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~1~ 

 

Janna Petersen glanced at the clock on the wall of her 

supervisor’s office while she chewed at a hangnail on her 

index finger. It was unusual for her boss to want to speak 

with her in private, so she could only assume it had 

something to do with the Brenner case. Even though 

everyone kept telling Janna the incident wasn’t her fault, her 

coworkers’ pity-filled stares were beginning to feel like 

accusations. 

The creak of the old office door startled Janna as her 

boss Maxine strode to her desk, coffee mug in one hand and 

a stack of thick manila folders under the opposite arm. Janna 

sat up straighter in her chair and adjusted the collar of her 

blouse while Maxine struggled to set the folders onto her 

desk without spilling her coffee. Janna’s fear of the 

conversation she felt sure was about to take place kept her 

from rising to help Maxine with the shuffle of folders. 



ALLISON GREEN MARTIN 
 

 7	  

“Janna,” Maxine started, smiling the way all of Janna’s 

coworkers had been smiling at her for the past two months. 

A smile that effortlessly combined pity, judgment, and 

thankfulness that it wasn’t them going through her situation. 

“We need to talk.” 

The understatement of the year. Janna had needed to 

talk to someone for months now, but no one seemed to be in 

a hurry to address that until she blew up at the monthly staff 

meeting yesterday and embarrassed her supervisor. 

Maxine opened a file from her stack and adjusted her 

thick designer knockoff glasses, looking over the file with a 

sympathetic purse of her lips. “Janna, when you started here 

seven years ago, you had so much passion for this kind of 

work. You said you were ready to make a real difference in 

the world. To really help people. Who are you helping these 

days?” Maxine laced her fingers together and sighed. “You 

come to work late at least a few times a week, you’re missing 

important deadlines, and your counselor told me you stopped 

attending your sessions a month ago.” 

“They weren’t helping,” Janna interjected. “All the 

psychologist wanted to talk about was how the incident made 

me feel. Why would I want to rehash that over and over? It’s 

done, and there’s nothing I can—” 
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“This is exactly the kind of behavior I’m referring to, 

Janna.” Maxine shook her head. “You’re still defensive about 

what happened when no one even blames you. You’re taking 

it personally when we all know we can’t take cases personally. 

Work is work, and sometimes this kind of work gets messy. If 

you can’t deal with that—” 

“I can deal with it.” Janna willed the hot tears forming 

behind her eyes to stay put. “I am dealing with it.” 

Maxine shook her head again. “I think your outburst 

yesterday proves just the opposite. You’re just surviving, 

Janna. That’s not good. For you or your job.” 

Janna stared at the plaque above Maxine’s head. She 

glared at the words COMMITTED TO EXCELLENCE 

emblazoned across the award her boss had been presented at 

the Child Welfare benefit last year. That’s all Maxine and 

Janna’s other coworkers cared about—winning awards. For 

what? Removing a few kids from abusive situations? They 

weren’t making a real difference, and judging from their lack 

of reaction to the Brenner case, they weren’t exactly 

interested in justice either. 

“Janna,” Maxine continued, “I say all this, not to 

condemn you, but to let you know that I understand what 

you’re going through. What happened with the Brenner girl 

was devastating to us all, but life goes on. There are other 



ALLISON GREEN MARTIN 
 

 9	  

children who need our help. In your current state of mind, I 

feel that you are no longer capable of effectively supporting 

the continuity of family relationships for the minors within 

your case load.” 

Janna leaned forward, expecting to see a copy of the 

DSS Standards of Practice on top of Maxine’s desk. Her 

boss’s little speech could’ve been ripped straight from its 

pages. Janna had always thought of Maxine as a friend, but 

today she definitely exerted her position as Janna’s superior. 

If Maxine was going to fire her, Janna wished she’d just get it 

over with. She couldn’t stomach much more of her boss’s 

policy rhetoric. 

Maxine smoothed a dark, tight curl back into her low 

ponytail. “Janna, we think it’d be in everyone’s best interest if 

you took a leave of absence until September. It’d really give 

you time to process everything. Away from distractions.” She 

closed the file and looked up at Janna. “A leave of absence 

with pay. It’d be like a vacation really. Give you time to gain a 

new perspective before you come back to work.” 

A new perspective was what she needed? Hmph. Maxine 

meant they all hoped Janna could get over everything that 

happened with the Brenner case in a neat sixty days and 

return to work as if it never occurred. Well, nice try, Maxine. 

 


