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Chapter 21: What Counts as Urgent

At 9:07 on Tamsin Wu’s second morning in the temporary role, six people used the word urgent to mean six different things.

The first was Marcus, who leaned into the open doorway of the small meeting room and said, “The release-readiness deck is urgent, but not in a frightening way.”

Tamsin looked up from the laptop.

“What is the non-frightening form of urgent?”

“Before ten.”

“That is frightening with a clock.”

Marcus accepted this.

“The director wants a clean summary.”

“The director already has the tracker.”

“She wants the tracker made executive.”

“What does that mean?”

Marcus considered the question with the expression of a man who had spent years understanding phrases by surviving them rather than defining them.

“Fewer rows.”

“That is not a management discipline.”

“It is here.”

He left before she could ask another question.

The second urgent thing arrived from Jen in customer support.

Need ten minutes. Account recovery is doing something weird.

Tamsin typed back:

Define weird.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Users are getting through the recovery flow, but some of them are being dropped back to the sign-in page after the final step. We have twenty-three tickets since yesterday afternoon. Two customers say they completed the flow three times.

Tamsin stopped typing.

That was more interesting than the deck.

She opened the release tracker.

Account recovery redesign: scheduled for broad rollout Monday.

Current traffic: five percent.

Owner: Identity team.

Risk: green.

She changed nothing yet.

The third urgent thing came from Arun Desai, engineering lead for identity, who called while she was still reading Jen’s ticket notes.

“Before you panic,” he said, “it is not data loss.”

“I had not panicked.”

“Good. Continue not panicking.”

“What is happening?”

“We think the last redirect is occasionally receiving a stale session state. The password or recovery method is updated correctly, but the interface throws the user back to sign-in as though nothing happened.”

“So they think it failed.”

“Correct.”

“Does it fail?”

“The recovery does not. The experience does.”

Tamsin leaned back.

“How often?”

“We do not know yet.”

“Then why is the tracker green?”

“Because the monitored success event is the credential update, not successful arrival on the confirmation screen.”

Tamsin stared at the green square.

“That is an impressive way to be technically correct.”

“I knew you would appreciate it.”

“I do not.”

“No. But you appreciate the craftsmanship.”

She almost smiled.

“Can you get me the event split by browser and device?”

“Already doing it.”

“And logs for the redirect failure?”

“Already doing that too.”

“Good.”

“Also, product wants to move from five percent to twenty-five at noon.”

Tamsin sat forward.

“Who says?”

“Anika.”

“Has she seen the support tickets?”

“Not when she asked.”

“Has she now?”

“I forwarded them.”

“And?”

“She said the issue appears cosmetic.”

Tamsin looked again at Jen’s summary.

Three recovery attempts.

Two customers locked themselves out after repeated changes because they no longer knew which password had taken effect.

One customer had called support from an airport.

Cosmetic was a dangerous word. It often meant the system still functioned if you ignored the human trying to use it.

“Do not increase rollout until we talk.”

There was a small pause.

Arun said, “Is that a request or a decision?”

Tamsin looked at the role document open in another tab.

Decision authority: release-readiness coordination.

It had sounded clear when written.

Now it was discovering edges.

“I’m asking you to hold the increase while I confirm who owns the release decision.”

“That is a better sentence.”

“Thank you.”

“It also means I do not get shouted at by product for obeying someone who may or may not outrank the rollout plan.”

“You are welcome.”

When the call ended, Tamsin added a note to the tracker.

ACCOUNT RECOVERY — INVESTIGATING POST-RECOVERY REDIRECT FAILURE. HOLDING EXPANSION PENDING DECISION.

The square remained green because the tracker did not offer a colour for “we have discovered that our definition of success is incomplete.”

The fourth urgent thing came from Anika Shah in product.

Can we speak now?

Tamsin wrote:

Yes.

Anika appeared two minutes later carrying a notebook and the confidence of someone who had already decided that the meeting would be short.

“We should not overreact to support volume during a staged rollout,” she said as she sat down.

“I agree.”

Anika paused.

“That was easier than expected.”

“I have not finished.”

“There it is.”

Tamsin turned the laptop so Anika could see the ticket summary.

“Twenty-three contacts from five percent traffic is not automatically catastrophic. But the current success metric counts the credential change, not whether the user understands that it succeeded.”

“The recovery itself works.”

“Yes.”

“So we are discussing messaging.”

“We are discussing whether users can tell what happened.”

“That is messaging.”

“It becomes access if they keep resetting credentials because they think the first attempt failed.”

Anika opened her notebook.

“Arun thinks it is a redirect issue.”

“He does.”

“And he thinks the credential update is reliable.”

“He does.”

“Then I do not want to lose four days of rollout momentum for a fix that may be one line.”

“Neither do I.”

Anika looked suspicious.

Tamsin said, “I want evidence before noon. Frequency, browser split, and whether the affected users can sign in with the new credential after being returned to the sign-in page.”

“That is reasonable.”

“And I want support to test the flow from the ticket descriptions, not only engineering.”

Anika nodded.

“Fine.”

“And until then, we do not expand.”

“That part is less fine.”

“It is less than three hours.”

“It is still a hold.”

“Yes.”

“Do you have authority to hold it?”

There it was.

Tamsin looked at the wording again.

Release-readiness coordination.

Temporary role documents had a way of becoming philosophical texts the moment something mattered.

“I have authority to coordinate readiness,” she said. “I do not know whether that includes making the final rollout decision. I am finding out now.”

Anika closed her notebook.

“Good.”

Tamsin raised an eyebrow.

“You sound pleased.”

“I am pleased you said you do not know.”

“That is a low standard.”

“You would be surprised.”

Anika stood.

“I am still arguing for twenty-five percent if engineering confirms the update works.”

“And I may still agree with you.”

“Excellent. We can disappoint each other after the data arrives.”

When she left, Tamsin sent Marcus a message.

Need exact decision ownership for staged release holds. Role doc says I coordinate readiness, not whether I own go/no-go. Who makes final call?

Marcus replied after thirty seconds.

Frances owns portfolio release risk. Product owns normal rollout decisions. You can recommend hold/escalate. You can pause for active incident/security concern. This is probably recommend + Frances if disagreement.

Tamsin read it twice.

Then wrote:

Can we add that to the role doc?

Marcus:

Yes.

Then:

Good catch.

Tamsin did not feel as though she had caught anything. She felt as though she had found a stair that had always been missing and everybody else had learned to step over the gap.

The fifth urgent thing was the deck.

At 9:42, Frances Ormond, director of product operations, sent:

Need the executive summary before 10 please.

Tamsin opened the presentation.

Twenty-nine slides.

The first twelve described workstreams.

The next nine described risks.

The remaining eight appeared to exist because people feared deleting slides made by senior colleagues.

She created one page.

Release status.

What is on track.

What has changed.

What needs a decision.

Under the final heading she wrote:

Account recovery staged rollout: redirect issue under investigation. Five-percent stage held pending evidence. Decision needed by 12:00 if product and readiness disagree on expansion.

She sent it at 9:56.

Frances replied at 9:58.

This is exactly what I needed.

Then, at 9:59:

Can you make the rest of the deck like this?

Tamsin stared at the message.

The sixth urgent thing had arrived.

It was not urgent at all.

That was how she knew she was beginning to understand the job.

*

Across Norchester, Reuben Shaw discovered that employing someone permanently changed the meaning of a ringing phone.

When Priya had been on a trial arrangement, he had treated most problems as his problems with assistance.

Now Priya had signed permanent terms.

That meant, in theory, she had her own learners, her own working pattern, clear access to learner records, and professional discretion within the school’s standards.

In practice, at 10:18 on Wednesday morning, Reuben was parked outside a bakery while his next learner bought water, and a man named Mr Pritchard called to ask whether his daughter could move her driving test forward.

“Her instructor says she is not ready,” Mr Pritchard said.

Reuben checked the learner name.

Beth Pritchard.

Priya’s learner.

“How far away is the current test?”

“Six weeks.”

“And when do you want to move it to?”

“Two weeks from now. There was a cancellation.”

Reuben looked through the windscreen.

His learner, Graham, was inside the bakery comparing two bottles as though hydration had regulatory consequences.

“What did Priya say?”

“She said Beth needs more independent junction work and gets hesitant at roundabouts.”

“That sounds specific.”

“She is cautious.”

“Good driving often looks disappointingly cautious.”

“She needs confidence.”

“She may.”

“So I thought I would check with you.”

Reuben recognised the sentence.

It was the professional equivalent of asking one parent after the other had said no.

His instinct was immediate.

Ask some questions. Review the notes. Make a judgement.

He opened Beth’s record.

Recent lessons showed progress.

Three entries mentioned late decisions at larger roundabouts.

One said: good recovery after missed exit; do not rush.

Reuben was halfway through forming an opinion when he stopped.

The record was not there so that he could casually replace the instructor who had actually been in the passenger seat.

“What did Priya recommend?” he asked.

“Keep the current date.”

“Then keep the current date.”

Mr Pritchard was silent.

“But you have not seen her drive.”

“Exactly.”

“I thought as the owner—”

“As the owner, I employ the instructor who has seen her drive.”

Another silence.

Reuben heard how stern that sounded and adjusted.

“If there is a reason you are worried about the training, tell me. I will look at it properly. If you just want a second answer because you prefer an earlier test, I am not going to overrule Priya from a phone call.”

Mr Pritchard exhaled.

“It is just difficult to get test dates.”

“That part is true.”

“And she wants it done before university visits.”

“That makes sense.”

“Could Priya add a lesson?”

“That is a useful question. Ask her. If she has space and thinks an extra session would help, she can tell you.”

Graham emerged carrying three bottles.

Reuben said, “I need to go. Speak to Priya first. If there is still a problem after that, call me back.”

He ended the call.

Graham got into the driver’s seat.

“Everything all right?”

“Yes.”

“You sounded like my mum.”

“That is devastating.”

“She also says if Dad already answered, I cannot ask her.”

Reuben turned slowly toward him.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Good. I was worried this was a recent lesson.”

Graham laughed and started the engine.

Reuben said, “Mirrors.”

“I know.”

“I also know you know.”

“You still say it.”

“That is because experience has taught me that knowledge does not operate the mirrors.”

They pulled away.

Ten minutes later, while Graham negotiated a mini-roundabout with the concentration of a bomb technician, Reuben’s phone buzzed in the cup holder.

He did not touch it.

At the next safe stop, he looked.

Priya:

Beth’s dad called you?

Reuben:

Yes. Told him to keep current test and speak to you about extra lesson if useful.

Then, after thinking:

I opened her notes before realizing I was about to second-guess you from a bakery car park. Sorry.

Priya replied:

Strong management location.

Then:

Thank you for not doing it.

Reuben smiled.

He typed:

I did about 40% of it internally.

Priya:

Keep internal percentage below 60 and we can work together.

Graham glanced over.

“Work?”

“Yes.”

“Urgent?”

“No.”

“Then why are you smiling?”

Reuben put the phone away.

“Drive.”

*

At eleven, Tamsin’s investigation had become a room.

Not metaphorically.

Frances had found them a meeting room with a whiteboard and declared, “Stay in here until we have a recommendation.”

Tamsin disliked war-room language, so she did not call it a war room.

It was a medium room with bad ventilation and a marker that squeaked.

Present were Tamsin, Anika, Arun, Jen, and Kamal from quality engineering.

Marcus joined for the first ten minutes, then left after saying, “You have this,” in a tone that was either supportive or efficient.

Tamsin was learning that management often consisted of being given a room and discovering whether the sentence was true.

Arun had data.

“Failure is concentrated on Safari,” he said. “Mostly mobile Safari. Around eight percent of recovery completions on that browser path hit the bad redirect.”

“Eight percent of Safari users or eight percent overall?” Tamsin asked.

“Eight percent of the affected browser path. Overall, just under two percent of recoveries.”

Anika said, “Two percent.”

Jen said, “Two percent becomes a lot of angry people when you multiply it.”

Anika nodded.

“I know multiplication.”

Jen smiled without warmth.

“I work in support. I cannot assume.”

Tamsin raised a hand.

“Both of you are correct enough to be unhelpful.”

That got a small laugh, which was useful.

Kamal rotated his laptop.

“We reproduced it.”

“What happens after the redirect?” Tamsin asked.

“Credential update succeeds. User returns to sign-in. If they use the new credential, they can sign in.”

“And do they know to use the new one?”

“No.”

Anika said, “So the fastest mitigation is a confirmation message before redirect.”

Arun shook his head.

“The redirect is part of the confirmation route.”

“Then put it earlier.”

“That creates a false confirmation if the final call fails.”

“Can we change the sign-in page message?”

“Potentially.”

Jen said, “Please do not make it say ‘Your credentials may have changed.’”

Nobody had proposed this, but everyone looked guilty.

Tamsin asked, “What is the fix time?”

Arun said, “For the underlying session issue? Best estimate, today. But I want to test it.”

“Good answer.”

“Thank you.”

“For a safe user-facing mitigation?”

Kamal said, “We can detect the recovery-origin session and display a banner on the sign-in page saying the recovery was completed and to use the new credential. That is less invasive.”

“How long?”

“Couple of hours including test.”

Anika said, “Then we can still go to twenty-five percent this afternoon.”

Jen said, “If the banner works.”

Anika looked at her.

“Yes. If the banner works.”

Tamsin watched the exchange.

Yesterday, she would have tried to redesign the process.

That was her reflex. Observe friction. Improve flow. Remove ambiguity.

Today she had a different job.

The system already had owners.

Her job was to make sure the decision did not disappear between them.

She stood and wrote on the whiteboard.

1. Current impact

2. Safe mitigation

3. Rollout recommendation

4. Decision owner

Under current impact:

Credential update succeeds.

~2% overall recovery flows affected at current mix.

Affected users receive misleading end state.

Repeat attempts can create confusion/lockout risk.

Support volume elevated.

Under safe mitigation:

Sign-in confirmation banner for recovery-origin sessions.

Test before rollout expansion.

Under rollout recommendation she paused.

Anika said, “Twenty-five after banner validation.”

Jen said, “Stay at five until underlying fix.”

Arun said, “Ten after banner, if metrics stay clean.”

Kamal said, “I would like one hour of data before any increase.”

Tamsin turned.

“Good. We have achieved four professionals.”

Anika folded her arms.

“What do you recommend?”

Tamsin looked at the board.

Her old product-design brain wanted to say the entire recovery flow should be reconsidered.

That was probably true.

It was also irrelevant to the noon decision.

“Stay at five until the banner passes QA,” she said. “Then move to ten, not twenty-five. Watch support contacts and repeat-recovery attempts for one hour. If they return to baseline, product can decide whether to go to twenty-five. Underlying session fix still ships after normal test.”

Anika frowned.

“Why ten?”

“Because we are not testing whether the credential update works anymore. We are testing whether the mitigation prevents confusion. Ten gives us more signal without multiplying impact fivefold.”

“That slows us down.”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“If the banner is ready by two, maybe two or three hours.”

Anika considered.

Jen said nothing.

Arun nodded once.

Kamal said, “That is testable.”

Anika looked at Tamsin.

“And if the data is clean after an hour?”

“I support expanding.”

“Not another meeting?”

“No.”

“Put that in writing.”

“I was going to.”

“I know. I wanted the pleasure of requesting documentation.”

At 11:47, Tamsin sent the recommendation to Frances.

Frances replied:

Agree. Product owns expansion after mitigation criteria met. Please record criteria in release log.

Then:

Also, this is why the role exists.

Tamsin read that sentence longer than she expected.

For months, she had complained to Leonie that her job consisted of optimising things she did not care about.

This morning she had spent nearly three hours on a password-recovery redirect.

On paper, it was exactly the sort of thing she claimed not to care about.

But she cared about the decision.

She cared that customer support had been heard before the rollout multiplied.

She cared that engineering had not been blamed for a metric that had been defined too narrowly.

She cared that Anika could keep moving without pretending risk was zero.

That was inconvenient.

Meaningful work had been easier to imagine when it was somewhere else.

*

At one o’clock, Reuben met Priya at a café near the test centre because both of them had forty minutes and neither wanted to spend those forty minutes inside a parked tuition car.

Priya arrived with a sandwich and put her phone face down.

“Beth’s father apologised for going around me.”

“Good.”

“He also asked for two extra lessons.”

“Do you have space?”

“One.”

“Do you think she needs two?”

“No.”

“Then excellent. We have solved one half of capitalism.”

Priya unwrapped the sandwich.

“The part where demand exceeds supply?”

“The part where people believe the owner has secret inventory.”

She smiled.

Reuben took out his notebook.

“I wanted to ask you something.”

“That sounds administrative.”

“It is.”

“Then I would like to revise my decision to work here.”

“You signed.”

“I was young.”

“It was yesterday.”

“I have changed.”

He ignored this.

“I think we need a rule about learner reassignment and parent complaints.”

Priya stopped joking.

“Yes.”

Reuben continued.

“Not because of today only. If you are permanent, people need to know I am not the appeal court for every judgement call.”

“You are still the owner.”

“I know.”

“So sometimes you are the appeal court.”

“Unfortunately.”

“The distinction matters.”

“That is what I am trying to write.”

Priya leaned over the notebook.

He had written:

COMPLAINTS / SECOND OPINIONS / CHANGING INSTRUCTOR

Underneath were three bullets, all crossed out.

Priya read the first.

“‘Instructor judgement should normally stand.’”

“Too vague.”

“Second: ‘Owner will not override instructor without evidence.’”

“Sounds like a constitution.”

“Third: ‘Do not ask Reuben if Priya said no.’”

“That one is clear.”

“It is also apparently aimed at children.”

“Have you met customers?”

He laughed.

Priya took the pen.

“Try this. If a learner wants a second assessment, that is allowed. But it should be an actual assessment, booked and recorded, not a phone call where you read my notes and improvise.”

Reuben nodded.

“That is good.”

“And if the issue is service, behaviour, scheduling, money, or safety, they can come directly to you.”

“Yes.”

“And if it is readiness for test, the instructor responsible makes the recommendation unless a formal second assessment happens.”

“Yes.”

She wrote it down.

Reuben watched.

“You are good at this.”

“I have had managers.”

“That is not the same as management training.”

“It is sometimes more educational.”

He accepted the point.

Priya handed the notebook back.

“Also, your permanent contract says I have professional discretion.”

“It does.”

“So if you want me to act like an employee rather than a subcontractor you can summon, you need to let me actually own parts of the work.”

Reuben winced slightly.

“Did I make you feel summoned?”

“Not yet.”

“Good.”

“But you schedule by text like a man dispatching emergency vehicles.”

“I am concise.”

“You sent me ‘Friday 14:00 available. Take?’ at 6:12 this morning.”

“You were awake.”

“I was not.”

“You replied.”

“I made the mistake of touching my phone.”

Reuben wrote another note.

COMMUNICATION HOURS.

Priya pointed.

“That one is for you.”

“I know.”

“You wrote it as though it is a company issue.”

“I am the company issue.”

She took a bite of sandwich.

“That is promising.”

*

The banner passed testing at 1:48.

Rollout moved from five percent to ten at 2:05.

At 2:11, Frances asked whether the executive deck was done.

At 2:12, Marcus asked whether Tamsin could join a customer-feedback review at three.

At 2:14, Jen sent the first support update: no repeat-recovery tickets yet.

At 2:17, Anika sent:

Can we call one hour at 3:05 or do you want full sixty minutes after meaningful traffic begins?

Tamsin replied:

Full sixty from meaningful traffic. 3:20.

Anika:

I regret hiring you into process.

Tamsin:

You did not hire me.

Anika:

I regret whoever did.

At 2:23, Leonie sent a photograph of a sandwich from a courthouse corridor.

My lunch has become evidence.

Tamsin replied:

Mine became a meeting.

Leonie:

Worse.

Tamsin looked at the time.

She had not eaten.

This was not an emergency. It was not even particularly dramatic. Nobody had forced her to skip lunch. No manager had said stay at your desk.

She had simply kept going because there was always another thing that could be done before the next thing.

She took her lunch from the refrigerator and went outside.

The office courtyard was mostly empty.

She sat on a low wall with a container of noodles and did not open the laptop.

Three minutes later Marcus came outside.

He saw her, then looked at the empty space beside her.

“Am I allowed?”

“Yes.”

He sat.

For thirty seconds neither spoke.

Then Marcus said, “Good call this morning.”

“Frances made the call.”

“You made the recommendation.”

“After asking four people.”

“That is normally how good recommendations happen.”

Tamsin ate.

Marcus looked tired.

She said, “How long was this role open before Jen left?”

“Jen has not left.”

“Before she moved back to support operations.”

“About four months.”

“And nobody filled it?”

“We kept dividing it.”

“Among whom?”

Marcus counted on his fingers.

“Me. Anika. Frances. Delivery managers. Occasionally Jen, which was the problem because she was supposed to be leaving the work.”

“So the temporary role exists because the work existed anyway.”

“Yes.”

“And the thirty-percent reduction in my old roadmap is real?”

“It is supposed to be.”

“That answer contains a legal escape hatch.”

Marcus looked at her.

“If people keep sending you old work, forward it to me.”

“All of it?”

“If it is part of the agreed reduction.”

“You will become unpopular.”

“I have a management title. Some of the compensation is for that.”

Tamsin smiled.

“Do you know what worries me?”

“That you like the role.”

She stopped.

Marcus laughed.

“That was visible?”

“Painfully.”

“I do not like it.”

“You reorganised the risk summary before ten.”

“That proves nothing.”

“You enjoyed making Anika define rollout criteria.”

“That was public service.”

“You made Frances add decision ownership to the role document.”

“That was necessary.”

Marcus stood.

“I will let you continue not liking it.”

Tamsin pointed her fork at him.

“This is temporary.”

“Yes.”

“Three months.”

“Yes.”

“Six-week review.”

“Yes.”

“Do not narrate me into a career decision.”

Marcus raised both hands.

“I would not dare.”

He walked back inside.

Tamsin looked at the noodles.

Then at the office windows.

She did not know whether she wanted the job.

That was different from not caring about it.

She finished lunch before going back upstairs.

*

At 3:23, the data was clean enough to be useful.

No repeat-recovery
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