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"The watcher believes he is invisible.

The watched believes she is imagining things.

Between these two certainties, everything happens."

 

— Anonymous

 

 

 

"To be observed is not the same as to be known.

But it can feel exactly like it."

 

— from a marginalia note, author unknown

 


 

 

 

 

 

ACT ONE



The Machine Welcomes You

 


CHAPTER ONE

"First Day"



 

She had been sitting in the car for thirty-five minutes, which was twenty-five minutes longer than she'd planned and about ten minutes into the range she privately classified as excessive. The engine was off. The air conditioning was off. The parking garage of the Meridian Group building held the heat of the desert morning in its concrete bones, and even in the shadow of level four, the air that came through the cracked window smelled of asphalt and something older, the particular mineral smell of rock that has been baked for decades and has given up trying to cool itself down.

It was 7:52 AM on a Monday in October. Sarai DeLancey was not nervous. She was prepared. These were two different things, and she had learned, over the course of thirty-two years and seven years of professional operations coordination and one marriage she never technically had but that had cost her as much as most marriages cost people, to understand the difference clearly. Nervous was uncontrolled. Prepared was the opposite of nervous. She was prepared.

The car was a 2019 Camry, silver, always clean. Not spotless in the way of obsession but clean in the way of discipline — the way she'd learned to maintain things that were entirely hers. The mats were free of grit. The cupholder held a paper coffee cup, now empty, from the gas station three blocks from her apartment on East Serene Avenue, the one that opened at five-thirty and where the woman behind the counter had greeted Sarai this morning with the particular neutrality of someone who had seen too many people pass through to perform enthusiasm at six AM. Sarai appreciated that. She'd gotten a medium coffee, black, and drunk it in the car on the drive over, and then sat here in the garage and done nothing for thirty-five minutes.

The coffee cup was the only thing in the car that could be called disorder. She would throw it away in the first trash can she passed inside the building. She had already decided this.

What she was wearing: a structured black blazer over a charcoal silk shell, charcoal slacks with a crease she'd pressed herself the night before, low black heels that were professional without being uncomfortable because she had made that mistake — at her interview at Breckenridge Partners six years ago, heels she'd regretted by noon — and would not make it again. Her earrings were her grandmother's: small gold hoops, eighteen-karat, the kind of jewelry that announces nothing about itself but is always exactly right. She'd stood in front of her bathroom mirror at six-forty-five holding them in her palm for a moment before putting them in, not quite thinking about her grandmother, not quite thinking about anything, just holding the small warm weight of them the way you hold something that has traveled through time to reach you and wants to help.

Her hair was natural, coiled close, shaped and maintained the way she maintained all things — with care, with intention, without apology. She'd read the employee handbook cover to cover two days ago and there was a dress code policy — "Brand Representation Standards," they called it — and she'd parsed every line of it with the particular attention she gave to rules she suspected might be deployed against her, and found nothing she could point to explicitly, and decided to feel okay about that. She felt okay about that.

For breakfast she'd made oatmeal — steel-cut, with a handful of blueberries and a drizzle of honey from a jar that was getting low — and eaten perhaps a third of it standing at her kitchen counter before putting the bowl in the sink and deciding she wasn't actually hungry, that the feeling she was having was not hunger. She would be hungry later, probably around eleven. She would eat then. This seemed fine.

She had been in operations coordination for seven years. She had managed vendor networks, logistics matrices, client communication protocols, onboarding timelines, expense systems, crisis response workflows. She had managed an event for four hundred people when half the catering order didn't arrive and pulled it off with forty-five minutes and a Costco rotisserie chicken situation she still found mildly funny. She had been the most organized person in every room she'd ever worked in. She was good at this. She knew she was good at this in the way that people who are truly good at things know it — not with arrogance, which requires performance, but with a quiet settled certainty that exists somewhere behind the sternum, below the level of thought, like knowing which direction is north.

She had left Breckenridge Partners eight weeks ago. She had not left in anger, exactly, though anger was part of it. She had left in the particular exhaustion that comes from a year of smiling in meetings while something deeper in you goes very still, the way animals go still before a storm. She had left because of a promotion that didn't happen — Account Operations Manager, a title she had earned so completely that the announcement of Gerald Hutchins in the role had felt not like a disappointment but like a category error, like being told that two plus two equals Gerald Hutchins. Gerald was fine. Gerald was adequate. Gerald had been there longer, which counted for something in a culture that measured loyalty in years rather than output. Gerald had also, over the course of the previous eighteen months, systematically incorporated Sarai's restructuring of the vendor communication workflow — a workflow she had built from scratch, documented, and presented — into his own portfolio review, describing it in the first person, in front of Thomas Ellerby, the VP who made promotion decisions, as a system he had "developed and implemented." She had been in the room. She had sat very still in her chair and kept her face entirely neutral and thought: I see you. She had not said: I see you. She had said, when Ellerby turned to her and asked if she had anything to add, "I think Gerald's done a great job articulating the new approach." Which was technically true. Gerald had done a great job articulating it. That was, in fact, the only part of it he had done.

She did not think about Gerald now, because she had made a rule about not thinking about Gerald after she left. She had made several rules about things she would not bring with her to the next chapter. These rules were aspirational; she kept most of them.

At 7:54, she picked up her notebook from the passenger seat — a Leuchtturm1917, dark green, the kind she'd bought in packs of two because running out of notebook mid-project was not a thing she was willing to let happen — and wrote three things at the top of the first blank page:

Listen first. Learn the actual structure, not the org chart. Don't try to fix anything for sixty days.

She looked at the third item. She'd learned this one the hard way at Breckenridge. She had ideas within the first week, real ideas, structural ideas, and she had brought them forward with exactly the kind of enthusiasm that reads as threatening to people who have been there longer and have not yet decided whether you are safe. She would not do that again. She would wait. Sixty days. She'd read somewhere that sixty days was the threshold between being new and being established, the point at which your contributions started being received as additions rather than corrections.

She capped the pen. She put the notebook in her bag. She picked up the empty coffee cup.

She got out of the car.

✦   ✦   ✦

The lobby of the Meridian Group building was the kind of space that spent money on the impression of restraint. Marble floors — not white marble, which would have been too obvious, but a deep charcoal gray veined with threads of lighter stone, the kind that suggested substance and staying power. The ceiling was high, maybe twenty feet, with recessed lighting positioned with enough precision that the whole space existed in a state of controlled illumination: bright enough to signal professionalism, warm enough to not feel clinical. There was a water feature near the left wall, a flat panel of water moving in a thin sheet over a stone face, which produced almost no sound but created a sense of sound, of gentle motion, the suggestion of calm in a space that was fundamentally about controlled urgency.

Behind the reception desk — a curved piece of dark wood that was either very expensive or made to look it — sat a young woman named Priya. The nameplate said so: Priya. She was perhaps twenty-five, South Asian, with a perfect blowout and a blazer in a shade of deep mauve that was so specific and so right it had clearly been chosen deliberately. She smiled at Sarai the way people smile when smiling is load-bearing for their professional function — genuinely enough to pass, warmly enough to not read as hollow, but with the quality of a muscle performing a familiar action rather than a face responding to a feeling. Her eyes were kind and also somewhere else entirely.

"Good morning," Priya said. "How can I help you?"

"Sarai DeLancey," Sarai said. "I'm starting today. Client Operations."

"Of course." Priya was already reaching under the desk. She produced a visitor lanyard — temporary, white, with MERIDIAN GROUP EMPLOYEE — DAY ONE printed on the tag — and set it on the counter with the practiced motion of someone who has done this many times and finds it neither tedious nor interesting. "Deborah Holt from HR will be with you in just a moment. Can I get you anything? Water, coffee?"

"I'm fine, thank you."

"There are seats just there." Priya gestured toward a grouping of low chairs in charcoal and sand upholstery along the left wall, positioned so that anyone sitting in them faced the reception desk and the building's main entrance. Sarai went and sat in one of them.

On the wall behind the reception desk, to the right of where Priya sat, ran a long display of framed photographs and printed client testimonials. They were the kind of thing that was meant to be impressive but that most people looked at for approximately four seconds — the visual equivalent of a handshake, asserting credibility without demanding engagement. Sarai looked at them for longer than four seconds, because she was early and because this was the kind of thing she paid attention to. The photographs showed events: a ballroom set for a gala, a boardroom arranged for a conference, a desert property under string lights at golden hour. The spaces were beautiful in a specific corporate way, beautiful the way a luxury hotel room is beautiful — designed to produce the feeling of luxury without any of the mess of individual personality. The testimonials were in various fonts, attributed to companies rather than people. "Meridian's coordination of our Q3 leadership summit was flawless from start to finish." "We rely on The Meridian Group to execute at the highest level, every time." "Unparalleled attention to detail and client service."

She read all of them. She thought: this is a company that believes in its own image. She thought: that can be good or bad depending on what sits beneath it. She thought: sixty days.

The building smelled of something expensive and synthetic — a scent system, she realized after a moment, the kind that high-end hotels and corporate lobbies installed to create a consistent olfactory brand. Something clean and slightly floral without being identifiable as any specific flower. It smelled like the idea of freshness rather than freshness itself.

Deborah Holt arrived at 8:08. She was, Sarai estimated, in her late fifties: a white woman with steel-gray hair cut in a precise bob, wearing a navy blazer and an expression of focused neutrality that Sarai recognized as the professional face of someone who handled significant complexity all day and had long since stopped wasting facial expressions on it. She was not unfriendly. She was not exactly friendly. She was efficient in the way of a very well-maintained machine, and Sarai immediately respected this about her.

"Ms. DeLancey." She extended her hand. Her grip was firm, brief, conclusive. "Deborah Holt, Human Resources. Welcome to The Meridian Group. Shall we get started?"

They went to a conference room on the second floor — not an impressive conference room, just a functional one, with a round table and four chairs and a window that looked into an interior courtyard where a tree in a large planter was doing its patient best. Deborah set a folder in front of Sarai and opened it with the economy of motion that characterized everything she did.

The next hour and forty minutes covered: benefits enrollment, payroll setup, network access credentials, parking allocation, the Meridian Group Employee Code of Conduct (seventeen pages, which Sarai read while Deborah waited), the Social Media and Communications Policy, the Confidentiality Agreement, the Non-Disclosure Agreement, the Non-Solicitation Agreement, and the document they called Brand Representation Standards.

This last one Sarai read with particular care. It was six pages. It covered dress code — business professional for client-facing days, business casual permitted on non-client days, with a three-page appendix of examples — and it covered something Sarai had not encountered in quite this form before: a provision stating that all employees were considered representatives of The Meridian Group at any "professional or quasi-professional event or gathering," including but not limited to industry conferences, client social events, company-sponsored functions, and "any event where a Meridian client or partner may reasonably be expected to be in attendance." The language around social conduct was precise in a way that suggested it had been written by legal counsel after something specific had happened. She did not ask about the specific thing. She signed the page.

Deborah watched her sign each document with the practiced detachment of someone who had seen thousands of people sign things they would not re-read and would never think about again until the day those documents became relevant. She collected each signed page and added it to a neat stack.

"Any questions?" Deborah asked at the end, which Sarai understood was a formality rather than an invitation.

"Not at this stage," Sarai said. "I'm sure I'll have questions as I get oriented."

"You can always reach me directly." Deborah placed a business card on the table, printed simply: DEBORAH HOLT, HUMAN RESOURCES DIRECTOR. A phone extension. An email. Nothing excess. "I do keep an open-door policy for substantive matters. For administrative questions, Jenna in HR operations is your first contact." Another card. "Ready to see the floor?"

"Yes," Sarai said. She was. She gathered her notebook and her bag and stood, and she felt, for the first time that morning, something that was less about nerves and more about the particular quality of attention that rises in her when she is about to understand something new. The floor plan. The people. The actual topology of how this place worked. She was good at reading rooms. She had always been good at reading rooms. It was both her greatest professional skill and, her therapist had told her in their last session eighteen months ago, a feature that had developed, as such features sometimes do, in response to an environment that was not safe enough to navigate without it.

She had stopped going to that therapist. Not because the sessions were not useful but because the sessions were becoming increasingly useful in ways that required her to feel things she did not currently have time to feel. She planned to go back. She had been planning to go back for eighteen months.

✦   ✦   ✦

The ninth floor smelled different from the lobby — less designed, more lived-in. The scent system apparently did not reach this far, and what replaced it was the ordinary composite smell of an open-plan office: coffee, someone's lunch warming somewhere, the particular neutral odor of recycled air and carpet and the low electrical hum of many machines working simultaneously. Sarai found this reassuring. This was real. This was where people actually spent their time.

The Client Operations floor was an open plan interrupted by three glass-walled offices along the north wall, a row of conference rooms along the east wall with their doors currently closed, a large central workspace of maybe thirty desks arranged in loose clusters, and along the west wall, a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows that looked west toward a sky so bleached with heat and light that it was barely distinguishable from white. In the far distance, the shapes of casino towers emerged from the haze like monuments to something: the Bellagio, the Aria, the ARIA's mirrored face catching the October sun and throwing it back diffusely. It was a famous skyline and also a deeply strange one, the kind of city profile that happens when money and desert and human aspiration collide without interference. Sarai had lived in Las Vegas for four years. She still found the view surprising.

When Deborah walked her onto the floor, the ambient sound of keyboards slowed and then continued, but in those two or three seconds of near-silence, Sarai felt the particular specific weight of being looked at. She kept her face neutral and pleasant. She walked at Deborah's pace, which was deliberate and unhurried. She made eye contact with the people who made eye contact with her. Most of them nodded. A couple of them did something with their faces that was approximately welcoming. Nobody smiled first — not because they were unfriendly, she read, but because they were mid-task and the social energy required to commit to a full smile at a stranger was more than the situation demanded. She was being assessed. She was assessing them. This was fine. This was how it worked.

"Client Operations occupies the central workspace and the three offices on the north wall," Deborah said, walking as she spoke. "Senior Manager is in the corner office." She gestured without pointing directly, a small motion of the wrist. "Senior Account Manager has the middle office. The third is a shared meeting space. Your desk is here."

Here was a workstation in the second cluster from the west wall, positioned such that the windows were off to her left when she sat down — the light would come from the left, which she noted and approved of — and the central aisle was in front of her. She would be able to see most of the floor from this desk. She would also be visible from most of the floor. She noted this too, filed it, did not assign it meaning yet.

The desk was clean. The monitor was already there, already connected, the screen dark and waiting. There was a keyboard and a mouse, both new, still with that slight tackiness of objects recently unpackaged. There was a desk phone, a black organizer tray, and in the center of the clear space of desk surface, a card.

The card was a four-by-six cream-colored rectangle folded in half. On the front, in printed block letters: WELCOME TO THE TEAM. Inside, seven signatures in different colored pens, each with a name written neatly beside it or below it, in the particular varied penmanship of people who had each signed independently and at different times. She read all seven names: Kevin, Paula R., Christine, Marcus L., Jennifer T., Raj, and one she couldn't quite make out — it might have been Darius, it might have been Darian, the D was unmistakable but the rest was a kind of flourish that prioritized personality over legibility. In dark blue ink, pressed firmly into the card, clearly written by someone accustomed to signing things.

She closed the card. She set it at the top-right corner of her desk, aligned parallel to the edge.

"Your login credentials are in the welcome email from IT," Deborah said. "Systems access should propagate by ten. Your manager will be by — Darius Sinclair, Senior Manager — but he has a client call until eleven. Kevin Marsh will be your buddy for onboarding; he'll check in with you this morning." She said all of this in the way she'd said everything: efficiently, from memory, with the confidence of someone who ran this script regularly and saw no reason to embellish it. "Any questions?"

"No," Sarai said. "Thank you, Deborah."

Deborah nodded, which was as close to warmth as her register apparently extended, and walked back toward the elevator.

Sarai sat down at her desk.

✦   ✦   ✦

The first hours of a new job are their own distinct kind of experience, different from any other threshold crossing Sarai could think of. Different from the first day of school (you are a child, everything is new, there is no accumulated professional self to protect). Different from a first date (the stakes are more specific and the exit routes are clearer). More like — she had thought about this before, at Breckenridge, at the hotel event company before Breckenridge, at the nonprofit where she'd started her career straight out of UNLV — more like the first night in a new apartment: you know the general shape of the space, you've signed the lease, you've brought all your things, but the logic of it is still entirely foreign. Where does the morning light actually come from? What do the neighbors sound like? What does it feel like to be here when nothing is happening?

Kevin Marsh appeared at her desk at nine-fifteen. He was twenty-nine, she'd later learn, though he read younger — a rangy white man with the open, slightly startled quality of someone who had emerged from college without quite losing the social rhythms of it. He was wearing a gray button-down and khaki trousers and had the careful friendliness of someone who had been briefed on making the new person feel welcome and was taking the assignment seriously.

"Sarai!" He said her name with the particular emphasis of someone who has rehearsed it in advance, making sure they had it right. "Hey, I'm Kevin. I'm your onboarding buddy, which basically means if you have any questions and you don't want to bother Darius, I'm the go-to." He grinned. "Not that Darius is unapproachable. He's not. He's actually really accessible. I just mean like, small questions. Where's the bathroom, what's the Wi-Fi password, that kind of thing."

"I appreciate that," Sarai said. She meant it.

"The bathroom is down that hall, past the printer bay, on the right. Women's has a code — it's 2847, I'll write it down. Wi-Fi is on your welcome sheet. The main thing you'll need to know is that the shared drive has like seven different versions of the event template and only one of them is actually current, so ask me or Christine before you use any of them. Christine's in the far cluster, she's been here forever, she knows everything." He paused to breathe. "Any questions so far?"

"Not yet," Sarai said. "But I have a feeling I will."

"That's the right answer," Kevin said, with the approval of someone whose job this morning was to generate that answer. "Okay, I'll let you get set up. I'm right over there if you need me." He pointed to a desk two clusters over, visible from where she sat. He went back to it, and she saw him sit down and immediately glance over at her, checking, and then look away.

She set up her email. She created folders in her inbox in the way she always did: by project, by urgency, by sender category, with a flag system she'd refined over three jobs and two hundred events. She connected her phone to the corporate Wi-Fi, which required downloading an authentication app and entering a code twice before it worked. She logged into the shared drive and began, methodically, to read the folder structure — not the files yet, just the architecture, understanding the logic of how things had been organized and what that logic revealed about priorities. A company's filing system was always a kind of map. The things that were named clearly and organized well were the things people cared about and returned to often. The things buried under six layers of oddly named subfolders were the things that had been handed off repeatedly and belonged, in the emotional life of the organization, to nobody.

She ate her lunch at her desk. She had brought lunch — a container of leftover quinoa salad with roasted sweet potato and arugula, which had seemed like the right kind of lunch to bring to a first day, nourishing and prepared and not smelly. She didn't know where people ate yet. She had seen a few people disappear in the direction of the elevator around noon and had noted this without yet understanding the pattern. She would ask Kevin tomorrow. Today she ate at her desk and read vendor contact files and made a list in her notebook.

The list had nineteen items. Things to learn, people to introduce herself to properly, processes to understand, questions to ask when she had established enough credibility to ask them without seeming incompetent. The list made her feel better in the particular way that lists always made her feel better: it transformed the formless anxiety of the unfamiliar into something bounded and completable. She had always been a list-maker. Her therapist had once asked whether the lists helped her feel in control or helped her tolerate the feeling of not being in control. Sarai had considered this seriously and said: both, and I'm not sure there's a meaningful difference. Her therapist had not disagreed.

The afternoon passed the way first afternoons pass — in the particular combination of low-grade stimulation and genuine boredom, the back-and-forth between moments of engaged reading and stretches of staring at a screen full of information that had not yet organized itself into meaning. She read through three client account summaries. She read the current quarter's event schedule. She read the vendor performance review protocol from last year and made a note of two places where it could be simplified without losing accuracy, and then looked at her note and thought: sixty days. She did not add the simplifications to her to-do list. She moved the note to the back of the notebook.

At three-forty-five, she made herself a cup of coffee in the small kitchen area off the main floor — a Nespresso machine, clean and well-maintained, with a modest selection of pods in a wicker basket. She chose a medium roast. She stood for a moment in the kitchen, which was empty, and looked through the narrow window at the wall of another building, and thought about the fact that she was here, at a new job, in the life she had built after Marcus, after Breckenridge, after a year of being perfectly still and then deciding that stillness was not the same as safety. She had applied for this job eight weeks ago. She had prepared intensively for the interview. She had made herself a list of reasons this was the right move and kept it in her nightstand and reread it when the doubt came at three AM in the particular form doubt takes at three AM. She was here now. She was doing it.

She took her coffee back to her desk.

✦   ✦   ✦

At almost exactly four o'clock, she became aware of a presence at the periphery of her desk. Not at the desk — not in front of it, not leaning over it, not in the direct field of vision she had oriented toward her monitor. Somewhere off to the left, at an angle. The particular quality of awareness that lifts in you when someone is close without having announced themselves. Not sound, exactly — there was ambient sound all around her, keyboards, the low murmur of someone on a call two desks over, the distant muted ping of the elevator. Not even really movement. Just — a weight in the air, a sense of spatial occupation, the kind of thing the body registers before the mind catches up to it.

She looked up.

He was standing perhaps eight feet away, near her desk but not at it, slightly off to the left — not facing her directly but at an oblique angle, the way someone stands when they are ostensibly doing something else and the fact that they are near you is incidental. He was looking at his phone. Or he had been looking at his phone; when she looked up he was in the process of the look she had interrupted, glancing up from the phone's screen at the same moment she looked up from hers, so that their eyes met in the particular way that happens when two people are both looking at the same moment and neither of them planned it.

He was tall — genuinely tall, not the politely described tall that meant five-eleven, but the kind that registered immediately as a physical fact about the space he occupied, a quality of vertical presence. He was wearing a dark charcoal suit that fit him the way clothing fits a person who has worn good clothing long enough that it no longer reads as costume. He had the composed, settled quality of someone who moved through professional spaces with the unconscious certainty of having always belonged in them. He was in his late thirties, she thought. He was Black, with the kind of face that would have read as friendly in a photograph but read as something more specific in person — something attentive, something watchful, behind the ease of the expression.

He looked at her for a beat — maybe two beats, unhurried — and then he said, without preamble, without the social scaffolding of hello or excuse me or are you the new person: "You're Sarai."

Not a question. The declarative certainty of someone who has already confirmed a fact and is simply acknowledging it aloud. Like reading a note he'd already written.

"I am," she said.

He nodded — a brief, complete nod, the nod of someone who has received information that confirms something — and then he was already moving, already gone, disappearing around the glass partition that separated the central workspace from the corridor leading to the corner office. She turned to follow his movement with her eyes and caught only the edge of him, the back of a dark suit jacket, turning a corner.

She looked down at her desk. She looked at the welcome card, at the seven signatures in seven colors. She found the one in dark blue ink — Darius or Darian, the D firm and the rest a kind of authorized flourish. She looked at it for a moment longer than she'd looked at the others.

Darius Sinclair, her manager. The Senior Manager of Client Operations. He had walked past her desk at four PM on her first day, at an angle, looking at his phone, and said her name in a way that was not a question, and then walked away. It was a greeting. It was exactly the kind of casual, minimal greeting that someone makes when they are busy and passing through and have clocked the new person and mean to say, in the efficient shorthand of professional life: I see you, you're registered, we'll do the formal version later.

That was what it was.

Her first thought, which rose without invitation and which she dismissed with practiced speed: he knew exactly where her desk was before he looked up.

She dismissed this thought because it was the kind of thought that, if she allowed it, led to a kind of thinking she didn't like in herself — the hypervigilant, pattern-seeking, prepare-for-the-worst kind of thinking that had served her when she needed it and cost her when she didn't. He was her manager. He had looked at the seating plan, or Deborah had told him, or Kevin had pointed her out. He knew her name because he was her manager. The position of his body near her desk was incidental, or it was the particular geometry of a person who was already moving in one direction and stopped briefly to acknowledge a new report on his way. There was nothing unusual about any of it.

She went back to the vendor contact file she had been reading. She was thorough and careful for the next forty-five minutes. She logged off at five-thirty, precisely, and gathered her bag and her notebook and the empty coffee cup she had been meaning to throw away all day, and she walked to the elevator.

In the lobby, passing the framed testimonials again on her way out, she tossed the coffee cup in the trash can near the door. She pushed through the glass door into the October heat, which hit her like something physical, like a hand pressed flat against her face — the dry, relentless, deeply personal heat of Las Vegas in October, which should have begun to soften by now and had not. The parking garage was concrete and shadow, and her footsteps were very audible in it, and her silver Camry was where she'd left it, clean and correct and entirely hers.

She sat in it for a moment without starting the engine. She looked at herself in the rearview mirror: the blazer, the earrings, the face she'd composed very carefully that morning and had kept composed all day. She looked fine. She looked, actually, good. She looked like someone who belonged in a glass-tower office overlooking the bleached Las Vegas skyline, and that was something she had worked for, the right to look like she belonged, the particular effort that Black women expend daily in spaces that were not originally designed to contain them.

She started the car. She drove home. She made dinner, she watched thirty minutes of something on her laptop, she read for twenty minutes, she turned out the light.

The first day was done. She had gotten through it. She had done her job.

She slept, if not deeply, at least without incident — the particular shallow sleep of a person whose nervous system is still processing a new environment, cataloguing it, deciding whether it is safe.

It decided: probably. For now. Probably.

 


CHAPTER TWO

"The Ecosystem"


 

By the second week, she had begun to understand the actual shape of the place.

Every organization has two structures: the one on the org chart, which is real in the sense that it governs titles and reporting lines and the formatting of email signatures, and the one that actually exists, which governs information flow and social capital and the specific gravity of different people's opinions in different rooms. The org chart structure was simple enough at Meridian: Thomas Caine, VP of Operations, at the top, then Senior Managers, then Account Managers, then Coordinators, then the administrative layer. What Sarai had been learning, in the particular way she learned these things — quietly, through observation, through the patient mapping of who glanced at whom when a decision was announced and who didn't bother — was the second structure. The real one.

Power at Meridian flowed from Caine downward, but it pooled in unexpected places. Paula Reyes, Senior Account Manager, held more actual institutional authority than her title suggested — she had long-standing client relationships that predated Caine's tenure, which meant she had knowledge about those clients that Caine needed and could not easily replicate. Darius Sinclair, as Senior Manager of Client Operations, had formal authority over Sarai's entire team, but his actual power extended laterally as well: he was visibly easy with Caine, could make Caine laugh in ways that other people couldn't, and this ease produced a kind of halo that meant his assessments of situations and people were given weight that other managers' weren't. Christine Ellison, Admin Assistant, had the particular invisible power of the person who knew where everything actually was — the files, the relationships, the history, the things that had been decided before anyone currently in the room had been present for the deciding. Christine's power was the power of institutional memory, and it was enormous, and it operated so quietly that most people on the floor had no idea it was there.

Sarai did not have power yet. She was aware of this and not troubled by it. Power in a new environment was always a lagging indicator; it accumulated through competence and time and the specific social labor of being reliably useful. She was working on all three.

✦   ✦   ✦

Kevin Marsh, she decided by Tuesday of the second week, was genuinely harmless and genuinely well-meaning, which were not as common a combination as they sounded. He talked too much — not in the aggressively egotistical way of people who talk too much because they believe their opinions are important, but in the way of people who are slightly anxious and fill silence with language because silence feels like absence of approval. He had been at Meridian for three years. He knew the workflow reasonably well. He did not know the politics at all, not because he was unobservant but because he appeared to have made an unconscious decision, somewhere in his first year, not to engage with the political layer of the office. This was a coping mechanism. Sarai recognized it and respected it while knowing it was not available to her.

On Tuesday he brought her coffee without asking — a Nespresso from the kitchen, the same medium roast he always used, which was fine but not her preference. She thanked him and drank it. He sat on the edge of the empty desk beside hers for twelve minutes and told her, with genuine enthusiasm, about the Henderson Conference, which was a quarterly client event that Meridian coordinated for a regional banking group and which Kevin described as "actually the most organized thing we do all year because the client basically tells us exactly what they want and then doesn't change their mind." He said this like it was rare. She gathered that it was.

She asked about the Hargrove Group, which she'd seen referenced in several files. Kevin made a face — not a dramatic face, just the faint contraction of someone recalling something mildly unpleasant. "Oh, that's a whole thing," he said. "Hargrove's been a client for like two years and they're — they're great, they're a good account, it's just that the contract from the original engagement had some issues and we've been kind of managing around them. Paula knows the details." He shrugged in the way of someone who had decided that the details were not his responsibility and had found peace there. "Paula knows everything, honestly. If you're going to know one person on this floor, know Paula."

Sarai filed this. She noted that Kevin had given her advice about a colleague in terms of what that colleague could do for Sarai, which was useful advice, but had offered nothing about what Paula was actually like or what their relationship history was, which suggested that Kevin's knowledge of people was primarily functional rather than relational. Also useful to know.

✦   ✦   ✦

Paula Reyes had not come to Sarai. Sarai had gone to Paula.

On Wednesday of the second week, she waited until she saw Paula at the coffee station — a moment when Paula was alone, standing with a mug of tea she had made herself from a tea bag she'd produced from her own small stash (this, Sarai recognized, was the move of a person who had long since stopped trusting communal supplies), looking at her phone with the concentrated expression of someone in the middle of a thought she did not want interrupted. Sarai judged the moment carefully and approached anyway, because there would never be a perfectly convenient moment and she could not learn the landscape from a distance.

"Paula? I'm Sarai — I started last week, I'm in ops coordination."

Paula looked up from her phone with the precise speed of someone who was interrupted but does not intend to show that she was interrupted. Her face was elegant and somewhat guarded, the kind of face that had once been more open and had learned, over time, to release information in controlled quantities. She was perhaps forty-four, Sarai thought, with dark hair in a low chignon and the particular pulled-together quality of a woman who left nothing to chance in how she presented herself, not because she was vain — the effect was too careful for vanity — but because she understood that her presentation was a professional tool and she maintained it accordingly.

"I know who you are," Paula said, and because she smiled slightly when she said it, it did not come out as a correction. "I was going to come introduce myself properly. I've just been — it's been a week." She said this last sentence in the tone of someone acknowledging a fact about weather: not complaining, just noting the condition. "How are you settling in?"

"Getting there," Sarai said. "Still learning the map."

"The map," Paula repeated, with something in her expression that might have been appreciation. "That's a good way to put it. It's not the most straightforward place to navigate."

"Most places aren't," Sarai said.

Paula looked at her for a moment with the particular quality of someone recalibrating their initial assessment — not dramatically, just a small upward revision. "No," she agreed. "They're not." She picked up her tea. "I have a call in four minutes, but let's get lunch sometime this week. There are things about the accounts structure that are easier to explain in conversation than in the files."

"I'd really appreciate that," Sarai said.

They did not get lunch that week. Sarai's calendar read, correctly, that this was not unusual — Paula was the kind of person whose schedule was real and whose good intentions were also real and whose good intentions regularly collided with her schedule. She would ask again. She would get there.

✦   ✦   ✦

Marcus Lyle had a different last name than her ex-partner and a different face and a different everything, but she had his name logged in her email for three days before she could see it in her inbox without a quarter-second of something moving through her — not recognition, exactly, not even muscle memory, just the particular jolt of a word that has a life history attached to it. Marcus. She had loved a man named Marcus for three years and then spent two years un-learning everything that love had taught her about herself, most of which had turned out to be wrong. She did not think about this Marcus, this office Marcus, as anything other than a colleague. He was thirty-six, quiet, perpetually slightly behind on his deliverables in a way that everyone knew about and nobody addressed directly, which told her something about the culture of accountability, or its absence, in this specific cluster. He was not unkind. He was simply the kind of person who occupied space without quite filling it.

He had nodded at her in the hallway on Monday of the second week and said "Hey" in the tone of someone who had been told her name and retained it. She had said hey back. This was the totality of their relationship for now.

✦   ✦   ✦

Christine Ellison appeared at Sarai's desk on Tuesday morning of the second week at eight-fifty, which was before most of the floor had fully populated and while Sarai was in the early, quiet portion of her morning routine — coffee, email triage, the prioritized list of the day's actions. She was carrying a small square of yellow sticky notes and a pen, and she held both with the slightly awkward purposefulness of someone who has decided to do something generous and is now committed to seeing it through before they lose nerve.

"I'm Christine," she said. "Admin support. I was going to introduce myself last week but things were — anyway." She set the sticky note on Sarai's desk. On it, in a neat, small handwriting, were four items: 
— Conference Room B has bad speakerphone. Use C or D for calls. 
— Printer 2 jams on Tuesdays and Thursdays (something about the humidity, nobody's fixed it). 
— Copy Margot Chen on all expense reports, even though the form says not to. She's Caine's EA. It's not protocol but it prevents problems. 
— The cart downstairs does good coffee but runs out of hazelnut syrup by 10:30 most days. Go before 10 if you want it.

Sarai read it. She looked up at Christine, who was watching her with the expression of someone who has offered something and is waiting, without quite wanting to appear to be waiting, to see if it was the right offer.

"Thank you," Sarai said. "This is genuinely useful. All of it."

Christine's expression shifted — not quite into relief, but into the particular warmth of someone who has been right about a person. "I figured," she said. "There's always a bunch of stuff nobody tells you and you spend the first two months accidentally getting it wrong. I thought I'd save you some of it." She paused. "You want to get coffee? The café downstairs, I mean. I was going down in a few minutes."

"Yes," Sarai said, immediately. "Let me just send this one email."

She sent the email. She went.

The café on the building's ground floor was a small, well-lit space that opened off the lobby — six tables, a counter with pastries under glass, an espresso machine operated by a young man named James who had the quality of someone who had made a decision to be excellent at exactly this thing and had been. Christine ordered a flat white. Sarai ordered an Americano and a croissant because she still hadn't had breakfast and the oatmeal situation was becoming a pattern she should probably address.

They sat at the table nearest the window. Outside, the October morning was doing its best — the light was genuinely beautiful, a pale gold through the glass tower opposite, the kind of desert morning light that arrived at an angle and made everything look briefly like a painting before the heat got to it.

"How long have you been at Meridian?" Sarai asked.

"Seven years in March." Christine said it with the particular tone of someone who has found that the length of their tenure produces a specific reaction in people and has made peace with that reaction.

"And you like it?" Sarai asked, and heard in her own voice that she was asking something more specific than the words suggested.

Christine picked up her flat white. She held the mug for a moment with both hands, warming them, which was a gesture that belonged to winter but that some people do in any season out of habit or need for something held. "I know it well," she said. This was a different answer from the one Sarai had asked for. It was also, Sarai noted, an answer. "I know how it works. I know what the rhythms are. I know the clients, I know the files, I know —" she paused, "— the landscape." She said this last word with a small, careful emphasis that Sarai registered but didn't press on.

"Who should I get to know?" Sarai asked. "Really. Not just — officially."

Christine considered this. It was a real consideration — Sarai could see it happening behind her eyes, the sorting of information into what could be shared and what couldn't, the specific editing process of a person who has learned to be careful about what she says and to whom. "Paula Reyes," she said. "She's the one who actually understands how the client relationships work underneath the surface. Kevin's sweet but he doesn't — he doesn't see the whole picture, you know? He's good at what he does and he doesn't really need to see the whole picture to do it." She took a sip. "And Thomas Caine's office communicates through Margot, his EA. Never go directly to Caine unless he's the one who initiated it. It reads as out of scope and he doesn't forget when someone goes out of scope." She said this with the tone of someone who knew exactly how this lesson was usually learned.

"What about Darius Sinclair?" Sarai asked. She said the name neutrally, the way you say the name of your manager when you are asking a professional question about a professional relationship.

There was a pause. Not a dramatic pause — a half-beat, the kind of pause that is so brief it's almost deniable, the kind that happens when someone encounters a question they've been asked before and already know their answer to but don't enjoy giving. "Darius is —" Christine began. She set her mug down. She picked up the small paper napkin under it and folded one corner precisely. "He's very good at his job. He's the most effective person on the floor in terms of getting things done. Clients love him. Caine trusts him. When something goes wrong with an account, Darius is the one who fixes it and makes everyone feel like it went right." She looked at the folded napkin. "He's very attentive."

Another word that held more than its syllables suggested.

"Attentive is good in an account manager," Sarai said.

"Yes," Christine said. "It is." She looked up from the napkin. "Absolutely."

Then Sarai's phone buzzed with an email notification — the kind that shouldn't be ignored — and Christine's did the same, and the moment passed in the ordinary way that moments pass when the world resumes its claim on you, and they paid for their coffees and went back upstairs.

In the elevator, Christine said: "If you ever need anything — any of the institutional stuff, the how-do-I-submit-this, what's-the-actual-process kind of thing — just find me. I'm always around." She said it simply, the way people extend genuine help: without performance, without expectation.

"I will," Sarai said. "Thank you, Christine."

Christine nodded and looked at the elevator doors the way people look at elevator doors.

✦   ✦   ✦

The all-hands meeting was on Thursday at two PM, in the large conference room on the tenth floor — the one with the good view, which Sarai thought was probably not accidental. The room held about forty people, which seemed to be most of the ops division, arranged in rows of chairs without tables. She took a seat on the aisle, third row from the back, which gave her sightlines to the room and the room's exits and also, she acknowledged to herself with mild amusement, was the exact seat she always chose in any group setting for exactly these reasons.

Thomas Caine arrived at two-oh-three, which communicated something: not late enough to be disrespectful but not prompt enough to suggest he was at anyone's mercy. He was, Sarai estimated, fifty-five — silver-haired in the way that
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