photo of it circulated on the internal employee message board and my resignation was the most liked post of all time. And it beat out the grand-opening announcement of the new bacon bar. 

         
         Jia wiped the counter. “Have you thought about renting a coworking space soon?” It was like my sister and I were on the same
            wavelength about me needing social interaction. Or maybe she was just a little bit annoyed with how I cramped her living space.
            And ate half of her groceries plus worked and slept in the company of her dry-cleaned wardrobe. I also took up half of her
            sink space in the bathroom, making it difficult for her to get ready for work in the mornings. Come to think of it, she said
            it in a way that was more of a demand than a question . . .
         

         
         “It’s next on my to-do list,” I said.

         
         It wasn’t. But a coworking space was cheaper than paying rent, and if going to a coworking space for most of the day would
            help me minimize my sister’s discomfort
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