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Lilly

On Monday morning, I discovered two important things.

First: coffee from your own kitchen tastes like a lie when you drink it in a suit.

Second: the elevator in the law firm’s building was not an elevator. It was a psychological test.

I walked in at 7:38 because I had read somewhere—probably in an article written by someone who did not sleep—that arriving ten minutes early meant “on time,” and on time meant “late.” So I arrived early. Early enough to feel ridiculous standing on the sidewalk, staring up at the building like it might answer me.

The building did not answer. It did not even flinch. It just stood there, all glass and stone, with the kind of presence that makes you straighten your spine even when you do not know why. At the entrance, there was a security guard in a dark suit who did not smile, but also did not examine me like I was an intruder. That already felt like a small victory.

“Good morning,” I said, my voice a little louder than necessary.

“Good morning,” he replied, sounding like he had said good morning about fifteen thousand times without showing it.

I clipped on my temporary badge, adjusted the strap of my bag, and headed toward the elevators with the same confidence you use to walk through a dark room: pretending you can see everything while actually calculating the distance between your fingers and the edge of the table so you do not stub your toe.

The elevators stood in a row like soldiers. I pressed the button and tried to find that exact spot where you do not look anxious, but you also do not look uninterested. Two men in immaculate suits were already waiting. They were not talking. They were not looking at their phones. They were just there. I, meanwhile, felt like my phone was vibrating even though I was not touching it.

The doors opened. We stepped inside. No one breathed louder than necessary. In the elevator mirror, I saw my reflection and took a second to recognize myself. My hair was pinned up with a clip, my makeup was subtle, and I had that serious expression I associated with women who knew what they were doing. The difference was, they knew. I was rehearsing.

Fake it until it feels natural, I told myself.

And, for the first time, I understood that phrase was a misdemeanor.

The firm’s floor smelled like expensive cleaning products and something else I could not identify at first: ambition, probably. There was carpet, perfectly calibrated white light, and a silence that was not peace but concentration. People walked fast, as if the walls were going to charge them for every second they stood still.

I walked fast too. In my own way. Not running, not looking lost, following the general current like a trout in a river. No one looked around. No one smiled. No one seemed new to anything. And I, with my temporary badge, felt like I had a sign on my forehead that said: Hi, I’m here to accidentally ruin something.

Reception was at the end of the hall. A woman with a perfect bun looked up as I approached.

“Lilly Jones,” I said before she could ask, because I had decided damage control began with saying my own name firmly.

She checked a list, smiled just enough to be human and not enough to lose authority.

“Welcome, Lilly. They were expecting you. Sarah Kline will show you to your desk. Is this your first job?”

Her tone was not condescending. It was… professionally compassionate. Which, apparently, was a thing.

“Yes,” I said. “And I promise not to set anything on fire.”

She gave a small laugh. I took it as a sign that having a sense of humor was not banned by contract, only regulated.

Sarah appeared as if summoned.

Her hair was down, her white shirt looked like it had never wrinkled in its life, and her expression was a mix of efficiency and faintly amused exhaustion.

“You’re Lilly?” she asked, and before I could answer, she was already looking at my badge. “Right, of course, the new girl. Good. Come with me. I’ll show you where you’ll be spending the rest of your youth.”

“Great,” I said, because apparently my brain had decided sarcasm was how I breathed.

We walked down a hallway lined with closed offices and conference rooms with glass walls. Inside, people spoke in low voices and pointed at documents as if they were treasure maps.

“No one raises their voice here,” Sarah explained. “Unwritten rule. If you raise your voice, it means you’re not in control. And if you’re not in control, you’re dead.”

“Perfect,” I said. “My plan was to stay alive.”

Sarah glanced at me.

“That’s a very sensible plan for your first week.”

She pointed to my desk, which was basically a wooden rectangle embedded in a sea of identical workstations. There was a monitor, a keyboard, a phone with too many buttons, and a chair that cost more than my rent.

“This is your spot. This is where you make magic. Or at least try. And this”—she pointed to a massive printer—“is where you come to hate your existence.”

I laughed. I laughed because she said it like it was normal. Like existential dread was part of the welcome package, right next to the password manual.

“Any rules?” I asked.

“Yes. Two. First: don’t be afraid to ask questions. Second: pretend you’re not afraid to ask questions even when you are.”

“So basically, ask confidently and panic silently. Love that.”

“Welcome to corporate law,” she said, and left me with a smile that lasted exactly until I turned on the computer and saw my first email with the subject line: “Urgent: review before 10.”

The first few hours were a choreography of watching and copying. I watched Sarah answer emails in short, clean sentences. No emojis, no exclamation points, no trace of unnecessary humanity. I watched people go in and out of conference rooms carrying folders like extensions of their bodies. I watched some of them say thank you with a smile that really meant, do not waste my time.

I nodded a lot. I took notes even when I did not know whether what I was writing down was important or just sophisticated background noise.

My imposter syndrome was not a theatrical monster shouting, You don’t belong here. It was worse. It was an efficient little voice saying, If you mess up, they’ll notice. If you mess up twice, they’ll remember. If you mess up three times, you’ll end up working at Starbucks, but sad.

The funny thing was, despite all that, I did my job.

I read what they asked me to read. Summarized what they asked me to summarize. Looked up case law and found things that sounded convincing. Wrote memos with long words that suddenly seemed more confident than I was.

Every time I finished a task, I felt a small, almost secret satisfaction. I did not say it. I did not celebrate. I just tucked it into a mental drawer with a label: Proof that I am not a mistake.

On Tuesday, Sarah dropped a stack of papers onto my desk.

“Do you like impossible searches?” she asked.

“I love them,” I lied.

“Perfect. I need this yesterday.”

“Ah, yesterday. My favorite day.”

Sarah laughed and leaned slightly toward me.

“Listen. The first week is a trap. They give you small things to see if you drown in them. Don’t drown.”

“That sounds… reassuring.”

“It is. Because if you drown in the small stuff, no one gives you the big stuff. And if no one gives you the big stuff, you don’t survive here. Simple.”

I nodded, trying not to let my eyes reveal that I had just imagined myself literally drowning in a sea of PDFs.

“Also,” she added, “if it makes you feel any better, I cried in the bathroom twice my first week.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. And now look at me. Still here. No personal life, but here.”

“Great,” I said. “So my goal is to… lose my personal life gracefully.”

“Exactly,” Sarah said. “You’re learning already.”

Between tasks, tiny confessions, and coffee, Boston started to feel more real.

The city had always been there, of course. I had studied at BU, walked down Commonwealth Avenue with books and existential crises, gone to libraries to pretend I knew what I was doing. But now Boston was different. It was not campus, or youth, or we’ll see. It was adult. It was people in a hurry, expensive coats, laptop bags. It was the constant sound of traffic, cold air slipping under your scarf, and that Charles River light reminding you that everything keeps moving even when you are trapped inside a fifty-page document.

In the mornings, the subway was a collective waiting room. No one talked. Everyone looked inward, as if their inner world were a more bearable place. I held on to the pole and tried to remember I had the right to take up space.

Sometimes, when I left the building at midday to buy something that could legally be called food, I took a deep breath and repeated to myself: This is real. As if, if I said it enough times, fear would get bored and leave.

On Thursday, something strange happened: I had a moment of calm. I was reviewing a document and, for the first time, I did not have to reread every sentence three times to understand it. My brain clicked. Not a big click. A small one. But enough to make me think: Okay. Maybe I’m good at this.

And then, as if the universe hated my stability, Sarah appeared with another task.

“I need you to summarize this,” she said, dropping a dossier onto my desk. “And I need it to be good.”

“What defines good?” I asked.

“That it doesn’t make me want to throw myself out a window,” she replied.

“So the bar is… low.”

“No. The bar is where it always is. I’m just tired.”

I felt strange, but also useful. I do not know how to explain it. It was like, finally, someone was assuming I could do something worthwhile.

That night, when I got home, I took off my shoes by the door and stood there for a second in my socks, looking at my hands. There was a red mark on one finger from gripping my pen too tightly all day. It felt like physical proof that I was trying. And somehow, that made me smile.

By Friday, the exhaustion was different. It was not just sleepiness. It was muscular. Tight jaw, tense shoulders. But there was also something I had not expected: pride.

No one said it out loud. People in there did not go around saying, Good job surviving the week. They survived, and that was it. But I felt it in my body. Like my mind had been pushing against a heavy door all week, and suddenly, the door had given way a few inches.

At five thirty, desks started emptying with the quiet precision of people who knew exactly when they could leave without making it look like they were leaving. I stayed a little longer because I did not want to be the first. Because I still half believed there was a hidden camera pointed at me, waiting to record the exact moment I made my first social mistake.

At six ten, while I was reading an email for the fourth time even though it was already fine—I knew it was, my fear did not—I heard a voice.

“Jones.”

I looked up so fast I almost hurt myself.

Mark Reynolds was standing in the hall, a folder in his hand and a neutral expression that seemed designed not to cause panic, but definitely to inspire obedience.

“Yes,” I said, as if I had just been called to testify before the Supreme Court.

“Go home,” he said.

I blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“Go home,” Mark repeated, just as dryly. “Your week has been enough.”

There was no emotion in his voice, but something about the sentence touched an uncomfortable place in me. Something almost like… recognition. Or maybe he was simply giving me permission to breathe.

“Thank you,” I said, and my voice sounded smaller than I wanted it to.

Mark nodded once, as if that settled the matter, and left.

I stayed there for a second, staring at the screen like it was illegal to feel relieved. Then I packed up my things with clumsy speed. When I stood, I realized my legs hurt. Not from walking. From being tense. From trying to be a version of myself that did not fully exist yet.

Outside, the cold air hit my face like a kind slap. The sky was already dark, and the city lights seemed softer on Fridays. Or maybe my brain was so exhausted that everything looked poetic.

I pulled out my phone as I walked toward the subway and saw a string of messages in my friends’ group chat.

Valerie: “ONE WEEK.”

Jenna: “Week 1 survived!”

Rachel: “Our favorite lawyer is still alive.”

Valerie: “KARAOKE. TONIGHT.”

Jenna: “We are not accepting excuses.”

Rachel: “We’ll pick you up if
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