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Chapter One
Burnout
By 6:04 in the morning, Jennifer Carter had already lost an argument she hadn’t been awake for.

The argument was with Martin, and the venue was her phone, where three messages sat waiting — time-stamped 11:48, 12:10, and 12:52. A man knocking on your bedroom door at midnight to repeat, louder, the thing he’d already told you at noon.

The newest one she read twice, the way you reread a tax bill.

Revised client deck on my desk by 9:00. Not 9:05. 9:00.

She’d built the first version three days ago, on cold takeout and the specific adrenaline of a deadline invented purely to keep her busy. Martin had called it “clean” — the word you’d use for a hospital corridor — then returned it at midnight with sixteen comments in red, four of which politely undid the comments he’d made the day before.

Her body had been awake since 5:51. It got up nine minutes early every morning now, like an overeager intern, bracing for a fire that never came but always might. She lay still and took inventory. Shoulders, up near her ears. Jaw, set. Breath, shallow, parked at the top of her chest and declining to go any further. Outside, a delivery truck reversed, beeping. The refrigerator hummed. Perfectly ordinary sounds, which her nervous system received as incoming artillery.

There had been a time, she was fairly sure, when she’d liked coffee. Now it was simply the substance that made the other substances possible. She drank the first cup at the window and watched the street fill in with people who had somewhere to be and the ordinary, enviable willingness to go there. A woman with a dog. A man wrestling a crate of bread into the café across the road. She watched them like footage from a country she’d emigrated from.

She put on the clothes that asked nothing of her — black trousers, a blouse with no opinions, a cardigan she could disappear into. In the elevator mirror her face had the specific look of something left out overnight — forty-three and, for the first time, actually looking it. She’d always assumed burnout would announce itself properly: a collapse on a staircase, a doctor saying stop in a grave voice. Instead it had arrived like dust. A little more each day, settling on everything, until one morning she looked up and couldn’t see the room.

The office was nearly empty at that hour, the lights on over rows of dark desks, the whole floor arranged like a stage waiting for actors who were running late. She opened her laptop. The inbox loaded like a tide coming in.

Martin again: Also print two copies. And don’t use the cheap paper this time.

There was no cheap paper. There was the company paper, which lived in a cabinet with a label on it, because a year ago someone had complained that some other paper was the wrong shade of white. There was only ever paper that Martin had decided, retroactively, to be disappointed by. She didn’t reply. A reply was a handle, and Martin collected handles.

Dana arrived at 7:48, pink from the cold, hair still damp, radiating the hard-won cheerfulness of a hostage who has made peace with the situation. She clocked Jennifer’s screen and sighed on her behalf.

“Let me guess. Nine o’clock.”

“Nine o’clock.”

“For the meeting he won’t let you into.”

“That one.”

Dana wheeled her chair over and dropped her voice, though the nearest other human was forty feet away. “HR keeps emailing me about my vacation days. I’ve got eleven, and they send these little reminders, like I’m a houseplant they’re worried is dying.” She tilted her head. “I genuinely cannot picture your number. It might have its own postcode.”

Jennifer’s hands paused on the keyboard. Vacation days. The phrase surfaced like a word from a language she used to be fluent in.

“I’ll take them eventually.”

“Eventually,” Dana said, “is carrying more weight in that sentence than is fair to ask of one word.”

Martin arrived at 8:21, coat still on, phone to his ear, moving through the office the way weather moves through a valley — asking no one’s permission. He greeted nobody. As he passed her desk his eyes flicked to her screen.

“Carter.” A finger over the phone. “That had better not be a mess. The client’s skittish.”

“It won’t be.”

He paused, just long enough to locate the thing he could use. “It won’t be,” he repeated, doing a small impression of her calm, and walked on, his voice melting back into warmth for whoever was lucky enough to be on the other end of the call.

The heat that climbed her neck wasn’t embarrassment. She’d learned the difference.

At 8:55 she carried the two copies into his glass office — glass walls being a cruelty disguised as an architectural choice; you got to watch him scroll his phone while you stood there holding his entire morning. He flipped through the deck without reading it, hunting for a flaw he could hold up to the light, and leaned back.

“Fine,” he said, as if the word came with a co-pay.

She waited. Fine was usually the front half of something.

“But next time, don’t leave it to the morning.”

“I started the second you sent the notes.” The honesty was out before she could catch it.

His eyes thinned. “Excuses. If you want to survive here, Carter, learn to anticipate.”

Survive. As if this were a battlefield and he the only one permitted to walk off it. She lined up everything she could have said — the midnight emails, the reversing notes, the paper that did not exist — and felt each one stack neatly behind her teeth.

“Understood,” she said.

The day did what the days did. Meetings that spawned meetings. A granola bar at 3:17, three bites, no taste recorded. At 5:46 Martin passed her desk and lifted an eyebrow. “Still here?” “Finishing the recap.” “Good,” he said, the way you’d approve of a machine hitting its quota, and at six he left.

Jennifer stayed.

When the floor emptied and the overhead lights dimmed on their automatic timer, she sat alone in the blue glow of her screen with a spreadsheet she could no longer read. The cells had quietly stopped meaning anything. Her breath went shallow, then shallower, and something cinched tight under her ribs, fast, like a hand closing into a fist.

She gripped the edge of the desk. Not here. Not now.

It passed — most of it. What didn’t pass, once her breathing came back down, wasn’t the panic. It was the thing the panic had been so usefully drowning out all year. And now the office was empty, and there was nothing left to drown it with.

She wasn’t going to die at this desk.

She was just, very quietly, disappearing at it.

Her hands opened a new browser tab before her brain had signed off on it — the same way they’d reached for the phone that morning. Into the search bar she typed two words she hadn’t let herself think in months.

somewhere warm.

The screen filled with blue. Blue water, blue sky, white houses stacked up a hillside like sugar cubes. She didn’t book anything. She just looked — the way you look through a window you’ve already decided not to open.

Not yet.
Chapter Two
The Decision
Jennifer did not sleep so much as negotiate with the ceiling.

The blue had followed her home from the office — the photos, the white villages, the water so clear it looked like a rumor. She lay in the dark with her phone held above her face like a small, bright moon, scrolling islands she couldn’t pronounce. Paros. Naxos. Milos. Words that tasted like a holiday. Somewhere around two in the morning she realized she’d stopped reading the captions and started reading the feeling, and the feeling was a single, dangerous question.

What if you just went.

Ridiculous. She put the phone face-down. She was a serious person, with a serious job, and nineteen — she had checked — nineteen unused vacation days, which HR tracked the way a bank tracks an account nobody ever withdraws from. Nineteen days she had earned. Nineteen days she had handed back, unspent, to a man who reversed his own instructions at midnight.

She picked the phone back up.

Morning arrived the way it always did: sharp and unrequested. For one merciful second she’d forgotten everything. Then it came back — the deck, the search bar, the two words — and her chest did its usual trick.

Her inbox was already full. She didn’t open it. Instead, with the steady hands of a woman defusing something, she opened the travel app.

The reasons to stop arrived right on schedule, filing in like coworkers to a meeting. You have deadlines. Martin will lose it. You’ll have to explain yourself. She watched them take their seats. Then she did the math on the dates the way ten years of planning had trained her to — quickly, ruthlessly — and the math said: leave in two days.

Two days meant no time to talk herself out of it.

Her thumb hovered over the screen. The sensible voice in her head, the one that had kept her employed and exhausted for a decade, said: you cannot just leave.

A second voice answered. Quieter. Steadier. A little amused.

Watch me.

She booked it.

For a moment nothing happened, and she sat there with her heart going as though she’d sprinted up the stairs. Then the screen refreshed. Booking confirmed. She stared at the words until they blurred, pressed the phone to her chest, and laughed — one short, disbelieving sound in an empty apartment.

She had spent ten years anticipating disaster. She had never once anticipated this.

On the train she watched the usual faces locked into the usual screens, and wondered how many of them were also carrying a small detonation in a pocket.

Dana took one look at her and stopped walking. “Okay. Either you slept twelve hours, or you’ve done something. And you don’t look rested.”

“Coffee first,” Jennifer said.

When Dana came back with two cups, Jennifer wrapped her hands around hers and said it out loud for the first time, which made it real.

“I’m taking my vacation days.”

Dana set her cup down with the care of someone not wanting to spook a wild animal. “How many.”

“All of them.”

“All of them.” Dana’s eyes went wide. “Jennifer. That’s not a vacation, that’s a sabbatical. That’s a plot.”

“Greece,” Jennifer said. “I leave Thursday.”

Dana stared. Then she came around the desk and hugged her hard enough to push the air out — the good kind. “Promise me one thing,” she said into her shoulder. “Do not check your email. Not once. I will know.”

Then Martin arrived, and the temperature of the room did its familiar drop.

At 10:14 he said her name without looking up. “Carter. My office.”

Her legs felt steadier than they had any right to. She didn’t sit.

“Make it quick,” he said. “I’ve got a call.”

“I’m taking my vacation days. Three weeks. Starting Thursday.”

For a second he didn’t react, as if the words had arrived in a language he hadn’t bothered to learn. Then he laughed — short, dismissive. “Absolutely not. You know how busy we are.”

“That’s exactly why I’ve got nineteen days I never took.”

“That’s on you.”

“It is,” she agreed, pleasantly, which seemed to unsettle him more than an argument would have. “And I’m taking them.”

His jaw worked. “If you walk out now, Carter, don’t assume the job’s still here when you crawl back.”

There it was — the trapdoor he kept under everyone’s feet, the thing he reached for when reason ran out. A year ago it would have closed her throat.

Today she only looked at him, and felt, of all things, calm.

“Here’s the thing, Martin.” Her voice stayed level, almost kind. “Nineteen days of legally accrued leave. If you deny them, I’ll spend the first one with HR. We can go through the emails together — the ones time-stamped after midnight. The notes that contradict yesterday’s notes.” She tilted her head. “The shade of white. I kept all of it. I’m thorough — you’ve said so yourself.”

The silence that followed had a texture to it.

Martin looked at her — really looked, for what might have been the first time in two years — recalculating. She watched him weigh the cost of being right against the cost of being investigated, and watched the number come up wrong for him.

“Fine,” he said at last, the word scraping out of him. “Take your vacation.”

“Thank you,” Jennifer said — and meant it, though not to him.

She left without waiting to be dismissed, which felt almost indecent.

At her desk, Dana looked up, eyebrows raised into a question.

Jennifer smiled. A real one. It surprised them both.

“I’m going to Greece.”

That night she packed a single suitcase and discovered she had no idea what a person brings to the rest of their life. Sundresses she’d never worn. A book she’d been meaning to read for two years. The granola bar, out of pure habit. She left the cardigan she could disappear into hanging in the closet.

She lay in bed with the alarm switched off — actually off, for the first time in a year — and felt the old reflex twitch, the one that whispered something’s wrong, you’ve forgotten something, get up and check.

She let it twitch. She didn’t get up.

Somewhere in the next two days there would be an airport, and a gate, and a plane that lifted off the grey and tipped toward the blue. But that was Thursday’s problem.

For tonight, Jennifer closed her eyes in the dark, smiling, and let herself want something — without once asking what it would cost.
Chapter Three
The Escape
The plane dropped through the clouds and there it was — not a photograph anymore. Paros tilted up to meet her, a scatter of white cut into blue, and Jennifer pressed her forehead to the window like a child, which she hadn’t done in a window seat in twenty years.

Grey. That was the thing she noticed first, now that it was gone. She hadn’t known how grey the last year had been until the plane banked and the whole world went gold — the runway shimmering with heat, the sea beyond it so blue it looked corrected, like someone had turned the saturation up on her life without asking.

Her legs remembered the airport the way a body remembers a language it hasn’t spoken in years — badly, hesitantly, one word at a time. She stood at the baggage carousel and had the strange, weightless thought that no one on this island knew her name, her job title, or the fact that she owned nineteen — nineteen — unspent vacation days. Here she was simply a woman with one suitcase, blinking in too much light.

The taxi driver had the radio on, something with a bouzouki in it, and drove the coast road with the window down and one elbow out, entirely unbothered by the drop to the sea on their left. Jennifer gripped the door handle for the first four minutes. By the fifth, she’d let go.

The guesthouse was white with blue shutters, bougainvillea spilling over
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