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MELTDOWN



“How did this get here, Rob?” The earring that Madeline had lost months ago trembled in her outstretched hand.


Her fiancé was looking at her the same way he’d eyed the manically chattering raccoon they’d encountered coming home late one night when they’d first moved into the house, standing on its hind legs and blocking their path to the front door.


A wave of nausea rolled through Madeline’s stomach as she pictured herself in this moment: standing there in pajamas she’d been wearing for most of the last month, milky face pale, red hair wild.


“Madeline,” Rob said, too carefully.


“I am not imagining this.” Even as she said the words, she worried she might be.


He tilted his head, his beautiful green eyes concerned, and opened his mouth.


He closed it and studied the floor.


“I’m not—” She swallowed, her voice disintegrating. “Crazy.”


“Honey.” Rob moved toward her. “I think your world has been pretty well upended.” He reached for her hand.


Madeline stepped back, her mind flitting over each and every decision that had led her to this point. She was forty-nine years old, and this was what she had fucking become?


“But how did this get here?” she asked, holding up the diamond stud and thinking of its mate, sitting alone in one of her jewelry box’s black velvet squares.


“There has to be a logical explanation.”


Madeline fled to the bedroom.












PART 1
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CHAPTER 1






Six Months Earlier


Madeline gripped her umbrella as she hurried along the bustling Michigan Avenue sidewalk, avoiding big puddles and bobbing around slow walkers. A meeting had cancelled, and the idea of escaping the stale air of her office to grab takeout from the place with the good chicken soup had propelled her out the door.


As she walked, she tried to appreciate the sweetness of the post-downpour Chicago air. Mostly her mind rattled with worries about what she should have said differently at each of the four meetings she’d finished that morning or what might go wrong in any of the five meetings she’d squeezed into her afternoon—a typical day for her as the senior vice president of new deposit marketing at National Megabank.


Madeline pulled the umbrella closer to her head. The rain was only a drizzle now, but her hair would crimp into a nest of frizzy corkscrews if it got wet. She was waiting for the light to change at a crosswalk, scrolling through emails—thrilled to delete three and respond to two—when a damp poof of midnight-colored fur barreled into her leg.


Madeline jumped.


The cat scurried into an alley, terrified green eyes flashing in his teddy bear face.


The air left Madeline’s body. He looked exactly like Bo Bo.


Bo Bo—Madeline’s childhood cat who had slept in her bed every night, who let her dress him in doll clothes with only minimal complaint, who lay curled on the table next to the metronome while she practiced violin every morning and afternoon.


Bo Bo—who Gran had given away to the postman when Madeline was nine years old.


The light flashed WALK, and Madeline thought of all the things she needed to do in the office—all the tasks that, if left unattended, would congeal into a giant ball and surely crush her.


She scanned the crowd for someone in pursuit of the little guy but saw only blank faces hunkered under hats or umbrellas. Her feet began walking her toward the alley.


She spied the cat trying, unsuccessfully, to crawl under a wooden gate that blocked the passageway. He burrowed under a crumpled newspaper, his little black bottom poking out for anyone to see.


Madeline stood there in a daze, long-buried memories unfurling in her mind: Gran’s explanations when Madeline returned from school and found Bo Bo gone—He sheds. That litterbox smells! I have allergies! The kind postman, who always made a point of telling Madeline how well Bo Bo was doing and how much he was loved. And the thoughts that had looped endlessly through Madeline’s own brain in the first months without Bo Bo—if only she’d cleaned his litterbox more often, if only she’d been more vigilant about brushing him.


Standing in the alley and feeling as if she’d been body-snatched by her nine-year-old self, Madeline searched for something to carry the cat in.


Ten minutes later, she was back on the corner, watching a Lyft’s snaillike progress on her phone. Her own distress was reflected in the startled expressions of people passing by—the way some tripped over their feet when a yowl! erupted from the cardboard box clutched to her chest. Others took large steps sideways when the box bounced violently, reminiscent of something from one of the Alien movies trying to escape through the side.


A tiny black paw shot through the flimsily folded cardboard pieces of the top, millimeters from Madeline’s chin.


“It’s okay, baby,” she murmured. “It’s okay, little bear.”


The thrashing slowed, then eventually stopped. A raspy sigh lifted from the box.


Madeline peeked inside.


Guileless green eyes—Bo Bo’s eyes—stared back at her.


Taking the cat to a shelter was suddenly unthinkable. Madeline swiped her phone to Google Maps and searched for veterinarians.


“I changed the destination address,” she said, ducking into the Prius when it finally arrived. “We’re going to Grand Avenue, not Wabash.”


“Sure thing.” The driver smiled at her in the rearview mirror. His smile disappeared when the cat wailed again.


Madeline texted her assistant, Phyllis.


Madeline: Delayed. Pls move afternoon meetings to Fri during 2 hrs I blocked to work on budget. Call if anyone needs me.


Resigned to finishing the budget forecast on Sunday, Madeline scrolled through Instacart, in search of pet supply delivery.


Her fingers froze as she thought of Rob, her fiancé of one month. They’d only recently moved in together and had never discussed pets. He was surely going to think she’d lost her mind.


She needed a second opinion.


Her fingers tapped in her best friend’s number.


Unbelievably, she answered. “This is Emma.”


Madeline swallowed. “You’re not going to believe what I’m about to fucking do.”





Emma hung up her desk phone, shocked. To her knowledge, Madeline had never kept a houseplant alive. Now she was bringing home a cat. A pet would be good for her, Emma decided, and Rob would agree to anything Madeline asked.


For her entire life, Emma had been compared to a dainty porcelain doll: small frame, dark curls, blue eyes sparkling against fair skin. Even though she was forty-eight years old, the image still held.


Her cell buzzed.


She studied the text message from her fourteen-year-old daughter, who had recently announced a desire to be referred to by them/they pronouns. Emma and her husband, Jeff, were still trying to piece together exactly what that meant in terms of Penelope’s identity. I don’t want to be labeled was all Pen would say whenever they asked questions.


Penelope: Idk how 2 tell if cheese is bad


Emma gnawed her thumbnail. One of her direct reports was due in her office in three minutes.


Tapping the problem-solving skills that had landed her as the senior vice president of retail marketing at National Megabank, where she and Madeline worked, Emma considered possible interpretations.


Emma: Where are you? She deleted the words.


Emma: What cheese?


Penelope: Smh in our refrig obvi


Emma googled smh and sighed at the result: shaking my head. She could always rely on Urban Dictionary to explain the insults her once-sweet daughter—Emma caught herself, once-sweet child—now hurled daily.


Emma tried to remember what was in their refrigerator. Jeff usually did the shopping, and she’d worked late all week on the budget forecast.


“Can cheese go bad?” Emma muttered to herself. Then an unsettling thought: What if it’s not cheese?


A young man knocked on her door.


Emma typed as she motioned with her head for him to enter.


Emma: Don’t eat it if you can’t tell. There’s mac n cheese in the freezer if you’re hungry. We’ll get takeout tonight. Whatever you want.












CHAPTER 2






A week later, Madeline dried her hands and stared into the office bathroom mirror without really seeing herself. Her mind was still pinging from the six meetings she’d marathoned through, but at least her bladder was no longer bursting from the two venti lattes that had fueled her.


Emma emerged from one of the stalls and squatted to check for feet.


“They’re still empty.” Madeline allowed her reflection to come into focus and was sickened that the new night cream she’d purchased—the one she was sure would be the one—had done nothing to erase the sludgy pouches under her eyes.


Emma filled her hands with a pile of pink soap and rubbed them under the stream of water that was always too hot or too cold. “Are you okay?” She yanked three paper towels from the dispenser.


“I’m fine.” Madeline grimaced at the pink sea urchin–shaped blooms splotched all over her neck. “I can’t believe those tech jackasses tried to push back the launch date. Why can’t they just do their fucking jobs?”


Emma tossed the paper towels into the trash. “I think they’re trying to.”


Madeline thought of the project manager’s terrified expression and felt a pang of guilt. “Do you think I was too hard on them?”


“I think that getting back to the original schedule is going to make the next month super painful for you and for them.” Emma leaned forward and used her ring finger to dab away dots of stray mascara. “And it worries me to see you so . . .”


“What?” Madeline’s gaze met Emma’s reflection.


Emma bit her lip.


“What?”


“Angry.”


“I am not!”


“Your neck’s the color of a tomato. That can’t be good for you.”


The bathroom door swung open.


“Madeline!” Ginny, whose skin glowed with the youth of a twentysomething, had been working for Madeline for the last six months. “Have you had a chance to review the draft of Steve’s monthly morale memo I sent to you?” Ginny’s tone seemed to imply that Madeline worked for her instead of the other way around.


Emma gave Madeline a tight smile, then headed for the door.


Madeline sighed. “The one I said you’d have tomorrow and won’t go out for another week?”


Ginny nodded, fingering the Harvard pendant that hung perpetually from her neck.


“Not yet.”


“It would be great if you could get it to me today.” Ginny stepped closer. “I’m glad I ran into you because I’ve been thinking . . .”


Madeline tried not to scowl.


“The quarterly departmental newsletter is totally stale.” Ginny swiped at the tablet she always carried around. “I’ve mocked up some new templates.” She thrust the screen at Madeline. “And I think we could add more content from—”


Madeline took a step back, wondering when bathrooms had lost their sanctity and letting the scowl roam free. “I am not discussing this here.”


Ginny responded with a dramatic eye roll. “Fine. I’ll get time on your calendar.” With a toss of chestnut curls, she headed toward a stall.





That evening, Madeline could see Rob waiting for her in the restaurant and was struck by how fortunate she was. Even seated, he appeared tall. Madeline was nearly five feet ten inches and was delighted she had to stand on her tiptoes to kiss him.


But it wasn’t just his height, alabaster skin, or startling green eyes. Rob had this beautiful way of laughing warmly and reassuringly when Madeline did something like knocking a glass of icy water into his lap. Or forgetting to download the baseball ticket he sent to her until they’d entered the internet dead zone outside the stadium. Or coming home with a stray cat when they’d never once discussed adopting a pet.


“Hey, gorgeous. How’s life in the world of banking?” he asked as she sat down across from him.


Taking in his sweet, welcoming smile—even though she was half an hour late—Madeline felt like the luckiest woman in the world. Which is why she was surprised to see concern darken his face.


“That bad?”


“I’m fine.” She took a sip of her waiting martini and tried to force herself to relax. “How was your day?”


Rob shrugged. An accountant, he worked in the comptroller’s office for a retail corporation. “Nothing exciting.”


Madeline took another drink and felt tension leave her shoulders.


Rob smiled. “I ordered some bruschetta.”


“Yum. I’m so glad we’re trying this place. I—”


“Hey, rock star!”


The familiar voice sent Madeline’s shoulders back up to her ears. She closed her eyes, thinking of the thousands of restaurants in Chicago and wondering how she and her manager could have ended up in the same one, several neighborhoods away from the office.


She plastered on a smile. “Hi, Steve.”


“How weird is this?” Steve stepped toward their table. “My wife and I love this place. The osso bucco’s awesome.”


With his blond hair, thick muscles, and straight white teeth gleaming against golf-tanned fair skin, Madeline knew Steve was considered attractive. She could not see the appeal.


He stuck his hand out to Rob. “Nice to see you, uh . . .”


Madeline cringed. They’d met at two happy hours and last month’s Walk to End Alzheimer’s.


Rob cleared his throat. “Rob.”


Steve shook Rob’s hand unenthusiastically, then turned back to Madeline. “Did you check out that presentation the consultants put together?”


Madeline couldn’t help wrinkling her nose. She’d glanced through the recommendations: increasing monthly service fees; increasing the minimum balance required to avoid the monthly service fees; and bizarrely, several customer service suggestions that had little to do with Steve’s scope of responsibility. She’d been organizing her thoughts, trying to figure out if she could talk Steve out of implementing them.


“Briefly.”


Steve grinned. “They’re outstanding, aren’t they?”


Madeline saw Rob drain the last of his beer and flag a passing server. He ordered a scotch, which he only drank when he was in a foul mood.


To her horror, Steve asked for a chair.


An interminable pause, mercifully broken when Steve’s phone buzzed. “Hey, babe,” he answered in a syrupy voice that soured quickly. “The Uber driver will wait for me if you tell him I’m coming.” He hung up. “My wife’s got the patience of a two-year-old. Guess I gotta run. I’m talking to Jasper in the morning, so send me your thoughts on the recommendations tonight.” He lit up with a conspiratorial smile. “Lots of revenue being left on the table in customer service.”


Madeline watched him go with a sinking feeling. She’d worked for Steve for nearly three years.


So she recognized when he was plotting something.





“That’s odd,” Madeline said awhile later when she and Rob walked through their front door.


“What’s odd?” He shuffled through the mail.


Madeline stared at the three unopened boxes from Amazon. One, she was fairly sure, contained a power cord for her laptop that she’d ordered in a frenzy about ten minutes before she found the one she thought she’d lost. The other two were a mystery. She seemed to have endless energy to order things and zero energy to open the packages and enjoy what she’d bought.


This morning, she’d tripped over these unopened boxes and shoved them against the side wall, vowing to open them tonight.


Now they were next to the desk.


“That’s so strange. I thought . . .”


A raspy meow floated down the hall.


“Hi, Bear,” Madeline whisper-sang to the small black cat peering from their bedroom door, his green eyes watching them with an eerie intensity.


“Hey, buddy!” Rob called.


Bear’s head disappeared back into the bedroom.


Rob returned to the mail.


Madeline yawned, wishing she could go to bed.


Two hours later she was still perched on the couch in her pajamas, laptop balanced on her knees.





The next afternoon, Madeline tried to blink bleariness away as she dialed Zachary’s extension. It was after eleven by the time she’d slugged through the 127-page consultants’ deck and finished her email to Steve. She sighed, knowing she should have told him what she thought—there wasn’t a single idea that created any real value for customers. Instead, she’d outlined two different implementation scenarios.


“Hi, Madeline!” Zachary sounded cheerful as always. It was nearly five p.m., and he’d been working since before seven. She knew because they’d Slacked on her way to the office.


“Hey, Zach.” Madeline tried to match his enthusiasm, knowing she failed. “Do you have time to talk now?”


Zachary was at her doorway in seconds, stacks of carefully arranged papers in one large hand and a handful of miniature Hershey bars in the other. “Thought you could maybe use some chocolate?”


“Thank you!” Madeline was starving.


Steve had called and asked to see her as she was about to run out during her only thirty-minute break. Hurrying past her assistant, she’d handed Phyllis twenty dollars and asked her to get something.


Madeline had arrived back at her desk and found a sandwich dripping with mayonnaise, which she’d told Phyllis a hundred times she hated. It was her own fault. She knew better than to send Phyllis to do anything without specific instructions.


Zachary dropped the Hersheys onto her desk. “What’s that?” He pointed at a hard copy of the consultants’ presentation.


“Recommendations that will make our service shittier and increase fees for the customers least equipped to pay them.” Madeline pressed her finger to the bridge of her nose, trying to deflect the headache threatening to take hold.


Zachary grimaced.


“Don’t mention you saw that.” She squeezed her eyes shut, but that didn’t help either. “Steve doesn’t want anyone to know yet.”


Zachary nodded as he arranged the documents he’d brought. He was a tall and broad young man—with a ruddy complexion and twinkly hazel eyes—and it was slightly incongruous to see him handling papers in such a meticulous fashion. Though he’d never said it outright, Madeline had pieced together that he was the first in his family to work in an office instead of a field.


His first job at the bank had been as a part-time associate in a local branch while he was in college. He fondly alluded to weekends helping his mom and brothers at the farm. When Madeline had been able to reward him with a large cash bonus last year, he’d regarded the amount in wonder. “This is going to help so much,” he’d said quietly, more to himself than to Madeline.


Those moments made the rest of her job bearable.


Zachary slid two perfectly aligned stacks in front of her, the documentation she no longer needed to see clipped to each invoice. “These are for the new creative and user testing.”


Madeline glanced at the dollar amounts and signed under the red arrow stickers.


“The only other thing—” Zachary tucked the invoices into his folder. “Is how aggressive you want me to be in terms of new account take rates and attrition in the balance forecast?”


Madeline winced, hating to add to his workload. “I really need to see what each does to our endpoint for the year. How hard would it be for you to lay out a few scenarios?”


“Oh, I did that.” Zachary whipped out a page outlining exactly what she wanted to know.


“You’re awesome. Let’s go with this one.” She pointed to the scenario she wanted to use. “How’s Cindy?”


Zachary beamed at the mention of the daughter he and his husband had recently adopted. “Still up several times a night. My husband would handle all of it if I let him. I just don’t want to miss anything. You know?”


Madeline did not know; she didn’t want to know. She was, however, happy for Zach. “If you need to take more vacation? Come in a little later some days?”


He shook his head and scooped up the papers. “It’s all good.”


Watching him leave, she contemplated once again how she was going to get him promoted. He was ready for it. He deserved it. It was the right thing to do. Promoting him should have been easy. But it wasn’t.


Fucking Steve.


Madeline and Steve had seriously argued only once in their three years working together, and that had been about Zachary’s review score the year before.


“I think you’re being a little too hard on Ginny,” Steve had said after reviewing the scores Madeline planned to give her team.


The bank used a five-point annual review system—Superior, Excellent, Good, Average, Needs Development (i.e., Needs to Quit or Be Fired)—that determined salary increases, bonuses, and general upward mobility.


“Our Harvard girl’s got moxie. We need to encourage that.” Steve tapped a rhythm on the table. “She should be an Excellent, not a Good.”


Madeline swallowed a frown. Steve’s only interaction with Ginny was when she presented something Madeline had reviewed and corrected several times. But Ginny was as skilled at making Steve feel smart and important as she was at making sure everyone knew she had gone to Harvard.


“There’s a lot I do behind the scenes with Ginny. She’s got potential, but her attention to detail isn’t what it needs to be.”


“Yeah.” Steve paused, as if seriously considering what Madeline had said. “I think she should be an Excellent.”


Madeline assessed the cost of an argument and decided it wasn’t worth it. “Fine. I’ll change it.”


“Great.”


Madeline stood.


“You’ll just need to pull Zachary down to a Good.”


Madeline felt a thud in her chest. Steve held grudges like no one she’d ever known. She sank back into the chair.


“What?” Steve asked, like a little boy who’d been caught stuffing cookies into his mouth but was confident he’d gobbled up the evidence.


“No.”


Steve’s countenance darkened.


“Zachary is an Excellent.” Madeline pulled out a document, prepared for exactly this scenario. “He grew online acquisition by 10 percent. He led a multidepartment project that reduced drop-offs in the account-opening process by a third.” She pushed the page, filled with data points Steve couldn’t refute, across the table.


Steve twisted in his chair. He slid the paper closer, glanced at it for about a second, then shoved it back.


Madeline tried not to seethe.


Most senior leaders praised the merits of a Good rating during review time, in an attempt to keep raises and bonuses modest for the majority of people. There was even a bell curve that specified how many Superior and Excellent scores could be handed out for a given organization. However, during promotion time, those same leaders would insist that people with Good ratings were average performers and did not deserve advancement.


The hypocrisy made Madeline want to scream.


“I like Zachary.” Steve’s tone turned syrupy. “I know you wanna see him grow, and I’m all for that. A Good means he’s hit the aggressive targets we set for him, and that’s a real solid rating.”


Madeline fought the urge to hurl her pen at Steve’s head.


“But Zach’s got some work to do on his communication skills.” Steve’s cheek twitched, a nervous tic when he felt pressured. “And I’m not sure he’s a true innovator.”


“I spoke with Jack, Martin, and Cassandra,” Madeline said steadily. “They were all close to Zachary’s work on the account drop-off project. They all agree he’s an Excellent.”


Madeline wasn’t surprised when Steve bristled at the mention of three people as senior as he was. “You talked with them before you talked to me?”


“You told us we needed to be prepared to make compelling cases for our top performers!” Madeline didn’t really feel as indignant as she made herself sound. Sometimes that was the only way to deal with Steve.


Except now his face was a deep shade of purple. “I’ve got to manage to the curve too. And I’ve been struggling with that. If Zachary’s score stays where it is?” Steve’s cheek twitched again. “Someone else will have to come down to a Good. You understand?”


Madeline’s contrived anger blossomed into real outrage. She understood exactly what Steve was saying.


He stared at her smugly.


Madeline’s eyes burned with fury, but her voice was cool. “I understand. Zachary is an Excellent.”


Steve’s stunned expression was gratifying, at least.


Madeline’s blood pressure rose now as she thought about it. The first and only Good score she had ever received.





The following Saturday, Madeline was still in her pajamas even though it was three fifteen. She walked into her bedroom and did a double take, her eyes on the third row of the built-in bookcase. Next to a cookbook still in its shrink-wrap sat a sprawling pink hat Madeline had worn to a wedding in London years ago. The hat was upside down, the brim spread wide in the air.


Which was strange because she hadn’t touched the hat since they’d moved in and would never have left it that way.


Perplexed but not particularly bothered—Rob hated that hat and had probably tossed it over when he was rummaging around for something—Madeline righted it and sank down to the floor, bare feet crossed in front of her. Rob had just left for his run, so she knew he’d be out for at least forty-five minutes.


Her mind wandered back to one of her earliest sessions with her therapist, Olivia.


Olivia—older than Madeline, with the beautiful bone structure and porcelain skin of Meryl Streep; whose wavy blonde hair and bubbly laughter were incongruent with the steeliness of her blue eyes when she was ready to make a point; whose office smelled of eucalyptus and lavender and always filled Madeline with the most extraordinary sense of calm; Olivia, who smiled warmly and began each session by saying, “Madeline, I’m so glad you’re here.”


“What is wrong with me?” Madeline had exclaimed, after railing about a day in which her entire morning had been hijacked to resolve a dispute between two nursing mothers over use of the office Wellness Room. After which, Steve had called and announced he was reallocating a chunk of her budget. Then late in the afternoon, she’d learned that Phyllis had accidentally emailed Madeline’s personal calendar—with doctors’ appointments and everything—to the entire finance department.


“My dear, you’ve described what sounds like a difficult day,” Olivia said. “Why would you conclude there’s something wrong with you?”


Madeline shrugged.


“We do seem to spend all our time talking about your job.” Olivia smiled gently. “Which means we don’t talk about the real reason you’re here.”


Madeline looked away and found herself staring at the bookshelf full of glossy titles with unsettling words like intuition, mindfulness, reality, and invitations. She sought solace in Olivia’s framed degrees lining the top shelf.


“Why do you think something is wrong with you?” Olivia asked again.


Madeline slumped back in her chair. “Because I have my dream job, and I . . .” She couldn’t find any more words.


Confusion spread across Olivia’s face. “Is that really how you think of your work?”


“Absolutely.”


“What makes it such a dream job?”


“I run the marketing that drives two billion in annual new deposits. I manage an organization of forty-eight people.” A wave of unease rippled through Madeline. “Anyone in marketing would be thrilled to have a job like mine.”


Olivia blinked at her.


“The money I make is . . . is . . . it’s fantastic. In a few years my retention bonuses will start to kick in.” A few years suddenly seemed like a long time. “Steve can be an ass, but I know how to handle him.”


Olivia folded her hands in her lap.


Madeline could feel her neck starting to splotch. “There won’t be a better marketing job. Anywhere.”


“Then why do you think being there makes you so unhappy?”


Silence ballooned between them as Madeline tried to wrap her head around what Olivia had said.


Stressful. Difficult. Demanding.


These were the words that Madeline and everyone she knew used to describe their jobs. No one connected a productive career with the idea of being unhappy.


Olivia seemed to be waiting for a response.


Madeline didn’t have one.


“Do you disagree?” Olivia asked after a moment.


Madeline wanted to say yes but found she couldn’t.


“How do you feel when you’re at work?”


Madeline stiffened. “Feelings have no place in an office.”


Olivia pursed her lips before continuing. “How does your body feel at work? How did your body feel when you were dealing with the mothers who were arguing over the Wellness Room today?”


It didn’t. The words were on the tip of Madeline’s tongue. Then she remembered the tension stabbing into her shoulders and acid swirling in her stomach as she watched the minutes tick by on her computer clock while one woman cried and the other rattled on about her personal need for privacy.


“I didn’t feel good,” she heard herself say.


“Be more specific.”


“My shoulders cramped. My stomach hurt.” The words tumbled from Madeline’s mouth before she could stop them.


“Do you feel that way often?”


Madeline wanted to say no but nodded instead.


“Your body is clearly trying to tell you something.” Olivia pulled her silky print wrap, which should have clashed with her floral dress but somehow didn’t, more tightly around her. “In my experience, if you don’t learn to listen, it will resort to more—” She sighed. “Drastic measures. Have you ever tried meditation?”


Madeline’s logical mind did a somersault. She’d tried once and spent the entire time fidgeting on the floor, an annoyingly calm voice filling her ears with bizarre imagery. “It didn’t work.”


“There are many ways to meditate. Perhaps it was suggested in a way that didn’t resonate for you. It’s a wonderful way to connect with yourself.”


“Thank you. No.”


Olivia tilted her head, her dangly earrings shimmering. “It seems to me that you’re a bit divided, my dear. One part of you insists you’ve reached the pinnacle of your,” she made air quotes, “dream job, while another part of you is not happy. Perhaps your inner self is trying to tell you there’s a choice to be made.”


“Inner—what?”


Olivia smiled. “Inside each of us is a place of support. An inner self who holds all the scripts and stories that make us who we are. An inner self who can provide clarity about whatever doesn’t seem to be working on the outside.”


“What exactly do you mean by—”


“There’s no need to get into labels.” Olivia made a shooing gesture with one hand. “Think of the inner you as the best part of yourself, the part of you connected with God or the universe or nature or whatever is sacred to you. What matters is that it’s you, it’s good, and you can trust it.”


They stared at each other.


“What are you asking me to do?” Madeline finally sputtered.


“You don’t need to do anything except allow yourself to be with it.” Olivia pushed back a stray blonde curl. “Let your mind go still and experience it. Show yourself that it’s there.”


Madeline could feel herself gaping. Olivia—who had moved to Chicago from San Francisco—had suggested some weird things in the past, but nothing as whacky as this.


“We could try it now.”


Madeline was sure her jaw was about to graze the floor.


“Would you rather talk about the wedding?”


Madeline’s body went rigid. She shook her head.


“Three minutes. If you don’t like it, we’ll stop.”


The prospect of discussing the wedding loomed. “Fine.”


“Wonderful.” Olivia clasped her hands like a teacher about to lead children in song. “Thoughts will inevitably flit into your head.” She rose and moved toward the bookcase. “And they may be strange or unsettling.”


Madeline really hoped Olivia wasn’t about to pick up one of the weirder books.


“Just let them go, and use the rhythm of your breath to come back to the inner you who is good, who is always there, along with anything else. Put your attention on the sensation of air coming in and going out of your body.” Olivia swiped her iPhone from a shelf and returned to her chair. “Don’t worry about where the thoughts came from or what they mean. Don’t let them pull you into a mental spin.” She tapped the screen. “Unless it’s an emergency that must be addressed in the three minutes you’ve set aside to connect with your inner self, let each thought go. Ready?”


Absofuckinglutely not, Madeline thought as she gave Olivia the tiniest nod.


“Good. Are you comfortable in the chair? Warm enough?”


Madeline nodded again.


Olivia held up the phone to show that the timer was set to three minutes. “Close your eyes and take three slow, deep breaths.”


After she saw that Olivia had hit the start button, Madeline complied.


“Imagine separating yourself from time.”


Madeline’s eyes flew open. “Why would I imagine that?”


Olivia’s mouth twitched as she pressed pause. “It’s simply a way of separating from things that feel—” She seemed to search for words. “Fixed. Immovable.” Her face softened. “Can you trust me enough to try this? For three minutes?”


Madeline closed her eyes.


“Deep breaths.”


Madeline breathed.


“Feel how the chair supports you.”


Putting her attention on the chair, Madeline felt the cushiony fabric under her legs, the sturdiness of the seat and back. She breathed in, then out.


“Remember, the door is closed. You have complete privacy.”


Madeline’s shoulders let out tension she hadn’t realized she was holding. She breathed.


“Feel your clothes against your skin. If anything is sharp or abrasive, adjust it or let your attention move to what feels soft and comfortable.”


Madeline was wearing her most velvety cashmere sweater. She surprised herself by slipping off her stiff heels.


“Good. Imagine going deep inside yourself and separating from time.” Olivia’s voice was so gentle. “Imagine separating from need. There’s nothing you need to do, nothing and no one that needs your attention in the three minutes you’ve set aside to be with yourself. The alarm will bring you back, so you can relax completely and just . . . go . . . in. To yourself. And let your mind be still.”


Olivia had stopped talking after that.


Now, sitting on her bedroom floor, Madeline set her iPhone timer to seven minutes. She breathed. She went in.


When Rob returned a while later, sweaty and smiling, Madeline was perched on the couch answering work emails that didn’t seem as stressful as they usually did.


“Nice run?” she asked.


“Yeah, it’s beautiful out.” He kissed the top of her head on his way to the kitchen.


“Why did you turn over my hat?”


Rob appeared in the doorway with a glass of water. “Why did I what?”


“Move my pink hat. The top will get smushed if it stays upside down.”


Rob was looking at her the same way he usually regarded the hat. “I didn’t.”


She cocked her head. “I didn’t leave it like that.”


After a moment, Rob shrugged. “Why do you even still have that thing?” He returned to the kitchen.


Madeline loved that hat and intended to keep it forever. Rolling her eyes, she went back to her inbox.












CHAPTER 3






Madeline pinched the fluorescent-orange T-shirt between the tips of her fingers, and the desire to punch someone overcame her. Sprawled across the front, underneath the bank’s logo, was the latest tagline, Making Lives Better!!.


Her mind rocketed to Steve’s staff meeting earlier in the day, when three members of the human resources department had presented an endless number of slides illustrating the importance of providing employees with a reason to believe their work had meaning.


“I’m not sure our employees have any idea how much good they’re doing,” Steve had barked. “That’s something we gotta fix. Senior leadership is very focused on this.”


The T-shirts were only the beginning.


Over the coming weeks, signs would hang from common area walls reflecting vignettes about how the bank was Making Lives Better!!. A picnic luncheon would be held in early October to thank employees for their efforts. Leading up to the event, people would be encouraged to submit examples of how they had personally improved customers’ lives. The employee with the best story would receive a fifty-inch flat-screen TV. And HR was actually—Madeline couldn’t believe this—they were actually calling local customers, hoping to persuade a few to attend and share personal anecdotes about how their checking and/or savings account had improved their quality of life.


“The thing is, guys,” Steve rolled two empty 5-hour Energy drink bottles between his hands, “what we do here matters. People need a checking account to pay their bills, buy groceries, and take care of their kids.” He twirled one of the caps. “It makes me proud to come in here every day and know that I’m helping people. We need to make sure our employees feel that way too.”


Madeline’s stomach soured thinking about it. Flinging the T-shirt at her backpack, she punched Emma’s number into the desk phone.


“This is Emma.”


“Can you believe these fucking things?”


Emma sighed. “They’re shirts. We do some form of this every year. Why are you letting it upset you?”


“I’m not.” Except Madeline felt like someone was pouring concrete into her chest. She breathed deeply, realizing this was exactly one of those moments Olivia was always bugging her about—an opportunity to express rather than ignore what she was feeling.


“Ignore them,” Emma said. “It will all be over before you know it.”


Madeline was suddenly consumed by the idea that she didn’t want to fail at therapy. She swallowed. “It’s just that we’re not making anything better.”


“What do you mean?” Sounds of Emma typing pattered through the phone.


“Maybe I could get behind this if we were actually doing something good. For the world? For people who need it?” Madeline glanced down and was surprised to see her fingers mangling a paper clip. “For animals? Something.”


The typing stopped. “Animals? What are you talking about?”


Madeline blew out a breath. “Doesn’t it bother you that we claim to make lives better?”


Silence.


“The way they talk, you’d think we’re helping someone who got hurt and can’t pay their bills. Or someone who lost a job and can’t feed their kids. We sell checking and savings accounts for fuck’s sake. Why do we have to pretend it’s more than it is?”


Silence.


Emma’s tone was soft and focused when she finally spoke. “Madeline, are you okay?”


Madeline cleared her throat, wondering at the rage that had shot through her. Talking about how she felt had not helped at all. It had only made her feel worse and sound crazy. She hurled the ruined paper clip in the trash.


“Yeah. Sorry. I’m fine.”





Emma hung up the phone and spent approximately thirty seconds worrying about her friend. She and Madeline had worked together off and on for more than twenty years, and she’d never seen Madeline so constantly irritated. As she told herself for the thousandth time that surely this state of Madeline’s would pass, and that really Madeline was fine, her cell buzzed with a text.


Penelope: Need postrboard & glitter 4 science hmwk b4 tmrw


Emma: Why are you just telling me this now???? She deleted the words, furious and baffled at why a high school honors biology assignment could possibly require glitter.


Emma: I think we have both in the hall closet.


Emma’s assistant, Charlotte, stuck her head in the office doorway. Slim, elegant, and calm in all circumstances, Charlotte was a regal Black woman who wore her hair in a majestic curly cloud. Older than Emma by a decade, Charlotte dressed colorfully and beautifully and generally looked amazing. “Reminding you I’ve got Zumba tonight, so I need to leave by five fifteen,” Charlotte said, her voice laced with deep Louisiana roots. “Let me know if you need anything before I go, hon.”


Emma smiled because Charlotte calling her hon—just like their conversations about whatever show Charlotte was currently watching—was one of the highlights of Emma’s workday. “Thanks.”


Charlotte smiled, gave Emma an elegant finger wave, and returned to her desk.


As Emma waited for Penelope’s response, Madeline’s last words about the Making Lives Better!! campaign niggled. But Emma was too busy doing all the things that had to be done to keep each and every one of the tiny balls that comprised her job and her family’s life in their designated positions in the air to think any more about it.


Penelope: Dc it


Emma didn’t have the energy to google.


Emma: What?


Penelope: I DO NOT SEE IT


Emma sighed and pictured the closet.


Emma: Check on the right side behind the tennis rackets for poster board. Glitter and glue should be in the green tub on the top shelf.


Emma glanced at the clock, glad she’d made progress during Steve’s staff meeting. While the HR team presented, Emma had appeared to quietly take notes. What she was really doing was compiling her to-do list for the rest of the day, bulleting out topics for tomorrow’s one-on-one with Charlotte, and composing her opening for a large meeting later in the week.


Multitasking—her greatest survival skill.


A knock at her door caught her attention. Her direct report, Jason, stood in the doorway, appearing slightly less stricken than he had a few hours earlier when he’d revealed a printing error on thirty thousand brochures. She waved him in.


“I got the shipment stopped but need your signature on the purchase order for the reprint.” He radiated contrition.


Summoning Jason’s good qualities into her mind and trying not to sound angry, Emma took the paper. “Have you figured out how it happened?”


He ran a hand over his hair. “It was wrong on the last version we approved. I’m still trying to trace back to where—”


Emma held up her palm. “Tell me when you’re sure.” She noted the dollar estimate on the purchase order and did quick math in her head to confirm the amount was correct. It was. More importantly, it was low enough that she could cover the reprint with favorability in the budget she controlled and would not have to tell Steve what happened.


Her phone buzzed.


Penelope: K


Emma: OK you found them or OK you’re looking? She pointed at the dollar amount on the purchase order. “This includes shipping, right?”


Jason nodded.


Emma signed the bottom and handed it to him.


“I’m really sorry,” Jason said.


Emma’s phone buzzed.


Penelope: Found them


Emma glanced back at Jason and gave him a forgiving smile. “It’s okay. We’ll sort it out.” Her thumbs glided over her phone.


Emma: Great. Love you!


Recently, Emma had read that a human being could not, in fact, do two things at once.


Her phone buzzed.


Penelope: Ily2


Well, whoever came to that conclusion had never been a working mother.





“Hey, rock star. Can you come up?”


“I’ll be right there.” Madeline hung up her desk phone, annoyed that she still felt a slight thrill when Steve called and asked for her.


“Have a seat.” Steve stood from his desk and pointed to the conference table when Madeline knocked on his door. “You want a protein bar?”


“No, thanks.”


Steve tucked a folder under his arm and strode toward her. “I’d like to get your opinion on something.” His face was pinched into a serious expression that did not mask the excitement bubbling in his eyes.


Madeline waited.


“I’m just spitballing here.” He sat and slung his arm over the back of the chair, thick muscles bulging against his expensive dress shirt. “Trying to be prepared in case I’m asked.”


Madeline waited.


“If the entire consumer deposits business were consolidated under a single head . . .” He slid a piece of paper across the table. “Would an organizational structure like this make sense?”


Madeline’s stomach tightened as she stared at the org chart, knowing Steve believed his own name belonged in the blank president’s box at the top. She thought of the man who was currently responsible for the four boxes on the right side of the page—the organizations Steve was apparently plotting to annex. “Is Garret going somewhere?”


Steve, his mouth full of protein bar, smirked. “He will be.”


Madeline had not worked for Garret directly but would never forget the calmness he had displayed when she’d stood in his office a year ago, revealing that existing bank customers—the customers he was responsible for—had received a mailing with incorrect account numbers because of a mistake by her team.


She could almost feel the way the knots in her stomach had unwound as Garret—after hearing her remediation plan—said he respected that she’d taken responsibility for the error and told him about it in person. She thought of his easy smile when she passed him in the hallways.


“Garret always hits his numbers.” She pushed the document back to Steve.


“It’s not about hitting your numbers anymore.” Steve frowned and ran his finger along a frayed edge of the paper. “When have you ever been happy if you didn’t exceed plan?”


Madeline studied the table.


“We need leaders to drive the business forward. Those customer service opportunities the consultants came up with are only the tip of the iceberg.” Steve shoved the rest of the protein bar into his mouth and continued. “Garret should have been digging up improvements like that. He’s gotten soft.”


Madeline shifted her gaze away from Steve’s crumbly lips and thought of the consultants’ customer service recommendations, all of which would increase profits for the bank and make service worse.


“So what do you think about the org chart?” Steve brushed his hands together over the floor.


Madeline had always hoped to work for Garret someday. Slightly hating herself, she allowed the words Steve expected to slip from her lips. “I think the structure you laid out makes a lot of sense.”





“Really?” Olivia looked like she didn’t believe Madeline at all.


“I’m fine,” Madeline repeated.


The memory of her first session with Olivia popped into her mind as it sometimes did—same office, same chair, Madeline’s heart pounding at the idea that she was actually about to talk to a therapist. She’d felt her chest seize when Olivia had asked what, in retrospect, was a very reasonable question: “Why have you decided to begin therapy?”


In that moment on that first day, Madeline had contemplated getting up and leaving. Instead, she forced out words, thinking of Rob, who’d proposed the week before. “My boyfriend asked me to marry him.”


Olivia’s expression was encouraging as she waited for Madeline to elaborate.


Madeline couldn’t.


Olivia cleared her throat. “How does that make you feel?”


She might as well have asked Madeline to do a handstand in the middle of the floor. Madeline despised emotional people and did everything in her power not to be one.


When Madeline said nothing, Olivia continued even more gently than before. “Why do you think seeing me would be helpful?”


“Because.” Madeline glanced furtively around the room.


Olivia followed Madeline’s eyes with her own, one brow arched. “Because?”


“Because I’m not sure I know how to . . . you know . . . do that.”


Olivia tilted her head, her smile slightly pained.


“I’m not sure how to be good at it.”


“You’re not sure how to be good in a committed relationship?”


Madeline nodded, waiting for Olivia to ask the inevitable: How old are you?


Olivia’s voice was so kind. “Why?”


Which sent Madeline’s mind flashing to a Saturday morning four decades before, containing memories like shards of a broken mirror—slivers of pictures so vivid Madeline could remember every detail, along with dark gaps between the broken fragments. There was the ride home from the slumber party in Mr. Miller’s wood-paneled station wagon, the back filled with sleepy little girls still in pajamas. There was Gran—always impeccably dressed—meeting Madeline on the sidewalk wearing an untucked misbuttoned shirt that might well have belonged to Madeline’s grandfather, capri pants that appeared to have been snatched from a hamper, and two different shoes. A deep knowing had begun to brew inside Madeline that something was very wrong, and that knowing had proved right. Madeline had never seen her mother alive again.


A few days later, Madeline sat in an itchy black dress at the funeral. She was nine years old and had understood, for the first time, that safety was an illusion for silly little kids. And she was done with being silly.


Madeline shook the thoughts away. They were replaced by the events of this day—the awful orange T-shirt and Steve’s plot to steal Garret’s organization.


“So you’re fine,” Olivia was saying now.


Madeline nodded.


“Even though your neck resembles a strawberry milkshake, and your hands are gripping the chair like you’re preparing for liftoff.”


Madeline looked down, horrified to see clenched knuckles. She released the armrests and wiggled her fingers. “It’s work.”


Olivia was quiet for a moment. “The dream job strikes again?”


Madeline fiddled with the armrest.


“Is the meditation helping?”


Madeline considered. Meditating certainly made her feel calm and more clearheaded. But things at the bank only seemed to be getting worse. She shrugged.


Olivia’s tone held no judgment. “What happened at work today?”


“We’ve got these consultants recommending all this stuff that’s . . .” Madeline’s fingers moved to a loose button on her cuff. She searched for better words. “All we do is talk about how great we are and how we’re helping people, when we’re not actually . . .”


Olivia waited.


“Today, I could have . . . I should have . . .” Madeline yanked the button off and scowled at it, thinking of Steve’s plan to unseat Garret and steal his organization. “But it might not turn into anything.”


Olivia waited.


Madeline felt like she was wrapped in something that was shrinking. “It’s hard to explain to someone who doesn’t work there.”


“Try.”


“I don’t . . .” Madeline swallowed. “I don’t . . .”


Olivia waited.


“I’m not sure I like myself anymore!”





Emma stood barefoot in the kitchen, her blouse untucked from her skirt. She held a glass of Syrah in one hand and twirled a large knife in the other. The door to the garage slammed, and her smiling husband appeared. Then the back of her daughter’s—wait! child’s—head bounding up the stairs, a giant poster board trailing behind.


“You’re home? You’re cooking!” Jeff’s deep voice, still laced with an English accent after all these years, boomed through the kitchen.


Emma loved his voice.


“Don’t get your hopes up. It’s mostly from a bag.” Emma called toward the vacant stairs, “Penelope! Dinner in fifteen!”


“Em.” Jeff dumped his keys, a travel coffee mug, and his computer bag on a side table. “She—” He caught himself. “They—”


Penelope’s blue UGGs appeared at the top of the stairs, descended a few steps, and stopped. Nothing above Pen’s knees was visible. “I ate already.”


Emma’s shoulders slumped as she stared at the immobile UGGs. “Do you want some lemonade or something?”


The UGGs shifted, and Emma pictured Penelope’s thin hip jutting out in impatience.


“I have to finish our science poster. G.T.G.” The UGGs trotted back up the steps.


“Got to go,” Jeff clarified unhelpfully.


“I know what it means.” Emma frowned. “I just wish she could be bothered to have dinner with us once this week. We need to plan better.”


“You didn’t tell us you were cooking.” Jeff’s kiss on her cheek cushioned the warning in his tone.


But his words made Emma pause. She’d decided to cook when she was texting with Penelope and sorting out Jason’s invoices. Jeff was right. She hadn’t told either of them about dinner.


“How was your day?” Jeff filled a glass with the remains of the Syrah.


“Fine.”


“Really?”


“It was actually a bit of a mess.”


“Shocking.” He took a sip. “Big enough that I should open another bottle?”


“Definitely. The new woman who works for Jason printed thirty thousand brochures that were supposed to be headlined with: A Brighter Future for You and Your Family. Instead, they read: A Brighter Future for You and Your . . . Feelings.”


Jeff burst out laughing.


Emma glared at him.


He stopped smiling and cleared his throat. “How did that happen?”


“One of the woman’s children got onto her computer the night she was sending the files out and made the change.” Emma yanked open the door of the refrigerator. “Apparently, she thought it was a harmless prank she was playing on her mom. Jason should have caught it in the final proof, though.”


“Can you fix it?”


“Thankfully, yes.” A mysterious bundle of foil caught Emma’s attention. She pulled it from the fridge. “Do you know what this is?”


Jeff shook his head.


Scrunching her nose, she unwrapped it and caught a glimpse of a glistening mass. “Eww!” She dropped it onto the counter.


“What is that?” Jeff watched the foil as if he expected some small creature to pop out and spit at them.


“I have no idea.” Emma grabbed a packet of chicken breasts and finally said what was really bothering her. “I’m worried about Madeline.”


“Why?” Jeff still watched the foil.


“She’s very angry lately.”


He turned. “At you?”


“Of course not.” Emma slipped the chicken onto a cutting board.


“At anyone in particular?”


“Everyone at the bank.” Emma snatched the mystery foil and tossed it, along with the chicken wrapping, into the trash, then vigorously washed her hands. “I’m worried about her.”


“And you aren’t?”


“Aren’t what?”


“Angry.”


Emma’s mouth opened in protest.


Jeff shrugged. “You get angry.”


“I get irritated.” Emma grabbed the knife and whacked a piece of chicken. “What’s going on with Madeline is completely different. Besides—” Emma forced lightness into her voice. “It’s getting better for me.”


Jeff chuckled. “You always say that. How so?”


Emma thought for a moment, then jabbed the knife, dripping with raw chicken, at him. “Louis is gone.”


“Who?”


“Louis.”


Jeff tilted his head.


“Louis.”


“The one who couldn’t add properly?”


“No.”


Jeff propped his elbow on the counter and rested his pale face against his fist. “The one you found gaming in the storage room?”


Emma shook her head, the knife never losing its rhythm.


Jeff smiled mischievously. “The one who downloaded the porn.”


“This was recent, Jeff.”


He scratched his head.


She stopped chopping. “I can’t believe you don’t remember Louis. Do you ever listen to me?”


Jeff thought for a second. He slapped the counter. “The nephew!” He pointed one long arm at Emma, his fingers snapping excitedly. “The nephew of the chief finance guy. The one from Yale, who said you wasted his time. The one who said you’d be working for him someday.”


“He was the one with the porn!” She threw the chicken into a wok.


Jeff stood and rounded the counter, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m sorry, darling,” he said into her neck. “I do listen to you. There have just been so many. Which one was Louis?”


Emma wriggled away but not before kissing him solidly on the mouth. “Louis was the one who constantly interrupted me.”


Jeff shook his head.


“Who wanted me and twenty other people to sit through an all-day brainstorming meeting about colors.”


Jeff made a strange half smile.


“Who gave Madeline the creepy birthday card?”


“Ohhhh. That guy. You finally got him to quit, right?”


“Exactly.”


Jeff began to set the table. A few minutes later, the wok covered and off the burner, Emma hurried upstairs with a glass of lemonade.





“I’m not sure I like myself anymore!” Madeline’s words seemed to hang in the air. She squeezed her fingers around the button she’d pulled from her sleeve, not quite believing she’d spoken them out loud and wondering how crazy she sounded.


Olivia didn’t seem fazed at all. “What don’t you like, my dear?”


Madeline groped for an answer but was too stung by the truth of what she’d said to respond.


“Why do you think you feel that way?”


Madeline opened her palm and stared at the button, trying to make sense of her rattling thoughts.


Olivia waited.


“Once, at the first bank I worked for, this senior executive came and visited our department.” Madeline felt like she was skirting Olivia’s question but couldn’t come up with anything else. “He wanted to spend time with high performers, and I was one of the junior people chosen to talk to him. He asked me what I liked about my job.” She studied the button. “I had no idea how to answer. I’d never been so stumped in my life.”


Olivia’s smile turned a little sad.


“I’m not sure anyone had ever asked me what I liked about what I did. My grandparents weren’t wired that way. What I liked or what I wanted wasn’t really discussed.” Madeline slipped the button into her pocket. “They expected me to do well in school, so I did well. I majored in business because it was practical. I got a job in banking and never once thought about why. I just knew it was what I was supposed to do.” She took a sip of water from the glass that was always waiting next to her chair. “So this guy asks me what I like, and I have no idea what to say. And that freaked me out.”


Olivia continued to smile but didn’t say anything.


“I made up something. I can’t even remember what. Afterward, I started thinking about it. I realized it was the challenge—the problem-solving that I loved. I would be asked to take on some new job, some new team, and I’d be all alone, sitting in the office at eight o’clock at night trying to sort out the budget or understand why we were missing our revenue target. And I’d think, This is it. This is the job that I’m going to fail. But I never did. I always figured out what needed to happen. I always exceeded my goals. And I thrived on that—knowing I could push myself through what scared me and do something that felt impossible.” A wave of discomfort rolled through Madeline. “Am I? Is this making any sense?”


“Absolutely.”


“And I like helping people who work for me.” Madeline thought of Zachary. “I never wanted to be in a job where lives were at stake. Where if you made an error, someone could get hurt or die or something. But helping people advance their careers and do better financially, that’s always made me feel good.”


Madeline’s gaze drifted toward the small sandbox on a side table. It was one of the stranger pieces of Olivia’s décor, but Madeline was always struck by a desire to run her fingers through the powdery grains.


She took a breath as the ideas that had been snaking around each other in her head all day began to coalesce. “The thing is, the challenge doesn’t really make me happy anymore. With Rob, now, there’s more of a cost of working like I do. And the people . . .” Madeline thought about Zachary and was certain Steve would never agree to his promotion. “I’m not sure if I’m doing any good there or not.” She slumped back in her chair.


Olivia tucked her long, wavy hair into a loose knot before she spoke. “I’ve been waiting for you to make some of those connections.”


“I sound crazy.”


Olivia shook her head. “Sometimes, an environment in which we’ve been perfectly happy can begin to feel uncomfortable. Intolerable. Offensive, even. Usually, it’s not because the environment has changed. It’s because we have.”


Madeline could feel herself taking these words in.


“These fe—” Olivia cleared her throat. “The ways you’re experiencing your job—the frustration, the anger, the not liking yourself.” Her gentle tone made the words easier to hear. “We’ve been circling around them since you started coming to see me. Do you agree?”


Madeline nodded. Sadly, she couldn’t think of a single session with Olivia when she didn’t complain about work.


“I’m going to ask you something that may seem a little out of left field.”


Madeline winced.


“If you could do anything with your time, what would it be?”


Silence.


“No limitations. What would you do?”


Silence.


Olivia waited, her smile encouraging.


Numbness was sweeping into Madeline’s body, and her brain seemed to have put itself on pause.


“Let’s try it another way. If you could have any job, what would it be?”


Silence.


“Would it be this job?”


“No.”


“Would it be a job like this at another company?”


“No.” This was the third company at which Madeline had worked. The things that upset her here were not unique to her current employer. She was surprised at the clarity with which she understood this.


“What would it be?” Olivia kept her tone light.


As much as Madeline complained about her job, the idea of doing something else was not a concept she entertained. Ever.


“Any ideas?”


Silence.


“What are you feeling right now?”


“I’m fine.”


“Fine is not a feeling.”


When Madeline didn’t answer, Olivia continued, her voice losing some of its softness, “We’ve talked about this. Feelings matter.”


Fucking feelings. “I know it’s important for me to be clear about my feelings for Rob, but emotions are a liability in the office, and—”


Olivia threw up her hands, her myriad bracelets clinking. “Feelings are information.”


Olivia had said this before. Madeline still had no idea what she meant.


“Feelings are information,” Olivia said again. “If you’ll learn how to work with them instead of being so afraid they’ll sweep you away, you’ll find that information extremely useful.”


They stared at each other.


“Do you want to get to the bottom of your unhappiness at work? Or would you prefer to let things coast along exactly as they are? It’s entirely your choice.”


Madeline was suddenly exhausted. “I don’t want things to be this hard.”


“So when I ask you what you’d do if you could do anything at all, how does that make you feel?” Olivia leaned forward. “If you don’t know what you’re feeling, you can’t very well understand the information it’s there to convey.”


Madeline’s mind seemed to latch onto some logic in that statement. She tried to focus.


Numbness was all she felt.


Without really thinking about it, Madeline closed her eyes.


“Feel the support of the chair,” Olivia said quietly. “The softness of your clothes. The privacy of this room.”


Madeline did.


“Separate from the pressure of time. I’m right here, watching the clock.”


Madeline breathed.


“Now go in, let your mind be still, and open to what’s there.”


Madeline took another breath. The image came quickly—a large box, buried deep inside her filled with all her feelings. As her breathing slowed, Madeline imagined flipping the lock and telling her feelings they could come out. She pictured them as cottony strands of something like smoke, slowly emerging and floating gently toward her brain.


The numbness began to withdraw.


“What are you feeling?”


Silence.


Olivia waited.


Silence.


Silence.


Madeline swallowed. “Terror.”
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