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ever waste a good crisis. Christina 
Stembel has been telling herself this 
20 times a day since San Francisco’s 
March 16 shelter-in-place order shut 

down the warehouse that was both Farmgirl 
Flowers’ headquarters and its operations 
center, putting its survival in peril.

She’s not trying to be flippant. Stembel is 
just trying to put herself in the right mind-
set to keep the startup she bootstrapped into 
more than $30 million in yearly sales from 
unraveling before, as she puts it, she “com-
pletely break down into sobs.”  

“This has probably been the hardest month 
of my life,” Stembel said when we talked in 
April. She had shuttered her warehouse, fur-
loughed nearly all of her 200 employees and 
relocated everything she could to the farm of 
one of her suppliers, 90 miles south of San 
Francisco in Watsonville. The farm remained 
open as an “essential business,” so Stembel 
could, too.

With a headcount of 19, all of them “wear-
ing 10 hats,” they worked to stabilize Farm-
girl in time to meet the 60,000 orders they 
expected for Mother’s Day, just one month 
away. It’s not only the company’s biggest 
day of the year; it keeps the company going 
through the slow summer months. 

Stembel had a long to-do list: She need-
ed to replace and retrain a staff and reinvent 
the company’s supply chain and distribution 
system on the fly if Farmgirl was going to win 
on Mother’s Day and survive.

Farmgirl would have capsized within 
weeks of shelter-in-place if it didn’t already 
have one foot out the door of San Francis-
co. What helped save the business was Stem-
bel listening to a worry that had been lurk-
ing in the background even during several 
years of rapid growth — that San Francisco 
was too expensive and too tech-obsessed to 
be its future. She had already decided to leave 
the city when her warehouse lease expired 
at the end of May. The pandemic accelerated 
the process, though it also prevented Stembel 
from signing a new lease on a replacement.

Instead, Farmgirl opened three new tem-
porary processing centers in California, find-
ing warehouse space near its wholesale flow-
er vendors and training recently furloughed 
farm workers to make bouquets. 

But it was going to be nowhere near enough 

NEW ROOTS 
TO GROW

STORY BY ALEX BARREIRA  |  PHOTOGRAPHY BY TODD JOHNSON

N

Shut down in San Francisco, Farmgirl 

founder Christina Stembel battled to save 

her business. She won’t be coming back  

to meet the demand for Mother’s Day. 
Luckily, a few months prior to the pan-

demic, Farmgirl had opened a satellite pro-
cessing plant in Ecuador. For a few weeks it 
carried the full weight of the company. Rath-
er than canceling orders while shut down in 
San Francisco, Farmgirl could reroute them 
through Ecuador. Stembel brought a sec-
ond, larger facility online there two and a 
half weeks before Mother’s Day.

On drives between the new centers, Stem-
bel would occasionally pull over to the side 
of the road to check on her applications for 
a federal Paycheck Protection Program loan. 
The first round was profoundly disillusion-
ing as she watched public companies and 
well-funded CEOs in her personal network 
cash in on what they called “free money” 
while her application stalled. 

So in the next round she rejected everyone’s 
advice to advice to apply through one bank and 
tried more than 20 instead. One came through 
and a $1,032,000 loan arrived May 20.

Meanwhile, Stembel was also working 
one of Farmgirl’s greatest assets — a mas-
sive e-mail list and more than 400,000 Ins-
tagram followers. Stembel’s diaristic vid-
eo posts were personal and sometimes raw 
about everything she was going through. 
They struck a chord. From the first time we 
spoke in mid-March, by mid-May the page 
had gained 40,000 followers.

It all came together for Mother’s Day. 
Farmgirl filled 67,000 orders until the flow-
ers ran out. 

Far from wasting a crisis, Farmgirl  has 
seen orders surge during shelter-in-place 
and has been able to keep supplying them. 

CHRISTINA STEMBEL, FARMGIRL FLOWERSSMALL BUSINESS, BIG MISSION

ABOUT 
FARMGIRL 
FLOWERS  

Founded: 2010

Online, direct-to 
consumer retailer 
of fresh flowers and 
arranged bouquets

2019 revenue
$32.7 million

April year-over-year 
revenue change
+224.77%

SBA loan status
Received $1.03M
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That’s given Stembel some breathing room 
while she figures out what comes next.

As the shutdown started, Stembel was in 
final negotiations to lease a new warehouse 
a few miles away in Daly City, close enough 
to keep most employees but far enough away 
to save about two-thirds on rent. 

Now she realizes that spreading out the 
business spreads her risks. The hastily start-
ed new facilities will stay in place for now. 

She asked her landlord to forgive the last 
month of rent she owed — $40,000 in May — 
but it declined.

“It’s sad, every time I’m in the San Fran-
cisco warehouse, I cry a little bit, because it 
wasn’t on our terms,” she said. “But it’s going 
to make the most sense for the company to 
not be in the most expensive area in the Unit-
ed States.” SOURCE: Farmgirl Flowers, as of March 16 As of April 10 As of May 13

TH E COV I D-19 E FFECT

Employees before the pandemic

“Q  Christina Stembel: 
“It’s sad, every 
time I’m in the 
San Francisco 
warehouse, I cry a 
little bit, because 
it wasn’t on our 
terms.”

After the main outbreak Now

Five employees
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he SBA Paycheck Protection Program 
was an emotional roller coaster for 
small business owners — and for their 
lenders.

That was certainly the case for Barbara 
Morrison, president of TMC Financing. With 
her team of 53 employees, the nonprofit cor-
poration processed more than 1,000 PPP 
loans totaling $100 million. To put that in 
perspective, the firm — which has special-
ized in SBA lending for almost 40 years — 
typically handles 275 loans a year totaling 
$300 million. Many borrowers, including 
those who had gotten no traction pursuing 
a PPP loan via their bank, said her efforts 
had given them their only chance to survive.

“I want you to know, and I’m not embar-
rassed to tell you, that yesterday’s approval 
email had me sobbing,” one San Francisco 
small-business client told her in an email. 
“I’ve followed all the rules, paid all taxes, 
reported every dime of income, survived 
a couple recessions, and have been honest 
with my employees and customers.

“To be told I can’t work and was supposed 
to sit and watch my business die has been 
emotional and super frustrating,” the small 
business owner said.  

For Morrison, the emotional turmoil 
went far beyond the professional. In the 
midst of handling the crush of PPP loans, 
her 31-year-old daughter Anna, who works 
for TMC, was confirmed to have Covid-19.

“It brought the whole pandemic home, 
on a personal level,” Morrison said. “It was 
pretty excruciating since I couldn’t see her. 
I had to rely on telephone calls, that I could 
hear in her voice that she could still breathe 
OK. It was stressful and nerve-wracking. I’m 
just so grateful that she’s fine now.”

To make so many PPP loans, TMC took out 
a $20 million credit line to fund about 400 
loans. The others were handled on behalf 
of a bank that wanted to take advantage of 
TMC’s familiarity with the SBA’s electron-
ic system; Morrison declined to identify the 
bank. The SBA is paying lenders a 5% pro-
cessing fee for PPP loans up to $350,000, 
with the fee falling for larger loans.

“It’s been quite a whirlwind,” Morrison 
said. “I feel really good about all we could 
do for our small business clients.

“We’re so close to the situation, and we 

LENDING  
A HAND
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Barbara Morrison’s SBA lending firm TMC 

planned to sit out the chaotic PPP process 

— until its clients started begging for help

feel the pain of the small business owners. 
We see so clearly the impact these funds 
are having. We feel good about all the small 
businesses that we’ve been able to help.”

Even so, Morrison is aware that in some 
cases it will all have been for naught. Some 
businesses will have been so deeply dam-
aged that PPP will not be enough.

“It’s heartbreaking. I have such admi-
ration for entrepreneurs who are willing 
to take the risks and put themselves out 
there and build a successful business. They 
put their hearts and souls into it, and then  
to have something out of the blue stop  
them cold.”

As Morrison told me when we talked in 
March, TMC’s initial plans had been to stay 
on the sidelines for PPP and let the banks 
handle it. That, after all, had been the fed-

eral government’s advice to small business 
owners seeking a loan under the program: 
Go talk to your bank. But banks were wres-
tling to get the PPP process up and running 
smoothly, and for many business owners 
that meant it could take weeks or longer 
to successfully file an application and gain 
approval. TMC clients who had previously 
used the Oakland company for help getting 
SBA financing to buy their premises started 
beseeching it for help getting PPP applica-
tions submitted and approved.

Morrison and TMC plunged in, with 
everyone working evenings and weekends 
to push through as many loans as possible.

“The hours were crazy, with everyone 
working from home,” Morrison said, recall-
ing one day that she was so engrossed in calls 
and emails that she missed her 14-year-old 

BARBARA MORRISON, TMC FINANCINGSMALL BUSINESS, BIG MISSION

ABOUT  
TMC 
FINANCING

Founded: 1981

Nonprofit that helps 
small businesses 
get SBA financing to 
buy their premises

Employees before 
Covid-19
53

Employees after 
Covid-19
53

2019 revenue
$12.5 million

SBA PPP loans 
processed
More than 1,000 
totaling $100 million
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golden doodle Bella’s urgent warnings about 
the need to go to the back yard.

Since the Bay Area’s shelter-in-place 
orders in March, Morrison has been stay-
ing at her home just outside Sonoma. She 
bought it the last time things were this bad, 
in 2009 as the Great Recession hit the hous-
ing market so hard. 

On some days, Morrison sometimes han-
dled Zoom meetings in her backyard, watch-
ing the sunlight shimmer off the in-ground 
pool and onto the garage-turned-pool house. 
It helped relieve some of the stress.

“It’s very peaceful, being able to look at 
the garden come alive in the spring,” Mor-
rison said of her roses and other plantings.  
“It’s been a very special experience and 
something I’ll always remember about the 
shelter in place.”

TH E COV I D-19 E FFECT

Q  Barbara Morrison: 
“We’re so close to 
the situation, and 
we feel the pain of 
the small business 
owners. We see so 
clearly the impact 
these funds are 
having.”

SBA loans processed Five loans Number of loans through May 22, 2019 Number of loans through May 22, 2020

SOURCE: TMC Financing, as of May 22
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SMALL BUSINESS, BIG MISSION AKASH KAPOOR, CURRY UP NOW

t was the kind of epic bad timing that could 
only happen in the midst of a global crisis.

Akash Kapoor’s burgeoning Indian 
food empire Curry Up Now was just about 

to explode onto the national stage. Plans to go 
from 11 restaurants mainly in the Bay Area to 
twice that many spread around six states by 
next year were well underway. Kapoor spent 
the last few months of 2019 crisscrossing the 
country, rarely seeing home as he signed fran-
chise agreements and opened five new loca-
tions in New Jersey, Utah and California in the 
first weeks of the new year.

Everything was set, he remembers, for “a 
banner year.” Then stay-at home orders rolled 
across the country, shutting down dining at 
most Curry Up Now outlets and leaving him 
struggling to make rent at the Bay Area restau-
rants he owns.

While Kapoor battles to keep his Bay Area 
restaurants afloat, he follows the progress of all 
those franchise outlets that he put into motion 
as they move toward the end of construction. 
He knows the completion of each will force 
Kapoor and his franchise partners to answer 
the same, difficult question: Are we really 
going to open in the middle of a pandemic? 

“Right now the margin of error is very 
thin,” Kapoor said. “We have to conserve capi-
tal. I rarely get nervous, but these things make 
me nervous.” 

It’s a question Kapoor will have to confront 
regularly. A company-owned outlet in San 
Ramon will be ready in about eight weeks. 
Two franchised restaurants in Salt Lake City 
and Atlanta will be ready around the same 
time. And beyond that are other franchisees 
in various stages of development in six states 
including Colorado and Indiana. The plan for 
22 outlets by 2021 has already been scaled back 
to between 15 and 18.

But since I first spoke to Kapoor in March, 

HIS RECIPE FOR SURVIVAL
From humble beginnings a decade ago with a single food truck, 2020 was going to be the year Akash 

Kapoor’s fast-growing restaurant chain hit the big time. Instead, he’s just trying to keep it afloat
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things are starting to improve closer to home, 
if only modestly. Revenue that was around 
30% of normal in April inched closer to 50% 
in May. 

At the same time, like all restaurateurs in 
this unprecedented time, he’s balancing his 
anxiety with a fierce optimism that small 
brands like his can claw their way out of this. 
Kapoor insists that a “banner year” is still pos-
sible if he can catch a few lucky breaks. Chief 
among them would be cooperation and for-
giveness from landlords to get him out from 
under his $80,000 monthly rent bill at his six 
Bay Area brick-and-mortars. 

Kapoor is asking his landlords to accept 
partial payment based on each restaurant’s 
percentage of last year’s sales and to forgive 
the rest, the idea being that 70 cents on the 
dollar is a better return than none at all. 

Three Curry Up Now landlords in the Bay 
Area have agreed to his arrangement, and 
Kapoor’s optimistic about one more in San 
Francisco. Those landlords are showing kind-
ness but also common sense in easing the 
pressure on their tenant, he said. 

“This is the time to figure things out togeth-
er because otherwise nothing good is going to 
come out of this,” he said. “Why would you 
want a tenant who is broke, or who doesn’t 
have the ability to keep a restaurant clean or 
buy a uniform for staff?”

One landlord, he said, is unconvinced. 
Kapoor wants to reopen his shuttered Ala-
meda location for takeout and delivery, but the 
landlord there is demanding full rent. Kapoor 
said the landlord has begun withdrawing rent 
payments from the restaurant’s initial deposit 
and could follow that up soon with a default 
notice if it’s not replenished. 

“I told him, ‘Go ahead.’ I’m not going to 
back down,” he said, adding that some land-
lords “live on a different planet in a different 

time. They don’t think there’s a pandemic 
going on.” 

Kapoor is using part of the $1.2 million PPP 
loan  Curry Up Now obtained in April through 
Bank of America to help cover rent. He is still 
figuring out if it makes sense to bring enough 
workers back to turn the loan into a grant. As 
many restaurateurs are discovering, the funds 
don’t create an incentive to hire employees if 
there’s nothing for them to do.

Other changes are afoot as Kapoor seeks 
new streams of incremental revenue. A food 
truck has been turned into a ghost kitchen to 
service Pacifica, an area where Kapoor had 
always meant to expand. He’s unrolled a new 
loyalty program and donation promotion for 
health care workers. A fried chicken sandwich 
will soon make its menu debut.

An agreement with online food market-
place Goldbelly lets people anywhere in the 
U.S. order batches of meals frozen for two-day 
delivery. Two weeks in, the customer response 
has been “scary good.” It’s kept the kitchens 
busy and let him bring back some employees 
as orders have come in from 30 states.

It’s about as much as Kapoor thinks he can 
do until dine-in reopens and he knows what 
the new normal is going to look like. Kapoor 
worries that social distancing will drain the 
atmosphere out of Curry Up Now’s lively 
dine-in experience. He’s looking at different 
floor plans, QR code ordering, self-checkout 
options with no interaction with staff besides 
the food arriving at the table.

“But is that fun?” Kapoor asks. “Is that why 
we go to a restaurant?” 

For now, it remains a question without an 
answer.

I

Akash Kapoor: “This is the time to figure out 
things together because otherwise nothing good 
is going to come out of this.” R

ABOUT  
CURRY UP NOW

Founded: 2009

Curry Up Now is 
a chain of nearly 
a dozen Indian 
restaurants, with 
up to 40 more 
in discussion or 
development.

Employees before 
Covid-19
300

Employees after 
Covid-19
120 (as of May 15)

2019 revenue
$14 million

April year-over-year 
revenue change  
-50%

SBA loan status 
Received $1.2M

JANUARY 
He has seven restaurants 
across Bay Area and Georgia,  
and two Bay Area food trucks

Jan 23: Hoboken,  
New Jersey, opens

Jan. 29: Irvine opens 

TIM E LINE

FEBRUARY
He has 40 franchised 
units in various stages of 
development

Feb 21: Sacramento opens

Feb 28: Midvale, Utah, opens

MARCH
March 17: Shelter-in-place 
goes into effect in Bay Area, 
restricting dine-in at six 
locations and two food trucks. 
Locations in other regions 
close dine-in as precaution. 
Alameda location closes 
entirely.

APRIL 
Restaurants remain closed for 
dine-in but open for takeout 
and delivery.

April 13: $1.2 million PPP loan 
funds received

MAY
Alameda store nearing rent 
default, franchises outside of 
California not given rent relief 
and under serious threat of 
closure
As of May 20: Utah and Atlanta 
restaurants are reopened for 
dine-in.

SOURCE: Curry Up Now
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hree months ago, Khaled Naim was 
basking in the sun in Tulum, Mexi-
co, enjoying a carefree week with his 
two Onfleet co-founders to celebrate 

one of their birthdays.
That trip now seems light years away, a 

glimpse back at a world that has disappeared.
In one sense, the world that’s replaced it 

has been a good one for Naim: His fast-grow-
ing delivery logistics software company has 
ramped up through the Covid-19 crisis as 
companies seek out new ways to get prod-
ucts to retailers and consumers. The compa-
ny saw its revenue soar 60% in April over last 
year, with its platform averaging more than 
one delivery each second. And with his staff 
of 31 straining under an unrelenting work-
load, Naim is urgently seeking to hire four 
more employees even as the entire company 
continues to work from home.

But beyond successful sales metrics, Naim 
is unsettled. His entire work life has been 
turned upside down. He used to start his 
day at the gym, but in lockdown he tried to 
develop a home-based fitness routine with 
a pullup bar, situps and wine bottles used 
as weights. It just wasn’t the same, though 
he  still tries to get his yoga mat out a couple 
times a week.

Now, stuck inside his two-bedroom Rus-
sian Hill home in lockdown mode, Naim 
starts the day at 8:30 a.m. and works well 
into the evening.

And he worries about what else is going 
to be lost in this world that’s still emerging.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about family. I’ve 
lived far away from home for many years 
now,” said Naim, who was born Syrian and 
grew up in London and Dubai. “My parents 
are in Dubai, sisters in Cairo and Paris. But 
I’ve always known that I could hop on a plane 
anytime and see them with a couple of days’ 
notice. That’s not the case anymore.”

“I’ve been pontificating a lot about what 
this virus means for humanity long term, 
how it will change the way we live, how 
our planet is lashing back against our vora-
cious expansion and insatiable appetite for 
resources, and whether this is the wake up 
call we needed as a species to change our 
ways in order to live in harmony with our 
only home – Earth.”

But there is still work to be done:  Onfleet’s 

UNMAPPED 
TERRITORY
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The CEO of Onfleet knows exactly 

where his logistics business is going. The 

world’s direction he’s not so sure about

customers have deliveries to make, and that 
keeps Naim charging forward.

Onfleet’s platform helps customers plan 
routes, dispatch drivers and gather analytics 
to improve the process. It has close to 1,000 
customers, including Imperfect Foods, Unit-
ed Supermarkets and Gap. Customers pay a 
monthly fee based on the number of deliver-
ies they make using the platform.

“I think the team is really excited to be in 
a position to help retailers sustain, and even 
grow, their businesses during these difficult 
times,” he said. “We have an important role 
to play here, and I’m more excited about our 
potential than I’ve ever been.”

“Seeing the Onfleet team really working 
themselves to the bone over the past couple 
of months has given me a whole new level of 
appreciation for our team’s dedication and 

culture,” Naim said.
During a virtual all-hands meeting with 

the staff in May, Naim told employees to take 
time off given all the long hours they have put 
into work and will begin requiring them to 
take at least one weekday off every month. 

What happens next is unclear.
“We have started internal conversations 

about our San Francisco office. It is unclear 
what the next couple of months will look 
like. If the shelter-in-place order is lifted, do 
we ask people to come back into the office? 
Probably not. We potentially may not ask 
people to come back into the office until the 
end of the year,” Naim said. 

Onfleet pays $35,000 per month for its 
San Francisco headquarters on the 700 block 
of Market Street on a three-year sublease. 

“We are talking to our brokers about our 

ABOUT 
ONFLEET 

KHALED NAIM, ONFLEETSMALL BUSINESS, BIG MISSION

Founded: 2012

Provides a delivery 
logistics software 
platform to help 
companies operate 
their fleets efficiently 
and safely

Employees before 
Covid-19
20

Employees after 
Covid-19
31

2019 revenue
$5.4 million

April year-over-year 
revenue change
+60%

SBA loan status
Approved through 
Silicon Valley Bank



MAY 29, 2020 17

options. It was an expensive office when we 
moved into it late last year. It’s a nice office 
and I know some of our team members really 
want to get back in the office, especially those 
who live here,” Naim said.

And as businesses begin to reopen, Naim 
said it is too early to tell whether his delivery 
logistics service will give up some of its gains. 

“We’re mostly focused on getting (cus-
tomers) up and running right now, as quickly 
as possible. We’re not asking them whether 
they’ll continue to use Onfleet down the line, 
as they probably don’t know themselves,” 
Naim said. “But my overall sense is that many 
are seeing this as a medium-term transition 
at the very least, and many are seeing this as 
a long-term strategy. Many have been plan-
ning to offer delivery for some time and have 
had those plans accelerated.”

Q  Khaled Naim: “I’ve 
been pontificating 
a lot about what 
this virus means for 
humanity long term, 
how it will change 
the way we live.”

A DAY IN THE LIFE
A look at how Khaled Naim’s day changed as deliveries surged but his entire workforce is working from home.

Sleep WorkPersonal time

Before Covid-19

After Covid-19

12A 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12P 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Sleep WorkPersonal time
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DANNY SCHER, SUGAR PLUM PROPERTIESSMALL BUSINESS, BIG MISSION

ABOUT  
SUGAR PLUM 
PROPERTIES

Founded: 1985 by 
Danny Scher using 
bonuses from 
concert promotion

Markets: Oakland, 
San Francisco, 
Nevada, New York

Employees before 
Covid-19
1

Employees after 
Covid-19
1

Estimated monthly 
revenue pre-Covid
$500,000

Estimated drop in 
revenue post-Covid 
10% to 15%

SBA loan status
Did not seek loan

hen it comes to steering his real 
estate business through a glob-
al pandemic, Bay Area landlord 
Danny Scher is applying les-

sons learned during his career as a concert 
promoter.

“In rock ‘n’ roll, it’s about relationships, 
and it’s about being flexible no matter what 
the situation is,” said Scher. He should know: 
In his 20s, as a graduate student at Stanford 
University, Scher parlayed a job organizing 
campus events into one with legendary pro-
moter Bill Graham. Scher was handpicked to 
join Bill Graham Presents, where he would 
go on to work for 24 years.

The gig enabled him to acquire real estate 
and eventually launch his property compa-
ny, Sugar Plum Properties.

“Replace ‘rock ‘n’ roll’ with ‘real estate,’ 
and it’s all the same,” said Scher, now 68. 

The Covid-19 outbreak has certainly put 
Scher’s relationships with his tenants — 
which include occupants of 169 residential 
and 12 commercial units across San Francis-
co and Oakland — to the test. 

While most of his residential tenants — 
close to 90% — were able to make rent on May 
1, Scher said that the positive outcome was 
not achieved  without some help. 

“I’m seeing people beginning to move 
out, saying they are going home, that they’ve 
been furloughed,” Scher said. “Some tenants 
have said to me, ‘Well, I see you have a vacan-
cy and I’m staying in the same size unit and 
I’m paying more, will you reduce my rent?’”

Scher said he is flexible on the terms  
of rent deferments as he is made “whole at 
the end.” 

‘A LITTLE HUMANITY’
Armed with strategic rent reductions and deferments, Bay Area landlord 

Danny Scher works to keep his commercial and residential tenants 
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Scher declined to disclose how many of 
his tenants have requested and have been 
granted this concession, but he said the 
reductions have come in the form of “a few 
hundred dollars” and are based on one stip-
ulation — those granted relief must agree to 
a one-year lease renewal.

Scher has already lost one of his commer-
cial tenants in Oakland due to hardship, a 
yoga studio whose operator he allowed to 
bow out of its lease early. But he’s fighting 
to keep the others.

“I’m deferring by and large for many of 
my commercial tenants the April and May 
rents and setting up long-term repayment 
plans without interest, starting in 2021, over 
the term of the lease,” he said. 

Should a business that requested relief be 
able to pay back the deferred rent sooner  — 
by Jan. 1, 2021 — Scher promised that he will 
not raise its rent for that year. 

Scher said he collected rent from half of 
his commercial tenants in April and May. He 
estimates that he is losing between $30,000 
and $40,000 in monthly income due to the 
agreements he’s made to keep his commer-
cial tenants in place. 

To keep one of his San Francisco commer-
cial tenants — a coffee shop operator whose 
business was promising prior to the crisis — 
Scher has agreed to defer two months worth 
of rent payments, to be paid back incremen-
tally over the seven years left on the lease. 
The deal will cost the tenant an extra $170 a 
month once the business is up and running 
again and will save Scher the headache of 
a vacancy.

Scher says he’s not sure yet how much 

the sudden surge in unemployment 
will impact his revenue in the long run, 
which totals about $500,000 per month.  
He said in April he expected it to  
drop substantially if the shelter-in-place 
orders remained active through May, as the 
orders did. 

He also owns a distribution warehouse in 
Reno, Nevada, and a handful of apartments 
in New York City. 

“Yes, I do have mortgages to pay. But I 
think my investments have been overall 
rational and conservative. I always planned 
for vacancies, I have sufficient savings, and 
I can weather a big storm,” said Scher, 
acknowledging that he, unlike some small-
er landlords, has the luxury to take a tem-
porary pay cut.

In his Bill Graham Presents days, Scher 
said that while other promoters would fix-
ate on booking headliners exclusively, he 
made a habit of seeking out promising but 
not-yet-famous artists. They would almost 
always return to Scher’s stages after mak-
ing it big. Among them were 1980s super-
stars The Police. 

“I’m trying to put some humanity into 
this when I deal with my tenants,” Scher 
said. “It’s not just about the money — this is 
about all of us coming out of this together 
in one, much stronger piece.”

W

“It’s not just about the money — this is about all 
of us coming out of this together in one, much 
stronger piece,” says Danny Scher of working 
with his tenants. R
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SOURCE: Sugar Plum Properties

169
Residential units In Oakland and San Francisco

12
Commercial units in Oakland and San Francisco

85%
Residential tenants  
who paid rent in April

50%
Commercial tenants  
who paid rent in April

90%
Residential tenants  
who paid rent in May

50%
Commercial tenants  
who paid rent in May
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ince the pandemic shut down gyms in 
March, Stephanie Tilenius has started 
her day at 5 a.m. with a four-mile run 
around her Burlingame neighborhood. 

It’s not just for exercise. It’s for her men-
tal health.

“I’m good in a crisis,” she said, “as long as 
I get my runs in.” 

But while many businesses are shedding 
employees in the wake of Covid-19, her crisis 
is a little different: She’s trying to hire them 
as fast as she can. And it’s not easy.

As shelter-in-place orders keep most peo-
ple at home, her company, Vida Health, has 
found a growing demand for its digital tools 
and virtual health coaches that treat chron-
ic health conditions and mental health issues 
without going to the doctor.  

“If anything, we’re seeing more interest 
in virtual care,” said Tilenius. “Our strength 
is handling people with diabetes, hyperten-
sion, cardiovascular risk and depression or 
anxiety — all at the same time. And we’re see-
ing pressure to move faster.”’

Vida’s most immediate challenge is meet-
ing rising demand. And they’re doing that, 
Tilenius said, by working 18-hour days in 
a “completely virtual world” that at first 
seemed a little awkward but which has since 
become the new normal. 

Since March, Vida has remotely onboard-
ed nearly 150 people in roles spanning the 
spectrum from marketing, sales and engi-
neering to health coaches, guides, educators 
and therapists. The San Francisco company 
grew from about 250 employees pre-Covid to 
more than 400 today, with the goal of reach-
ing 500 by the end of the summer. 

Tilenius hired the company’s first head of 
human resources over Zoom, sent her a com-
puter and introduced her to the staff during 
an online all-hands meeting.

At the end of April, Tilenius sealed the deal 
on $25 million in new funding, led by the life 
science investment firm Ally Bridge Group, to 
fuel even faster growth. That brings the com-
pany’s total funding up to $83 million. Vida 
Health’s last raise was a $30 million Series C 
in June 2019 that valued the company at $140 
million, according to Pitchbook. 

Founded in 2014, Vida addresses phys-
ical and mental health concerns with vari-
ous digital tools and virtual health coaching, 

MIND OVER 
MATTER
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As pressure mounts, fast-growing 

Vida Health races to meet the 

exploding demand for virtual care 

which can be accessed on a mobile device 
or a web browser. Vida’s health programs, 
which harness machine learning and bio-
metric data and virtual coaching, are aimed 
at promoting healthy behavior change — 
eating better, exercise and meditation — for 
long-term health management. 

Employers purchase Vida as an add-on 
benefit for their employees. The idea is that 
by reducing the burden caused by chronic 
diseases and mental health problems, health 
care costs will be lower and the workforce 
will be healthier and more productive.

Since March 16, when shelter-in-place 
orders in the Bay Area touched off a ripple of 
similar shutdowns across the country, thera-
py sessions have increased 15% nearly every 
week from the seven days previous.  

Vida has increased the number of peo-

ple covered by 250,000 to a total of 1.5 mil-
lion, and Tilenius said that “inbound inter-
est” from enterprise businesses has tripled. 

It had some hiccups transitioning to a ful-
ly remote workforce, mostly due to unreli-
able internet connections. 

Vida’s biggest troubles aren’t technical, 
though. They are the pressure of deadlines, 
long hours and working under the stress of 
a deadly pandemic. Doing it while forced to 
stay at home all day, every day, can ride the 
nerves of even the most chill. 

On the day we first talked, Tilenius told 
me she had gone for a run at 5 a.m. then 
had back-to-back Zoom calls from 8:30 a.m. 
to 6:30 p.m. As Vida coaches are monitor-
ing the mental health of clients, she tries to 
do the same for Vida’s own workforce. For 
those who get “Zoomed out” or seem just 

STEPHANIE TILENIUS, VIDA HEALTHSMALL BUSINESS, BIG MISSION

ABOUT  
VIDA HEALTH

Founded: 2014

Digital health 
platform providing 
coaching and virtual 
tools for improving 
chronic health 
and mental health 
conditions

Employees  
before Covid-19  
252

Employees  
after Covid-19 
452

SBA loan status
Didn’t apply
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plain frazzled, she encourages them to take 
a break, go exercise or to make use of their 
unlimited vacation time. Beyond that, Vida 
employees have access to the full suite of 
tools that they sell.

The company has repurposed the gym sti-
pend for employees into money that can be 
spent on mental health apps or gym equip-
ment. To add levity to the monotony, employ-
ees will take the team on video tours of their 
homes, pretending it’s like Vida’s version of 
MTV Cribs, including a bumping party of 
Barbie dolls lounging in a plastic pool.

For now, working from home is the safest 
option, and since productivity is high, it may 
stay around longer than the virus.

“It feels like the new normal to me,” Tile-
nius told me. “I don’t see things going back 
to the way they were anytime soon.”

Q  Vida Health 
employees find 
healthy ways to 
cope with long 
hours and tight 
deadlines, says 
founder and CEO 
Stephanie Tilenius.

SOURCE: Vida Health

200
Employees hired  
since March 1

500
Employees by end  
of second quarter

15% 
Week-over-week growth 
in therapy session

3X 
Growth in “inbound 
interest” from enterprise 
businesses 
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250K
Client employees added

1.5M
Covered employees

$83M
Total funding

$25M  
Raised in April
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