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INTRODUCTION

[image: ]




How to Read This Book (A Helpful Guide for Readers)

Welcome to this love story about focus groups, terrible products, and two broke people who really should have just gotten normal jobs.

If you're expecting a traditional romance novel, you know, the kind where attractive people meet randomly in a coffee shop, they have one meaningful conversation and immediately know they're soulmates, you're going to be very disappointed. This is not that type of book.

This is a book about:


	A woman who eats ramen for dinner and names her car's warning light.

	A man who teaches middle school science and drives a car nicknamed "The Blue Whale.”

	Their journey flows from "who is this person?" to "oh no, I have feelings" to "we're engaged with a stolen Bluetooth ring.”



It's a slow burn. But like, a really slow burn. The kind where the match gets wet and you have to dry it out first and then find a good striking surface and maybe give up and just use a lighter instead. 

What This Book Is:


	A romantic comedy about two disasters finding each other.

	A satire about consumer culture and the tech economy.

	A true testament to the bonding power of shared suffering.

	Proof that love can start anywhere, even in Suite 407 of a depressing office building.



What This Book Is Not:


	A guide to focus group testing (seriously, don't use this as a manual)

	Financial advice (these people make horrible money decisions)

	A How-To for healthy relationships (they figure it out eventually, but the journey is messy)

	Appropriate for people who hate sarcasm (honestly, it's like 87% sarcasm)









Content Warnings: This book contains references to:


	Past relationship trauma (both lead characters have baggage)

	Financial stress (they're very broke, it's discussed often)

	Anxiety and fear of vulnerability (they're working on it)

	Terrible products that shouldn't exist (they are really bad!)

	One very judgmental Greek woman who knits and meddles (Donna, we love you!)



Reading Tips:


	Julia and Garrett are both a mess. That's the point. Love them anyway.

	The products get progressively more ridiculous. This was intentional.

	Donna is always right. Just learn to accept it.

	Brenda means well. She's just... a lot...

	The romance is slow. Glacially slow. But worth it.

	There's a happy ending. I promise. This isn't that kind of sad book.



A Note on Realism: Yes, the products are exaggerated. But only slightly. I've done extensive research (by which I mean: I've seen some things in my days). Bluetooth-enabled potato peelers do exist. Meditation apps that yell at you are real. Smart fridges that judge your food choices are available for purchase right now.

The love story? That's real too. Not Julia and Garrett specifically, they're fictional, but the idea that people can meet in weird circumstances, bond over ridiculous things, and build something meaningful while testing terrible products for $75? That happens.

Love doesn't always look like Hollywood. Sometimes it looks like two broke people sitting on a conference room floor at 2 AM, talking honestly about their failures while being monitored by sleep sensors.

Sometimes that's better than Hollywood.

How to Get the Most Out of This Book:

If you're broke: You'll relate to approximately 94% of this book. Welcome my friend!

If you've ever done weird gigs for money: Julia and Garrett, see you! They are you!

If you've been hurt by someone and are scared to try again: This book is for you. Take your time. It's okay to be scared.

If you just want a funny romance where people rate breadsticks and fall in love: You came to exactly the right place.

Final Note: This is a book about finding love when you're not looking for it. When you're just trying to pay rent and survive and maybe test a few products along the way. 

It's ridiculous. It's messy, and it's real!

And it all starts with a motivational pillow that screams at you!

Enjoy the ride. Try not to snort-laugh too loudly if you're reading this in public.

And remember: sometimes the best things in life are rated 10/10 in parking lots after a round of mini golf.

Now, let's meet Julia and Garrett.

They're both broke and broken.

You're really going to love them!



Now turn the page to chapter one and meet our heroes. They're currently testing a pillow that yells. It's going exactly as well as you'd expect.
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Chapter 1: The Motivational Items
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The office building on Fulton Street looked cold and depressing. Julia stood in front of the glass doors, double-checking the Craigslist ad she had pulled up on her phone for the third time. Product Testing Opportunity, $75 cash for 4 hours. No experience necessary.

That last part sounded good, because her only experience with product testing involved returning a waffle maker to Target after it caught fire. Twice.

She adjusted her purse strap, a nervous habit she'd developed somewhere between getting dumped and discovering her ex-Kevin had taken $3,400 from their joint account to fund his "fresh start" with Melissa. Her former best friend Melissa, who'd once cried on Julia's couch about her own cheating ex, apparently operating under the theory that the best way to get over someone was to screw your best friend's fiancé.

There was an overpowering smell of industrial cleaner as Julia entered the front lobby. She took a sketchy-looking elevator that made suspicious noises to the fourth floor and found Suite 407 at the end of a hallway. A handwritten sign on the door read: "Suite 407 PRODUCT TESTERS WELCOME! Please enter with enthusiasm!!!"

The three exclamation points almost felt like a threat!!!

Inside, folding chairs formed a circle around a card table that had seen better days. A woman in her late forties who was wearing a blazer covered in inspirational pins, stood at the front, clutching a clipboard like it contained national secrets.

"Welcome!" She had the aggressive cheerfulness of someone who used to be a camp counselor and never quite recovered. "I'm Brenda Kowalski, your moderator for today's session! Please, take a seat anywhere in our circle of innovation!"

Julia claimed a chair near the back, next to a Greek woman in her sixties who was knitting something bright purple.

"First time?" the Greek woman asked without looking up.

"Is it that obvious?"

"You still have hope in your eyes. Give it twenty minutes." She extended a hand without dropping a stitch. "Donna Papadopoulos. I do these for something to do. My husband says I'm too young to just sit around the house all day."

"How young?"

"Sixty-three." Donna finally looked up, assessing Julia with the practiced eye of someone who'd raised multiple children and wasn't easily impressed. "Let me guess, a bad breakup?"

"How did you..."

"You're wearing mismatched earrings, honey. Also, you have that look."

Julia's hand shot to her ears. Sure enough, she was wearing one silver hoop and one small stud. Fantastic. She'd gotten dressed in the dark at 5 AM because her studio apartment's overhead light had burned out and she couldn't afford to replace the bulb until she got paid for this ridiculous focus group.

Three more people filtered in over the next ten minutes: an older man who immediately fell asleep and a college kid who was clearly stoned. Then, right before Brenda locked the door with ceremonial conviction, a guy around Julia's age stumbled in wearing jeans with an unidentifiable stain on the knee and a T-shirt that read "I'm a Fungi" with a picture of a smiling mushroom.

He had the rumpled, apologetic energy of someone who'd just parallel parked on his seventh attempt.

"Sorry, sorry," he said, slightly out of breath. "The elevator's broken and I forgot this was on the fourth floor until I was already committed to the stairs."

"You must be Garrett!" Brenda said, looking at her clipboard. "Perfect! Now our circle of innovation is complete!"

Garrett surveyed the sad folding chairs, the water-stained ceiling tiles, and the motivational poster on the wall that said "Your Attitude Determines Your Altitude!" He then sat down directly across from Julia.

"I’m pretty sure my attitude determines whether I can pay my electric bill," he muttered, just loud enough for Julia to hear.

Julia almost smiled.

Brenda clapped her hands together. "Alright, innovators, let’s get started! Today we're testing a revolutionary new line of motivational products designed to help people achieve their BEST LIVES!" She said it like Best Lives deserved capital letters and a parade. "These products are on the cutting edge of self-improvement technology, and you, YES, YOU, get to experience them first!"

The sleeping man startled awake. "Is there going to be food?"

"There will be lunch provided!" Brenda somehow made free sandwiches sound like a Nobel Prize. "But first, let's begin sampling Product Number One!"

She wheeled out a cart covered with a sheet like she was about to unveil the Mona Lisa. With a dramatic flourish that suggested she'd definitely auditioned for local theater, she whipped off the sheet to reveal...

Pillows.

Regular-looking pillows in motivational colors, an aggressive yellow, a hostile pink, and a confrontational orange.

"Introducing the Success Sleep System!" Brenda gestured toward the products with game-show flair. "Pillows that motivate you while you rest!"

"How does a pillow motivate you?" Julia asked, immediately regretting her question.

"I'm so glad you asked!" Brenda picked up the yellow one and squeezed it.

"YOU'RE A CHAMPION!" the pillow screamed in a tiny, aggressive voice that sounded like a football coach. "WINNERS NEVER QUIT! QUITTERS NEVER WIN! SLEEP IS FOR CLOSERS!"

Everyone jumped except Donna, who just sighed and went back to her knitting.

"It has motion sensors built in," Brenda explained proudly. "Every time you move, it reminds you of your potential!"

"You mean every time you try to sleep, it yells at you?" Garrett asked.

"Motivates!" Brenda corrected. "It motivates at you! Let me demonstrate the other models!"

She squeezed the pink one. "YOU'RE BEAUTIFUL INSIDE AND OUT! ESPECIALLY INSIDE! BUT ALSO, OUT! BELIEVE IN YOURSELF!"

The orange one: "CARPE DIEM! THAT'S LATIN! YOU'RE LEARNING WHILE YOU SLEEP! MULTITASKING!"

The stoned college kid raised his hand. "What if I want to, like, just sleep?"

Brenda looked at him with deep concern, as if he'd suggested they abandon civilization. "But why would you waste eight hours on unconsciousness when you could be receiving positive affirmations?"

"Because I'm tired?" he shrugged.

"Interesting feedback!" Brenda made a note on her clipboard with the intensity of someone documenting a war crime. "Now, I need two volunteers to demonstrate proper pillow usage! You and you!" She pointed at Julia and Garrett.

Of course.

Julia reluctantly stood up, and Garrett joined her at the front. Up close, she noticed he had good smile lines around his eyes, the kind you got from actually smiling a lot instead of just being polite. It was annoying.

"Now," Brenda handed them each a pillow, Julia got the screaming champion one, Garrett got the beauty affirmation. "Demonstrate how you would use these in a typical sleep scenario."

"You want us to pretend to sleep? Right now?" Julia asked.

"Just show us how you would place the pillow! Physical demonstration is crucial for authentic feedback!"

Julia positioned her pillow against an invisible bed, which triggered it immediately.

"YOU'RE A CHAMPION! SLEEP IS FOR CLOSERS!"

"I don't even know what that means," Julia said. "I want to be asleep. I'm not trying to close a business deal."

Garrett positioned his pillow, which triggered a different kind of horror.

"YOU'RE BEAUTIFUL! YOUR MOTHER THINKS YOU'RE HANDSOME! SOMEONE OUT THERE IS THINKING ABOUT YOU RIGHT NOW!"

He looked at Julia with an expression of pure mortification. "I'm a middle school teacher. If someone's thinking about me right now, it's probably a twelve-year-old wondering if I'm going to assign homework."

Julia snorted, an actual laugh-snort that she immediately tried to cover with a cough. Garrett noticed and smiled.

"Wonderful demonstration!" Brenda made more notes. "Now, would you purchase these pillows?"

"No," Julia and Garrett said simultaneously.

"Interesting! And why not?"

"Because I value sleep?" Julia offered.

"Because I share a house with two roommates and this would definitely get me murdered?" Garrett added.

The older man who'd been sleeping raised his hand. "Can we test quieter products?"

Brenda looked personally wounded but she rallied. "Of course! Let's move on to Product Number Two, the AchieveMore Yoga Mat!"

She unrolled a yoga mat that looked normal except for phrases printed along its length. Julia squinted to read them.

"Touch your toes... if you can."

"That tree pose looks... ambitious."

"Bow to me, maybe try harder?"

"Is this yoga mat taunting me?" Julia asked.

"It's providing constructive feedback!" Brenda demonstrated a stretch. The mat immediately responded: "Good effort! For a beginner!"

"I'm not a beginner," Brenda said to the mat, a little defensively.

"That's the spirit! Fake it till you make it!" the mat uttered back at her.

Garrett raised his hand. "Question. Who thought that insulting yoga mats were what the world really needed?"

"Innovation often meets resistance!" Brenda consulted her clipboard like it might have more answers. "The AchieveMore Mat uses encouraging reinforcement to push users beyond their comfort zones!"

"Pretty sure my comfort zone ends where a foam mat questions my life choices," Donna called out without looking up from her knitting.

Brenda powered through. "Product Number Three! The TruthTracker 3000!"

She held up what looked like a regular fitness tracker, the kind that usually guilted you about sitting too long.

"This revolutionary device doesn't just track your steps, it ENHANCES your reality! Sometimes, what we need isn't the truth, but the motivation to create our own truth!"

"What does that even mean?" the college kid asked.

Brenda strapped it onto her wrist and tapped the screen. "For instance, it might tell you you've walked 15,000 steps when you've actually walked 3,000! Or that you've burned 800 calories when you've only burned 200! It's aspirational data!"

"It's a fitness tracker that lies?" Julia clarified.

"It's a fitness tracker that inspires!" Brenda was really committed to this distinction. "Studies show that positive reinforcement, even if not strictly factual, can motivate behavioral change!"

"What studies?" Garrett asked, in his teacher voice.

"The good ones!" Brenda said quickly. "Now, who wants to try it?"

Nobody moved.

"Excellent! You all get one!" She started handing them out like they were lottery tickets instead of individual wrist prisons.

Julia strapped hers on. Immediately it buzzed. "Congratulations! You've burned 500 calories this morning!"

"I took an elevator up four floors and walked twenty feet," Julia said.

"WHAT AN INSPIRATION!" her wrist screamed.

Garrett looked at his. "Mine says I've climbed the equivalent of Mount Everest."

"I thought you took the stairs?" Julia said.

"Four floors."

"That's... not Mount Everest."

"The TruthTracker knows your potential!" Brenda insisted.

"The TruthTracker is a liar with a wrist strap," Donna observed, still knitting.

Brenda made a note that looked suspiciously like she was just drawing an angry face.

"And finally!" She wheeled out their pièce de resistance, a toaster. Just a regular-looking chrome toaster. "The SuccessToast 5000! It doesn't just toast your bread, it toasts your SPIRIT!"

She dropped two pieces of bread in. Immediately, a booming voice emerged from the toaster's speaker grille.

"YOU'RE CRUSHING IT! YOUR BREAD BELIEVES IN YOU! TOAST YOUR DREAMS!"

The bread popped up. The toaster kept going.

"ANOTHER SUCCESSFUL TOAST! YOU'RE A BREAKFAST CHAMPION! THIS IS YOUR MOMENT! BUTTER UP YOUR LIFE!"

"Does it ever stop?" the older man asked, looking genuinely concerned.

"Only when you unplug it!" Brenda said this like it was a feature. "Constant motivation throughout your morning routine!"

"I lived through Vietnam," the man said quietly. "This is worse."

Julia and Garrett made eye contact across the circle. He did finger guns at her, actually, genuinely did finger guns, and mouthed "help me."

She almost smiled again. 

The rest of the session involved more products that seemed designed by people who'd never actually met a human being. A bathroom scale that only showed your weight in "happiness units" (Julia's was apparently 847). A coffee mug that played electronic dance music whenever you took a sip. A desk organizer that shouted "YOU'RE SO ORGANIZED!" every time you put something in it, which seemed counterproductive to office environments.

Finally, mercifully, Brenda announced lunch.

"We have an assortment of sandwiches from Subway!" she said with the enthusiasm usually reserved for announcing trips to Paris. "Help yourselves! And don't forget to fill out your feedback forms!"

The sandwiches were turkey on white bread, clearly the cheapest option. The bags of chips, however, were name-brand. Julia took two extra bags and stuffed them in her purse while Brenda was distracted explaining the feedback form to the stoned kid.

"Nice technique," Garrett said, materializing next to her. "But you missed the good ones." He gestured subtly to a bag of Doritos hidden behind the napkins.

Julia Smiled, "Are you encouraging me to steal chips from a focus group?"

"I'm encouraging you to maximize your compensation package." He grabbed the Doritos and handed them to her. "You take these, I'll grab the Cheetos. We'll split them later like civilized people."

Julia looked at him playfully, "What makes you think there's going to be a later?"

He shrugged. "This is my third focus group this month. They always book you for follow-ups if you show up and don't actively sabotage the products. Which, to be clear, these products deserve sabotage, but I need the money."

"What are you, a professional focus group person?"

"I'm a professional middle school teacher making thirty-eight thousand a year. The focus group thing is just my side hustle. You?"

"Graphic designer. Freelance." She didn't mention the ex-fiancé or the empty bank account. "So, do you do this regularly?"

"Every week. Last week was classic, we tested a smart toilet that tweeted about your bathroom habits."

"That's horrifying."

"It got a hundred followers before they shut it down." He took a bite of his sad sandwich. "So, what'd you think? Are you coming back?"

Julia looked around at the depressing office, the overly enthusiastic Brenda, the yoga mat that was probably still judging someone, and the toaster that was definitely still yelling.

She thought about her rent, due in six days. Her overdrawn checking account. The job applications she'd sent that had disappeared into the void.

"Yeah," she said. "I'll probably be back."

"Sweet." Garrett did the finger guns again. She'd never met anyone who did finger guns so intentionally. It should have been annoying. It was definitely annoying. But also, somehow, in this horrible office with these terrible products, it was almost charming.

Almost. 

Brenda called them back to the circle. "Time to collect your compensation! Thank you all for your valuable feedback and contributions to innovation!"

She handed out envelopes with cash, actual cash, which felt vaguely like a drug deal, and everyone signed a form promising not to discuss the products with anyone.

"As if I'd admit I was here," the older man muttered.

Julia counted her money in the hallway. Seventy-five dollars. It was the most money she'd had in her hand in weeks.

"You coming to the next one?" Donna appeared beside her, shoving her knitting into a massive purse. "They book us weekly if we're not completely useless."

"I don't know. Maybe?"

"You'll be back. You need the money." Donna wasn't asking. "That boy needs the money too. The teacher."

"Okay?"

"He's been watching you all afternoon."

"He has not."

"He has." Donna patted Julia's shoulder with the authority of someone who'd been a neighborhood gossip for six decades. "See you next week, honey. Wear matching earrings."

She left Julia standing in the hallway, clutching her seventy-five dollars and her stolen chips, wondering what the hell she'd just signed up for.

Garrett emerged from the office, nearly bumping into her. "Oh! Hey. Sorry. I was..." He held up his envelope. "Money acquired. Mission accomplished."

"Same."

They stood there awkwardly for a moment. The elevator dinged somewhere down the hall as the building maintenance worked on it.

"So," Garrett said. "This was weird, right? Like, objectively weird?"

"The weirdest thing I've done this month, and I've had a weird month."

"Same. My ex left me for her CrossFit instructor. Told me I lacked ambition because I actually like being a teacher."

Julia didn't know what made her say it, maybe the absurdity of the afternoon, maybe the fact that she'd never see this guy again, but she heard herself respond: "My ex-fiancé cleaned out our joint account and left me for my best friend."

"Damn."

"Yeah."

"Well." Garrett hitched his bag higher on his shoulder. "At least we got seventy-five bucks and some chips out of today."

"And a pillow that screams at us."

"Wait, you didn’t take a pillow, did you?"

"God, no. Did you?"

"Hell no. I value my life." He grinned, that smile that made his eyes wrinkle. "See you at the next one?"

Julia thought about her empty apartment, her silent phone, her shrinking bank account. She thought about Brenda's clipboard and Donna's knitting and the toaster that believed in her dreams.

"Yeah," she said. "See you at the next one."

She watched him head toward the stairs (the elevator still broken) and realized she was still holding the stolen Doritos.

Her wrist buzzed. The lying fitness tracker.

"YOU'VE ACCOMPLISHED SO MUCH TODAY! YOU'RE AN INSPIRATION TO OTHERS!"

She'd sat in a depressing office for three hours and had stolen snack food.

But hey. She had seventy-five dollars.

Small victories.
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Chapter 2: The Posture Chair
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Julia told herself she wasn't looking for him.

She was just scanning the depressing waiting area of Suite 407 with the same casual interest you'd give to a dentist's magazine selection. The fact that her eyes landed on the guy in the "Science: It's Like Magic but Real" t-shirt was purely coincidental.

Garrett was already slumped in one of the folding chairs, scrolling through his phone with the defeated posture of someone who'd given up on dignity about two student loan payments ago. He looked up as she walked in.

Their eyes met. They both did that thing where you pretend you weren't hoping to see someone.

"You too, huh?" Garrett said.

"Rent's still due." Julia claimed the chair next to Donna, who was knitting something bright green this time. "Apparently that's a monthly thing."

"Heard that's going around." He pocketed his phone. "I thought maybe you'd, you know, won the lottery or something."

"Yeah, I won. Then I woke up."

"Relatable."

Donna glanced at them without dropping a stitch. "You two getting chummy?"

"We survived the motivational pillow incident together," Julia said.

"Bonded over product trauma," Garrett added. "It's very trendy. There are support groups."

"Mmm." Donna's needles clicked knowingly. She'd clearly already decided something about them, and Julia didn't want to know what it was.

The office had filled out more this time, a couple of college students who looked suspiciously awake for 9 AM, an older woman in yoga pants, and a guy in a suit who was definitely hiding from his actual job. The sleeping man from last time was back, already napping.

Brenda burst through the door like she was entering a stage rather than an office that smelled like carpet cleaner.

"Welcome back, innovators!" She clutched her clipboard with both hands, like it might escape. "I'm THRILLED to see so many familiar faces returning to our circle of innovation! Today, we're testing something truly revolutionary!"

"Is it quieter than last time?" the sleeping man asked hopefully.

"It's TRANSFORMATIVE!" Brenda wheeled in what looked like a normal office chair. "Meet the ErgoForce 9000! This chair doesn't just support your posture, it ENFORCES it!"

Julia's internal warning system activated. Nothing that "enforced" anything ever ended well.

"The ErgoForce uses advanced biometric sensors to detect when you've been sitting too long!" Brenda patted the chair lovingly, like it was a pet that only occasionally bit people. "Every thirty seconds..."

"Thirty seconds?" one of the college students interrupted.

"Every thirty seconds of sitting, the chair gently encourages you to stand up and stretch! It's like having a personal trainer for your spine!"

"How does it encourage you?" Garrett asked, and Julia could hear the teacher in his voice, the one that suspected the answer was going to be terrible.

"I'll demonstrate!" Brenda sat down.

For exactly thirty seconds, nothing happened. Then the chair made a beeping sound, and the seat tilted forward slightly.

"See? A gentle reminder too, OH!" The tilt became less gentle. Brenda slid forward, caught herself, and stood up quickly. "A gentle reminder to stand and stretch!"

The chair made a cheerful ding.

"And if you sit back down?" Julia asked, though she already knew this was going to be bad.

"Then the cycle begins again! Thirty seconds later, another healthy movement break!" Brenda straightened her blazer, which had several new inspirational pins since last time. One said, "Posture is Power!" with three exclamation points.

"So, we'd have to stand up every thirty seconds," the suit guy said slowly. "For... how long?"

"For the entire four-hour testing session!" Brenda announced this like she was offering them a vacation to Hawaii. "You'll be filling out detailed surveys about your experience while engaging with the product!"

"You want us to fill out surveys while being ejected from chairs every thirty seconds?" Julia clarified.

"While being encouraged to maintain healthy movement patterns!" Brenda corrected. "There's a difference! Now, everyone please select a chair, we have eight ErgoForce units ready for testing!"

The chairs were arranged in a sad semicircle, each with a clipboard full of survey questions attached to the armrest. Julia picked one near the window, at least she could look outside while her spine was being "supported." Garrett, of course, took the one right next to her.

"Accidentally sat next to you again," he said. "Weird coincidence."

"Very weird."

"Could move."

"Could."

Neither of them moved.

"Alright, innovators!" Brenda clapped her hands. "Please begin your surveys! Remember, detailed feedback is crucial for product development!"

Julia sat down. The chair felt normal, decent lumbar support, slightly worn fabric, the kind of office chair you'd find at any soul-crushing job. She looked at the survey questions:

How comfortable is the ErgoForce 9000 on a scale of 1-10?

Do you feel more energized after standing?

Would you recommend this product to friends, family, or coworkers?

She'd barely circled "No" on the last question when the chair beeped and tilted forward.

"Oh, come on." She stood up. The chair dinged happily.

Next to her, Garrett's chair beeped. He stood too. "Already?"

"That wasn't even thirty seconds," one of the college students complained, now standing.

"The ErgoForce adjusts to individual needs!" Brenda called out. "Some of you might need more frequent movement breaks!"

Julia sat back down and started writing feedback. Twenty seconds later, yes, she counted, the chair beeped again.

"You've got to be kidding me."

She stood. Garrett stood. Across the room, Donna stood, giving her chair a look that could've curdled milk.

"This is insane," Julia muttered as she sat back down.

"Not insane," Garrett whispered. "Revolutionary. Brenda said so."

"Brenda thinks the motivational pillow was revolutionary."

"Fair point."

Beep. Stand. Ding. Sit. Beep. Stand.

After ten minutes, Julia had written exactly three sentences of feedback and had stood up fourteen times. Her handwriting was deteriorating.

"I'm getting more exercise filling out this survey than I did in all of last year," Garrett said during one of their synchronized standing sessions.

"My Fitbit is very confused about what's happening right now."

"Is it the lying one from last time?"

"No, this is my real one. The lying one said I'd climbed Mount Kilimanjaro during my commute, so I buried it in a drawer." Julia sat back down. "How's your survey going?"

"I'm on question three. It asks if the chair makes me feel 'empowered.'" He stood as his chair beeped. "I feel a lot of things right now. Empowered isn't one of them."

"What are the other things?"

"Mostly just tired. And confused about my life choices."

Julia's chair beeped. She stood, but must have distributed her weight wrong because the chair immediately beeped again.

"I'm already standing!" she told the chair.

The chair didn't care. It beeped insistently until she stepped completely away from it.

"I think your chair is broken," Garrett observed.

"Or it's judging my posture."

"Probably that."

Brenda was making her rounds, clipboard at the ready. "How is everyone engaging with the ErgoForce experience?"

"It's very engaging," the suit guy said flatly, standing up for approximately the thirtieth time. "I'm extremely engaged."

"Wonderful!" Brenda made a note. "And you two?" She gestured to Julia and Garrett, who were both currently standing. "You seem to be really connecting with the product's movement philosophy!"

"We're connecting with something," Julia said.

"The floor, mostly," Garrett added. "We're connecting with the floor a lot."

"Excellent! Physical engagement is key!" Brenda moved on to torture someone else with her enthusiasm.

Julia attempted to sit again. Her chair must have sensed hesitation in her posture, because it started beeping before she even made full contact with the seat.

"Nope. Nope. I'm sitting. Accept it." She forced herself down. The chair beeped continuously for five seconds, then grudgingly went quiet.

"You just dominated that chair," Garrett said admiringly.
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