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Most of the time, being the only Black guy in our office means absolutely nothing. It's not something I think about, and it's not something anyone else seems to care about either. But there was this one day, back in July, when that fact made all the difference.

Our company is based in the Midwest—right in the heart of the country, in Kansas. Not the rural farmland part, but smack dab in the corporate sprawl of Johnson County. I bring this up for two reasons.

First, if you’ve ever lived in the Midwest during the summer, you know that the heat is not just hot—it’s oppressive. The kind that wraps around your neck and makes you second-guess every outdoor errand. Second, our building isn’t nestled in green space or open fields; we’re surrounded by polished buildings, busy roads, and well-manicured sidewalks. Think less cornfield, more commerce.

I won’t tell you exactly what our company does—that’s top secret—but I will say this: we provide something few others can, and it doesn’t come cheap. Even landing a job here is a bit of a feather in your cap. We only hire the best of the best. And while our work is high-level and often classified, our office environment is surprisingly relaxed. There’s little drama, lots of collaboration, and a strong culture built on mutual respect and quiet productivity.

We technically have the option to work from home, but most of us still come into the office daily. The building has multiple floors, though our company takes up most of the space. A few other businesses are scattered throughout, but their foot traffic is minimal. On any typical day, our office feels like... well, a regular office. People focused. Coffee brewing. A little quiet chatter. Nothing out of the ordinary.

But that Monday in mid-July? That was not a typical day.

It started during our weekly progress meeting. About halfway through, someone noticed the conference room was unusually warm. Then we all noticed it. Not just warm—humid. Sticky. Uncomfortable. We tried adjusting the thermostat, but nothing changed. Within minutes, the mood shifted. We’re all professionals, but nobody wants to feel like they're slow-roasting in business casual during a status update.

As always, our designated facilities point of contact submitted a ticket with the building managers. Word came back that one of the HVAC units on the roof had gone out and needed repair. The implication was that it wasn’t a huge deal—it would likely be fixed by the next day. It was close to the end of the day anyway, so we all shrugged, packed up, and headed home.

Now, before I get to what happened next, let me tell you a little about myself.

I’ve been with this company for quite a while. I know the culture, the rhythms, the people. As I said before, I feel comfortable here. Respected. I get along with everyone. That said—and this is only important because of what’s coming next—I’m Black, and everyone else in the office is not. Now let me be clear: that has never made a difference in how I’m treated or how I treat others. Not here. Not in this company. I mention it only because—for once—it will matter.

I’m one of the employees in a leadership role, which means I have an office instead of a cubicle. And I’ve taken care to tailor my space to fit me. One of those adjustments? A space heater tucked under my desk. Most of the time, when others are comfortable, I’m cold. Even in summer. So while the rest of the office is set to “cool and professional,” my office often feels like a mild vacation in the Caribbean.

Another thing: I don’t use the overhead lights in my office. Between the natural daylight from the window and the soft glow of my monitors, I’ve found the perfect balance that keeps my eyes from straining. My door is always open, but since the room is usually dim, people passing by often assume no one’s inside. Suits me fine.

My office is my sanctuary—warm, quiet, and low-lit. Just the way I like it.

Anyway... back to the story. 

The next day, we all returned to the office ready to resume business as usual. One by one, as we entered, it became clear that the HVAC hadn’t been fixed. It was still just as hot and muggy as the day before. Some people turned right around and left. Others, still hopeful, tried to stick it out, assuming the system would cool things off soon.

When we contacted the building manager again, we were told that the fix had been made, and the system was “catching up.” Strangely, just hearing that gave us enough hope to push through. Those who stayed got back to work, believing the cooler air was on the way.

Although I’m a social person, I typically go out alone for lunch. This day was no different. I hopped into my truck and headed to my fast-food spot of choice. Remember, it’s July—still scorching outside—but my truck kept me cool enough.

However, that short walk from my truck, across the parking lot, through the front door, and back to my office? It felt like I walked through a furnace. Whatever coolness I brought with me evaporated before I sat down. I was sweating, no doubt about it.

After a few minutes at my desk, it was obvious the office hadn't cooled down one bit. The AC was still out. Just then, my boss popped his head in and said, “I’m headed home to finish working. It’s too hot in here!”

I agreed and told him I’d be right behind him.

But, as things tend to go in my life, just as I was packing up, my dad called. He needed help with his phone, so I told him I’d swing by on my way home. Then my wife messaged me to ask if I wanted to catch a movie that evening. I said yes, and we started making dinner plans.

Yes, contrary to popular belief, I—a man—can multitask. While I was texting and talking, I was also working on a project. By the time I finished my calls and messages, I was deep into my task. Hours passed before I realized it was basically quitting time.

Still hot. Still uncomfortable. But I powered through thanks to distraction. I finally packed up and called it a day.

That evening, we got word from the boss that we could all work from home the next morning until the AC was fully repaired. Apparently, the unit hadn’t been fixed after all—it needed to be replaced. A bigger job than expected, but not my problem. I figured the building management would keep us posted.

Looking back, Tuesday hadn’t been that bad for me—at least not until the afternoon. So on Wednesday, I decided I’d head into the office in the morning and tough it out. I dressed in lighter clothes than usual and planned to leave after lunch if needed.

Once at my desk, I remembered that the space heater under my desk also had a fan setting. I flipped it on, and it gave me a small but welcome breeze. Not AC-level cool, but it helped. A few coworkers showed up but bailed by midday, seeking the comfort of home.

But with my fan, my lighter clothes, and my natural preference for warmer temps, I stayed and finished the day.

Now, you’re probably wondering where I’m going with all this. I promise—hang in there. It’s all building to something.

Thursday rolled around, and by then, I was the only one even thinking about coming in. The AC still wasn’t working, and everyone else had opted to work from home.

When I pulled into the parking lot, it was completely empty. Prime parking was wide open. But instead of taking a front-row space in the sun, I parked across the lot in the shade of one of the few trees. It was smart thinking at the time.

I entered the building, walked through the silent office, didn’t bother turning on any lights—why waste power—and sat down at my desk. I turned on the fan and got to work. The quiet was almost peaceful.

About an hour later, I got up to stretch and headed to the kitchenette for a drink. On the way, I passed a bank of windows and saw several service vans in the parking lot. A few guys in blue jumpsuits were unloading tools. Looked like the HVAC team had finally arrived.

Great! Maybe the office would cool off soon, and I could send out a “come on back” text to the team. I went back to work, feeling cautiously optimistic.

Later, I stood to use the restroom. In our building, the bathrooms aren’t inside our office space—you have to walk down the hall. As I opened the office door to step out, I glanced down into the lobby. That’s when I saw two of the men in blue jumpsuits—chaining the front doors shut.

Immediately, I eased back into the office and let the door close softly behind me.

Bathroom break canceled.

I stood still, listening. The hum of monitors and computers filled the space, masking other sounds. I did a sweep of all the windows, checking both the front and rear lots. Same service vans. My truck. Nothing else.

Concern creeping in, I pulled out my phone to call 911—no signal. No bars. Not even one.

We sometimes had poor service in the office, but I could usually get a bar or two near my desk. I hurried back to check—still nothing. I looked at the network switch on my desk. The usual blinking green lights that indicated constant network traffic? All solid green. Dead quiet.

Now, it’s worth mentioning: I’m an avid reader of suspense novels. Thanks to audiobooks, I’ve doubled—no, tripled—my book intake. And I’ve been told I have a vivid, sometimes strange imagination. My dreams are often so bizarre I question what my brain is doing at night.

But right now? This didn’t feel like imagination.

Men chaining the doors. No cell signal. No internet traffic.

Something sketchy was going down.

I wish I could say I calmly assessed the situation like Jason Bourne. But I didn’t. I panicked. Full-on, wide-eyed panic. I ran through the office checking doors that I knew were keycard-only. I checked my phone again, wandered around holding it in the air like Simba from The Lion King, and even considered digging through a coworker’s desk for a mirror to use for signaling out the window.

It was a moment.

Eventually, I calmed myself down and began to think. Why would someone chain up a building in broad daylight in the middle of Johnson County?

Then it hit me: maybe they weren’t locking themselves in. Maybe they were locking others out.

And maybe... they didn’t know I was still inside.

Which meant I had a chance.

If they were trying to keep people out, they were probably planning to steal something. But what? There were a few small companies in the building—none worth robbing. Our company was the biggest, but we didn’t keep cash or valuables around.

Our data was our most valuable asset—but that was stored in the cloud. We didn’t even house our own database servers anymore.

Then it hit me.

We had a local backup server.

As part of our disaster recovery plan, we kept an onsite backup server with encrypted copies of our database. If someone got their hands on that data, it would be catastrophic.

Right about then, I heard someone at one of the office doors. A handle jiggled. The locks on our office doors are keycard-only—no deadbolts, no knobs to pick. Their only option would be to force it, which would make noise... if there were anyone else around to hear it.

Criminy.

I crept as close to the door as I dared. I heard three men talking, discussing the door. From the sound of it, brute force wasn’t the plan. They wanted to get in quietly and undetected.

That gave me hope.

Maybe if they couldn’t get in, they’d give up.

Then I heard a high-pitched beeping. One of them had a device. I leaned closer.

“How long will it take to hack the reader?” one asked.

The response was uncertain, but the device kept beeping. Faster now.

Not good.

I had to do something. Fast.

As I sat there contemplating my next move, an idea hit me: What if I just destroy the data on the server?

If they can't get the data, then it doesn't matter if they break in—they leave empty-handed. Simple enough. I hurried to the server room, heart pounding, and logged in with my credentials. But as soon as the login screen cleared, I was met with a system message:

“Internet Connectivity Lost! System is now in Read Only mode.”

Good grief.

As part of our disaster recovery plan, we have monitoring software that kicks in the moment connectivity is lost. First thing it does? Lock the system into read-only mode to prevent tampering. It’s smart—secure— but also incredibly inconvenient right now.

I couldn’t delete the backup files. But of course, they could still copy them.

Technology. Gotta love it.

So, I pivoted to Plan B. I powered down the server and yanked both power cords from the back. No power means no access. Now... what to do with the cords?

If you’ve ever worked on computers or servers, you’ll know that most use the same basic power cord—completely interchangeable. Luckily, most of our team works on laptops and docking stations, so they don’t use those cords. Unluckily, almost every monitor in the office does.

We’re a decent-sized company, and everyone has at least two monitors.

So I began the most frantic office scavenger hunt of my life: unplugging every single monitor in the building.

While I worked, I checked the office door again. The hacking device outside was still beeping—but now faster. I’m no expert, but faster beeps usually mean progress. Maybe they were getting close to cracking the code.

I doubled down, grabbing cords from every workstation. I honestly didn’t know what the thieves would think when they saw zero power cords for any device in the entire office, but that was their problem.

By the end of my unplugging spree, I had a massive pile—easily five dozen cords—coiled on the floor like a nest of black snakes.

Now came the real problem: where do I hide them?

My office? Too obvious. The locking cabinets? Too easy to pop open. I briefly considered the fridge, but knowing my luck, one of them would get thirsty and open it. I even thought about the ceiling tiles... but I could already see the telltale dust or dropped bits of tile on the carpet giving me away.

Closets? Nope. Too predictable.

Then I spotted the couches.

We had a few scattered around the office for casual seating. Oversized, rarely moved, heavy. I chose one in a quiet corner, pulled back the edge of the fabric lining underneath, and peeked in.

Perfect. Tons of space.

I started shoving the cords under the couch as fast and as neatly as I could. When I was done, I stood back and circled the couch, checking from every angle. No bulges, no cords sticking out. No sign that anything had been disturbed.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

For now, I had bought myself time.
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With the cords hidden, I started thinking about my next move. Sooner or later, they were going to make their way into the office. I had to figure out what I was going to do.

Part of me wanted to stay hidden, to guard the cords and make sure they didn’t find them. But another part of me—a louder, more survival-focused part—wanted to get out of there as soon as humanly possible.
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