
Chapter 1: The Day 
Everything Stopped 

Fitting

The morning it finally broke open, Claire's 
calendar  looked,  on  paper,  entirely 
reasonable.

8:00, drop Theo at school. 8:30, a call with 
Ashgrove Health Network about the clinic 
scheduling review. 10:00, a check-in with a 
smaller  retainer  client  about  a  marketing 
plan that was three weeks overdue. Lunch, 
unscheduled, which meant it would be eaten 
standing at the counter. 1:00, pick up dry 
cleaning,  because Dan had a  work dinner 
that night and needed his good jacket. 2:30, 
a dentist reminder for Mia that Claire still 
had to book. 4:00, Theo's hockey practice, 
which  meant  leaving  the  house  by  3:40. 
Somewhere in there, dinner. Somewhere in 
there, the report for Ashgrove that was due 
Friday and that she had not yet started, not 
really  — she  had a  folder  of  notes  and a 
blinking  cursor  and  a  growing,  low-grade 
dread every time she thought about it.
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None of these things, on their own, was 
unusual.  That  was  the  part  that  took  her 
longest to understand. She was not facing a 
crisis.  She  was  facing  a  Tuesday.  And 
Tuesdays,  lately,  had  started  to  feel  like 
standing in a doorway with too many bags, 
trying to carry all of them through at once, 
and  dropping  something  new  every  few 
steps.

By 9:15, the Ashgrove call had run long, 
because a data request had gotten tangled 
and someone needed her to sort it out in real 
time.  By  9:50,  she  was  answering  the 
retainer client's texts from her phone under 
the  table,  feeling  the  particular  shame  of 
being  present  in  two  places  and  fully  in 
neither.  By  noon,  she  had  eaten  half  a 
sandwich  standing  at  the  counter  and 
remembered, with a jolt,  that she had not 
called  about  Mia's  dentist  appointment, 
which meant the good slot — the one after 
school, not the one that meant pulling Mia 
out of chemistry — was probably gone.

It was gone. She booked the appointment 
for  3:15  on  a  Thursday,  which  she  would 
later realize collided directly with a call she 
had already promised to a third client. She 
did not notice the collision for six more days, 
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until  both  people  emailed  on  the  same 
morning asking where she was.

This is the part of the story that resists a 
tidy villain. Claire did not fail because she 
was disorganized. She kept lists. She used a 
calendar app with color categories. She was, 
if  anything,  more  procedurally  organized 
than most  people  managing a  similar  life. 
What  she  lacked  was  not  a  system  for 
tracking everything. What she lacked was a 
way to decide, at any given moment, which 
one thing actually deserved her full attention 
— and a way to protect that decision once 
she had made it.

Instead,  her  days  worked  like  this: 
something urgent would surface, she would 
attend  to  it  until  something  more  urgent 
interrupted, and she would attend to that. 
The report for Ashgrove did not get an hour. 
It got fragments — four minutes here while 
waiting for Theo's practice to start, eleven 
minutes  there  before  a  call  she'd  almost 
forgotten. Each fragment required her to re-
read what  she'd  already written,  re-locate 
her  train  of  thought,  and  re-decide  what 
came next,  before she could add anything 
new.  She  was  spending  real  time  on  that 
report. She was making almost no progress 
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on it. Those are not contradictions. They are 
what  happens when work is  chopped into 
pieces too small to hold a thought.

By the following Tuesday, the report was 
still  not  finished,  and a  new problem had 
appeared to compete for the same slice of 
her attention: Theo needed new skates, Mia 
had a chemistry test she was anxious about, 
and the retainer client had started sending 
emails with the subject line "Following up 
(again)."  Claire  found  herself,  that  night, 
standing  in  the  kitchen  with  the  late 
permission slip in her hand, doing something 
she almost never let herself do. She stopped, 
and she counted.

She counted the  open threads  she was 
actively carrying: the Ashgrove report. The 
retainer marketing plan. A birthday gift for 
her  mother  that  she  had  ordered  but  not 
wrapped or shipped. A doctor's referral for 
Theo  that  needed  a  follow-up  call.  The 
drawer,  which by now held enough paper 
that she avoided opening it. A five-kilometer 
training plan she had downloaded in January 
and not opened since. A box of watercolor 
supplies in the hall closet that she had not 
touched in  over  a  decade,  which  she  still 
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thought of, in some quiet corner of her mind, 
as something she meant to get back to.

Seven.  Seven  open,  unfinished  things, 
each one demanding a share of her attention 
whether or not she was actively working on 
it.  None  of  them,  individually,  was 
overwhelming. A report. A drawer. A training 
plan. A box of paint. People manage single 
versions of these things all the time. What 
was  overwhelming  was  holding  all  seven 
open  at  once,  with  no  clear  order,  no 
protected  time  for  any  of  them,  and  a 
nagging,  low-level  awareness  — always  in 
the  background,  never  fully  addressed  — 
that every one of them was waiting.

That  night,  lying  awake  later  than  she 
wanted to admit, Claire realized something 
that would end up mattering more than any 
productivity  trick  she  had  ever  tried.  The 
exhaustion she felt was not coming primarily 
from the size of any one task. The report was 
not, by itself, an impossible job. Neither was 
the  drawer,  or  the  training  plan,  or  the 
birthday gift. What was exhausting her was 
the number of things she was trying to keep 
moving  simultaneously,  and  the  fact  that 
none of  them ever got  enough continuous 
attention to actually finish.
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