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For everyone who has ever been made to feel powerless, trampled upon, or scorned, this book is for you.
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The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.


—SUN TZU




PROLOGUE


It was Miguel who called 911 at 4:07 A.M. on an icy Sunday morning. The young security guard spoke in an unsteady voice, fear disguised by cocky nonchalance.


Miguel had been an aspiring bodybuilder until he injured his back lifting boxes in a warehouse job and had to take night-shift work guarding a luxury office tower in the final stages of construction. He had a muscular physique, dark hair, and a cleft in his chin.


He was conducting a cursory inspection when a scream rang out. At first, he didn’t hear a thing. Hip-hop music blasted through the oversize headphones he wore as he swept his flashlight across the dark recesses of the lobby.


The beam flicked across the classical faces of reproduction Greek busts cast in metal and inset into niches in the walls. They evoked an eerie otherworldliness, which gave the place the aura of a mausoleum.


Miguel paused his music to search for a fresh playlist of songs. It was then that he heard the tail end of a muffled scream.


The sound was so unexpected that he instinctively froze. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard strange noises at night, whether it was the screech of tomcats brawling or the whine of construction cranes buffeted by wind. Silence followed. Miguel chided himself for his childish reaction.


He pressed PLAY to listen to a new song and was immediately assaulted by the explosive beat of a tune doing the rounds at the dance clubs where he hung out with friends.


Still, something in the screech he’d heard a moment before rattled him enough for him to be extra diligent.


He bent down to check the lock of the revolving lobby door. It was bolted shut. He swept the flashlight across a pair of still escalators and then, above his head, across the glass-walled mezzanine floor that overlooked the lobby.


He checked behind the long reception desk of blond oak slats and noticed that a black chair was at an odd angle, as if someone had left in a hurry.


A stepladder was propped against a wall where the lobby café was being set up alongside a water fountain that was not yet functional. Plastic-wrapped café tables and chairs were piled up alongside it.


In the far corner, he shone his flashlight in the direction of an elaborate model of the building complex shown to prospective tenants by Realtors rushing to achieve occupancy targets in time for the building’s opening the following month.


The model detailed an ambitious master plan to turn an abandoned warehouse district that had been a magnet for homeless people and addicts into a high-end financial and shopping precinct. The first tower was almost finished. A second was halfway through construction.


When Miguel turned around to face the elevator lobby, he was struck by something so incongruent that he pushed his headphones off his head and onto his shoulders.


The backlit green fluorescent light of an elevator switch flickered in the dark. It suggested that an elevator was in use. That was impossible, because he was the only person there.


In the sobriety of the silent echo that followed, he convinced himself once again that his vague sense of unease was the hallucination of a fatigued mind. There was nobody in the elevator for the simple reason that the only people on-site on weekends were the security guards. Two per shift. Except tonight, Miguel was the only one on duty.


When Stu had been a no-show for his shift, Miguel figured he’d manage alone. The construction site was fenced off with towering barbed-wire fences and a heavy-duty electric gate. Nobody came in or out until the shift ended.


In the four months he’d worked there, the only intruders he’d encountered were feral cats and rats scampering across construction equipment in the middle of the night. Nothing ever happened during the night shift.


That was what he liked about the job. He was able to study and sleep and still get paid. Sometimes he’d sleep for a couple of hours on the soft leather lobby sofa, which he found preferable to the lumpy stretcher in the portable office where the guards took turns resting between patrols. The CCTV cameras hadn’t been hooked up yet, so he could still get away with it.


From the main access road, the complex looked completed. It had a driveway entry lined with young maples in planter boxes. The lobby had been fitted out and furnished to impress prospective tenants who came to view office space.


The second tower, facing the East River, looked unmistakably like a construction site. It was wrapped with scaffolding. Shipping containers storing building materials were arranged like colorful Lego blocks in a muddy field alongside idle bulldozers and a crane.


Miguel removed keys from his belt to open the side entrance to let himself out, when he heard a loud crack. It whipped through the lobby with an intensity that made his ears ring.


Two more cracks followed. They were unmistakably the sound of gunshots. He hit the ground and called 911. He was terrified the shooter was making his way to the lobby but cocky enough to cover his fear with bravado when he spoke.


“Something bad’s going down here.” He gave the 911 dispatcher the address. “You should get cops over here.”


Miguel figured from the skepticism in the dispatcher’s cool voice that his call was being given priority right below the doughnut run.


His heart thumped like a drum as he waited for the cops to arrive. You chickenshit, he berated himself as he took cover behind a sofa. He exhaled into his shirt to muffle the sound of his rapid breathing. He was afraid he would give away his position to the shooter.


A wave of relief washed over him when the lobby finally lit up with a hazy blue strobe as a police car pulled in at the taxi stand. Miguel went outside to meet the cops.


“What’s going on?” An older cop with a thick gut hanging over his belted pants emerged from the front passenger seat.


“Beats me,” said Miguel. “I heard a scream. Inside the building. Then I heard what I’m pretty sure were gunshots.”


“How many shots?” A younger cop came around the car to meet him, snapping a wad of gum in his mouth.


“Two, maybe three shots. Then nothing.”


“Is anyone else around?” The older cop’s expression was hidden under a thick gray mustache.


“They clear out the site on Friday night. No construction workers. No nobody. Except me. I’m the night guard.”


“Then what makes you think there’s a shooter?”


“I heard a loud crack. Sure sounded like a gunshot. Then two more. Came from somewhere up in the tower.”


“Maybe construction equipment fell? That possible?”


A faint thread of red suffused Miguel’s face as he contemplated the possibility that he’d panicked over nothing. They moved into the lobby to check things out, but he was feeling less confident than when he’d called 911. “I’m pretty sure they—” He stopped speaking as they all heard the unmistakable sound of a descending elevator.


“I thought you said there was nobody here,” said the older cop.


“There isn’t.”


“Could have fooled me,” said the second cop. They moved through to the elevator lobby. A light above the elevator doors was flashing to indicate an elevator’s imminent arrival. “Someone’s here.”


“The building opens for business in a few weeks,” said Miguel. “Nobody’s supposed to be here.”


The cops drew their guns from their holsters and stood in front of the elevator doors in a shooting stance—slightly crouched, legs apart. One of the cops gestured furiously for Miguel to move out of the way. Miguel stepped back. He hovered near an abstract metal sculpture set into the wall at the dead end of the elevator lobby.


A bell chimed. The elevator heaved as it arrived.


The doors parted with a slow hiss. Miguel swallowed hard as the gap widened. He strained to see what was going on. The cops were blocking his line of sight and he was at too sharp an angle to see much.


“Police,” shouted both cops in unison. “Put your weapon down.”


Miguel instinctively pressed himself against the wall. He flinched as the first round of bullets was fired. There were too many shots to count. His ears rang so badly, it took him a moment to realize the police had stopped firing. They’d lowered their weapons and were shouting something. He didn’t know what. He couldn’t hear a thing over the ringing in his ears.


Miguel saw the younger cop talk into his radio. The cop’s mouth opened and closed. Miguel couldn’t make out the words. Gradually, his hearing returned and he heard the tail end of a stream of NYPD jargon.


He couldn’t understand most of what was said. Something about “nonresponsive” and needing “a bus,” which he assumed meant an ambulance. Miguel watched a trickle of blood run along the marble floor until it formed a puddle. He edged closer. He glimpsed blood splatter on the wall of the elevator. He took one more step. Finally, he could see inside the elevator. He immediately regretted it. He’d never seen so much blood in all his life.




ONE


THE ELEVATOR


Thirty-four Hours Earlier


Vincent was the last to arrive. His dark overcoat flared behind him as he strode through the lobby. The other three were standing in an informal huddle by a leather sofa. They didn’t notice Vincent come in. They were on their phones, with their backs to the entrance, preoccupied with emails and silent contemplation as to why they had been called to a last-minute meeting on a Friday night at an out-of-the-way office building in the South Bronx.


Vincent observed them from a distance as he walked across the lobby toward them. Over the years, the four of them had spent more time together than apart. Vincent knew them almost better than he knew himself. He knew their secrets, and their lies. There were times when he could honestly say that he’d never despised anyone more than these three people. He suspected they all shared the sentiment. Yet they needed one another. Their fates had been joined together long before.


Sylvie’s face bore its usual expression, a few degrees short of a resting-bitch face. With her cover-girl looks and dark blond hair pinned in a topknot that drew attention to her green eyes, Sylvie looked like the catwalk model that she’d been when she was a teenager. She was irritated by being called to an unscheduled meeting when she had to pack for Paris, but she didn’t let it show on her face. She studiously kept a faint upward tilt to her lips. It was a practice drummed into her over many years working in a male-dominated profession. Men could snarl or look angry with impunity; women had to smile serenely regardless of the provocation.


To her right stood Sam, wearing a charcoal suit with a white shirt and a black tie. His stubble matched the dark blond of his closely cropped hair. His jaw twitched from the knot of anxiety in his guts. He’d felt stabbing pains ever since his wife, Kim, telephoned during the drive over. She was furious that he wouldn’t make the flight to Antigua because he was attending an unscheduled meeting. She hated the fact that his work always took precedence over her and the girls.


Jules stood slightly away from the other two, sucking on a peppermint candy to disguise the alcohol on his breath. He wore a suave burgundy-and-navy silk tie that made his Gypsy eyes burn with intensity. His dark hair was brushed back in the style of a fifties movie star. He usually drank vodka because it was odorless and didn’t make his face flush, but now his cheeks were ruddy in a tell-tale sign he’d been drinking. The minibar in his chauffeured car was out of vodka, so he’d had to make do with whiskey on the ride over. The empty bottles were still rattling around in his briefcase.


As they waited for their meeting, they all had the same paranoid notion that they’d been brought to a satellite office to be retrenched. Their careers would be assassinated silently, away from the watercooler gossips at the head office.


It was how they would have done it if the positions were reversed. A Friday-evening meeting at an out-of-the-way office, concluding with a retrenchment package and a nondisclosure agreement signed and sealed.


The firm was considering unprecedented layoffs, and they were acutely aware they had red targets on their backs. They said none of this to one another. They kept their eyes downcast as they worked on their phones, unaware they were the only ones in the lobby. Just as they hadn’t paid much mind to the cranes and construction fencing on their way in.


Sam checked his bank account while he waited. The negative balance made him queasy. He’d wiped out all the cash in his account that morning paying Kim’s credit-card bill. If he lost his job, then the floodgates would open. He could survive two to three months without work; after that, he’d have to sell assets. That alone would destroy him financially. He was leveraged to the hilt. Some of his assets were worth less now than when he’d bought them.


The last time Sam had received a credit-card bill that huge, he’d immediately lowered Kim’s credit limit. Kim found out when her payment for an eleven-thousand-dollar Hermès handbag was rejected at the Madison Avenue store in front of her friends. She was mortified. They had a huge blowup that night, and he reluctantly restored her credit limit. Now he paid all her bills without a word of complaint. Even if it meant taking out bridging loans. Even if it meant constantly feeling on the verge of a heart attack.


Sam knew that Kim spent money as much for attention as out of boredom. She complained that Sam was never around to help with the twins. He’d had to point out that they’d hired a maid to give her all the help she needed. Three maids, to be truthful. Three within the space of two years. The third had walked out in tears a week ago due to Kim’s erratic temper.


Kim was never satisfied with anything. If Sam gave Kim a platinum necklace, she wanted it in gold. If he took her to London, she wanted Paris. If he bought her a BMW, she wanted a Porsche.


Satisfying her unceasing demands was doable when his job prospects were good, but the firm had lost a major account, and since Christmas word had spread of an impending restructure. Everyone knew that was a euphemism for layoffs.


Sam never doubted that Kim would leave him if he couldn’t support her lifestyle anymore. She’d demand full custody of the girls and she’d raise them to hate him. Kim forgave most of his transgressions, she could even live with his infidelities, but she never forgave failure.


It was Sam who first heard the footsteps sounding through the vast lobby. The long, hurried strides of a man running late to a meeting. Sam swung around as their boss arrived. Vincent’s square jaw was tight and his broad shoulders were tense as he joined them without saying a word.


“You almost didn’t make it,” observed Sylvie.


“The traffic was terrible.” Vincent ran his hand over his overcoat pocket in the habit of a man who had recently stopped smoking. Instead of cigarettes, he took out a pair of glasses, which he put on to examine the message on his phone. “Are you all aware of the purpose of this meeting?”


“The email invite from HR wasn’t exactly brimming with information,” said Sam. “You said in your text message it was compulsory for us to attend. That it took precedence over everything else. Well, we’re all here. So maybe now you can enlighten us, Vincent. What’s so important that I had to delay my trip to Antigua?”


“Who here has done an escape-room challenge before?” Vincent asked.


“Are you fucking kidding me?” Sam said. “I abandoned my wife on her dream vacation to participate in a team-building activity! This is bullshit, Vincent. It’s goddamn bullshit and you know it.”


“It will take an hour,” said Vincent calmly. “Next Friday is bonus day. I’m sure that we all agree that it’s smart to be on our best behavior before bonus day, especially in the current climate.”


“Let’s do it,” said Sylvie, sighing. Her flight to Paris was at midnight. She still had plenty of time to get home and pack. Vincent led them to a brightly lit elevator with its doors wide open. Inside were mirrored walls and an alabaster marble floor.


They stepped inside. The steel doors shut behind them before they could turn around.




TWO


SARA HALL


It’s remarkable what a Windsor knot divulges about a man. Richie’s Italian silk tie was a brash shade of red, with thin gold stripes running on a diagonal. It was the tie of a man whose arrogance was dwarfed only by his ego.


In truth, I didn’t need to look at his tie to know that Richie was a douche. The dead giveaway was that when I entered the interview room, a nervous smile on my pink matte painted lips, he didn’t bother to greet me. Or even to stand up from the leather chair where he sat and surveyed me as I entered the room.


While I categorized Richie as a first-class creep the moment I set eyes on him, I was acutely aware that I needed to impress him if I was to have any chance of getting the job. I introduced myself and reached out confidently to shake his hand. He shook my hand with a grip that was tighter than necessary—a reminder, perhaps, that he could crush my career aspirations as easily as he could break the bones in my delicate hand.


He introduced himself as Richard Worthington. The third, if you don’t mind. He had a two-hundred-dollar haircut, a custom shave, and hands that were softer than butter. He was in his late twenties, around five years older than I was.


When we were done shaking hands, Richie leaned back in his chair and surveyed me with a touch of amusement as I settled into my seat across the table.


“You can take off your jacket and relax,” he said. “We try to keep interviews informal here.”


I took off my jacket and left it folded over the back of the chair next to me as I wondered what he saw when he looked at me. Did he see a struggling business-school graduate with a newly minted MBA that didn’t appear to be worth the paper it was written on? Or was he perceptive enough to see an intelligent, accomplished young woman? Glossy brown hair cut to a professional shoulder length, serious gray eyes, wearing a brand-new designer suit she couldn’t afford and borrowed Louboutin shoes that were a half size too small and pinched her toes.


I took a deep breath and tried to project the poise and confidence necessary to show him that I was the best candidate. Finally I had a chance at getting my dream job on Wall Street. I would do everything that I could humanly do not to screw it up.


Richie wore a dark gray suit with a fitted white shirt. His cuff links were Hermès, arranged so that the H insignia was clearly visible. On his wrist was an Audemars Piguet watch, a thirty-grand piece that told everyone who cared that he was the very model of a Wall Street player.


Richie left me on the edge of my seat, waiting awkwardly, as he read over my résumé. Paper rustled as he scanned the neatly formatted sheets that summed up my life in two pages. I had the impression that he was looking at it for the first time. When he was done, he examined me over the top of the pages with the lascivious expression of a john sizing up girls at a Nevada whorehouse.


“You look cold. Do you want me to turn off the air-conditioning?” he asked with a half smirk as he meaningfully lowered his eyes. Confused by the question, I looked down to where his eyes had settled. They were lingering on my nipples, the outlines of which were visible through the fabric of my top. I immediately turned red. His smirk turned into a full-blown grin. He was enjoying every second of my discomfort.


The line had sounded rehearsed. Richie had deliberately cranked the meeting room’s thermostat to the coldest setting to provoke that physiological response. It was a cheap parlor trick. I guessed that he’d played it before with other female candidates.


I blushed again. Richie reveled in my embarrassment as he ran his eyes over the rest of my body. My cup size and the shape of my crossed legs, visible under the glass table. To Richie, I wasn’t a high-potential graduate for the firm to recruit. I was fresh meat.


I faked ignorance of his little joke as best I could and ignored his intimate appraisal of my body. I was there for a job interview and I would damn well keep the interview on track.


I had prepared for the interview for days, I’d even researched Richie. He’d graduated from Princeton with an undergraduate degree, but he’d never gone to graduate school or received an MBA, which made him less qualified than I was. But then, he was Ivy League. My business school had a national reputation, but nothing compared to the cachet of Princeton.


Being a Princeton graduate automatically gave Richie a gold ticket in life. And didn’t he just know it! He’d probably used his network to get himself into his first job and never looked back. That had been seven years ago, when the markets were red-hot and any bozo could climb the corporate ladder so long as he wasn’t stupid enough to wear the same tie two days in a row. And if he had connections.


I was nervous as hell as I waited for Richie to ask the first question. I needed to sound the part; I already knew that I looked the part. I had gone into debt to afford the designer suit that I was wearing.


It was the nicest outfit I’d ever owned, and the most expensive. I saw that suit as an investment. If it got me the job I wanted, I’d get my money back and then some. I’d be earning seven figures in under a decade.


When I first tried on the suit, back home in Chicago, I was concerned it made me look too feminine. Too sexy. I wanted to be taken seriously. It’s hard getting that balance right when you’re a woman going for a job interview. Was the skirt too short? The jacket too tight? As I examined myself in the dressing room’s mirror, the department store assistant assured me that I looked like a high-powered executive. When I handed her my credit card at the cash register a few minutes later, a lump in my throat at the huge bill, I reassured myself that my first paycheck would more than cover the cost.


Since I’d maxed out my credit card to buy the suit, I used my rent money to get my hair colored and cut into glossy brown tresses, which I flicked off my shoulder nervously under Richie’s blistering scrutiny.


On paper, I was an ideal candidate. I ticked all the boxes of the job description. I’d graduated summa cum laude. My GPA was pure gold. I’d done an internship at an investment bank in Chicago. My references were practically sycophantic. My professors loved me and they weren’t shy about expressing it in their reference letters. They described me as smart, driven, an original thinker, and an asset to any firm that hired me.


I had been confident that I had a good chance of getting the job until the moment I looked into Richie’s bored blue eyes at the start of the interview.


“So you’re from Chicago,” he said, as if it were a different country. I nodded. He glanced at his watch. Bad sign.


“I was just in Chicago on a business trip,” he said.


I swallowed the impulse to say “I know.” My interview was supposed to have taken place in Chicago during Richie’s visit. It was canceled at the last minute with the explanation that, unfortunately, he couldn’t fit it into his packed schedule. Four days later, the recruiter called me again, as if nothing had happened. “Mr. Worthington would like to meet with you on Wednesday at our New York office.” She made it sound as if I were being granted an audience with the pope.


There was no offer to fly me to New York. I didn’t feel comfortable asking. I was too broke to buy a plane ticket. It was peak travel season and prices were exorbitant. So I took the train all the way to Penn Station. Twenty-one hours of Amtrak hell. The guy next to me snored so loudly that I barely slept.


“I went to the Cubs-Yankees game during my trip. It was my first time at Wrigley Field. Amazing experience.” Richie was so self-absorbed he didn’t immediately realize he’d effectively divulged that he’d stood me up on his supposedly jam-packed trip to Chicago in order to watch a baseball game. My expression must have reminded him, because he hastily added, “The baseball game was a networking event for our clients.”


Yeah, right, I thought. You didn’t need to graduate from Princeton to know a junket when you saw one.


I kept a sappy smile pasted on my face. But everything that had transpired so far told me that my chance of getting the job was precisely zero. You don’t treat a candidate with such disrespect if you’re planning on recruiting her.


The only reason that I scored the interview was because one of my college professors heard that I was still looking for work. He was baffled as to why his best student was scrambling around for a job months after graduation. He contacted an old friend with connections at the firm and called in a favor. That’s how I landed interviewing with Richie.


I squeezed my fingernails into my palm to remind myself to be on my best behavior. Shut up and smile, I told myself. The pain of my nails in my flesh would be nothing compared to what would happen if I didn’t get this job. I’d be broke and my career would be dead before it ever began.


I was a few months out of graduate school and, despite stellar grades, I was still unemployed. If that went on for much longer, I would be entirely unemployable by the time the next batch of graduates left business school. A graduate on the job market for too long is like a piece of rancid meat. Nobody wants to touch them.


It was bad luck that I graduated at the same time as a downturn hit the markets. There had been talk of a mini recession. Confidence was down; financial industry shares plummeted. Firms immediately slashed their hiring. There were plenty of graduates just like me who were struggling to get jobs.


“We get thousands of candidates applying for jobs every year. We have the pick of the crop. Why should we hire you?” That was Richie’s first question.


I knew from his air of overindulged entitlement that he wouldn’t understand what it meant to work your guts out through college and graduate school to get straight A’s for a chance at a career he took for granted. He would have stumbled into his job as if it were a birthright.


I took a deep breath. I had prepared for questions like this all the way on the train ride over. And it was one long train ride. I’d memorized a clever answer for this question word for word. It was articulate, well reasoned, and, most important, relatively succinct. Nobody wanted a job candidate who rambled.


As I began to answer his question, Richie reached into his briefcase. My eyes followed his movements as I continued speaking, doing my best not to sound too rehearsed. Richie was digging around in his briefcase, looking for something. I figured he wanted a notebook or a pen. I found out what he was looking for when he triumphantly removed a foil bag and ripped it open.


The sound of crinkling packaging was almost deafening as he shoved his hand inside the packet and scooped out a handful of mixed nuts, which he promptly shoved into his mouth.


I powered through my response to his question even though it was distracting, talking to someone who was shoveling nuts into his mouth.


Richie crunched so loudly that all I could hear was the crack of teeth on nuts. Crack, chew, swallow. Crack. All the while I was giving my best sales pitch.


I looked into his eyes and realized that it was deliberate. His chiseled, venal face had the same look of amusement it’d had when he played his air-conditioner trick.


When I finished my answer, he took another handful of nuts, began chewing, and asked his next question with his mouth full. “Have you ever worked in a high-stakes environment? How did you deal with the pressure?”


I answered that question. And then another. It was hard to be eloquent when all I could hear was Richie’s teeth crunching almonds and cashews with the mechanical efficiency of an industrial grinder. I couldn’t hear myself talk and was pretty sure that he couldn’t hear a word I was saying, either. I inadvertently raised my voice slightly so that I could be heard over his crunching. He crunched more loudly. With a straight face.


It was plain as day that he didn’t have the slightest intention of hiring me for the job. It didn’t matter how well I presented, how eloquently I spoke, or how good my experience was. I was there purely as a box-ticking exercise.


The thought occurred to me that Richie probably had to interview a woman or two as part of the hiring process. I fit the bill. It was all about covering his ass. He was asked to bring me in for an interview; that didn’t mean he had to treat me as a serious candidate. He just had to go through the motions, and that’s what he was doing.


I had an overwhelming urge to stop talking, get up, and walk out. I didn’t have the luxury. I had student loans to pay off, mounting credit-card debt, and rent to pay. I had more than enough to keep me in the red for the next decade unless I landed a good job. I couldn’t risk burning my bridges by making a fuss over the way that Richie treated me. Who would believe me anyway?


In my sad reality, I had little choice but to answer Richie’s dumb-ass questions while he all but gave me the finger as he shoved another handful of nuts into his mouth.


When it was finally over, he told me someone would be in touch. Then he walked out and left me alone in the meeting room to show myself out.


I left the interview feeling sick to my stomach. Sick that someone could treat me with such contempt. Sick at the fact that I had another twenty-one-hour train ride back home. Sick at the thought I had to cover a huge credit-card bill for my suit and was short of next month’s rent money.


I returned my visitor’s pass to the reception desk and walked in a daze into an elevator. Before the doors closed, some guy pushed his way in. I didn’t pay him any attention. I’d had enough of his kind for one day. Another suit with an overpriced haircut and a watch that cost more than my parents’ car.


There was a film of tears in my eyes from frustration. I was still holding my résumé—I’d intended to hand it to Richie to make sure he had a hard copy. I resisted the urge to rip it up.


“I hear that Michigan State has an excellent finance program.” I looked up in surprise at the man who was breaking elevator etiquette by talking to me. He was tall, with a broad frame, and dressed in a de rigueur charcoal suit with a light blue shirt and a dark tie. There was something about him that made me realize he was the exact opposite of Richie. He didn’t flash his success, but he oozed presence.


His English was flawless except for the vague hint of a European accent. His eyes were the lightest shade of blue I’d ever seen. Blue chips of ice.


“I graduated from the program recently,” I said. “It was excellent. They have John Baker running it. He was one of my faculty advisers.” Baker was a former Federal Reserve economist who cemented his reputation by predicting the previous financial crises when everyone was still bullish on equities.


I was a little creeped out that this man peeked over my shoulder to read the first page of my résumé. He must have known what I was thinking, because he gave me a rueful, slightly apologetic smile, which was infectious. I smiled back.


“I follow Professor Baker’s analyses closely. He has a brilliant mind. I admire him for going back to his alma mater to head its research institute rather than taking an Ivy League position,” he said.


“He’s a strong believer in giving back to the community he came from,” I replied as the elevator rapidly descended toward the lobby.


“Professor Baker must have thought highly of you if he was your faculty adviser.”


“He’s one of my referees,” I replied modestly.


“Impressive. I gather you’re looking for work?”


“Yes, I’m looking for a graduate position.”


“May I take your résumé, since you have it handy?” he asked. “I’m always looking for finance hotshots.”


“Of course,” I said, handing it to him and taking the business card that he offered in return.


“No promises,” he said, looking directly at me with his piercing blue eyes. I didn’t have a chance to respond—the elevator doors opened and he walked out without looking back.


I glanced at his business card before sliding it into my handbag.


“Vincent de Vries. Senior Vice President, Stanhope and Sons,” it read.




THREE


THE ELEVATOR


All the lights in the elevator turned off at once. It happened the moment the doors shut. One moment they were in a brightly lit elevator; the next they were in pitch-darkness. They were as good as blind, save for the weak fluorescent glow from a small display above the steel doors showing the floor number.


Jules stumbled toward the elevator control panel. He pressed the button to open the doors. The darkness was suffocating him. He had to get out. The elevator shot up before anything happened. The jolt was unexpected. Jules lost his footing and fell against the wall with a thud.


As the elevator accelerated upward, they assumed the lights would be restored at any moment. In every other respect, the elevator was working fine. It was ascending smoothly. The green display above the door was showing the changing floor numbers. There was no reason why it should be dark.


Without realizing it, they shifted toward one another, drawn together by a primordial fear of the dark and the unknown dangers that lurked within it. Jules fumbled for his phone and turned on the flashlight setting so that he could see what he was doing. He frantically pressed the buttons for upcoming floors. They didn’t appear to respond to the insistent pressure of his thumb.


“It’s probably an express,” explained Sylvie. “I saw a sign in the lobby that said something about the elevator running express until the seventieth floor.”


Jules pressed the button for the seventieth floor. And the seventy-first. And, for good measure, the seventy-second, as well. The buttons immediately lit up one after the other, each button backlit in green. Jules silently counted the remaining floors. All he could think about was getting out.


He loosened his tie to alleviate the tightness in his chest. He’d never considered himself claustrophobic, but he’d had an issue with confined spaces ever since he was a child. He once left summer camp early, in hysterics after being accidentally locked in a toilet stall for a few minutes. His mother told the camp leader that his overreaction was due to a childhood trauma that left him somewhat claustrophobic and nervous in the dark.


“I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ll be taking the stairs on the way down,” Sam joked with fake nonchalance. “I’m not getting back into this hunk of junk again.”


“Maybe the firm is locking us up in here until we resign voluntarily,” Jules said drily. “It’ll save Stanhope a shitload of money.” He swallowed hard. The elevator was approaching the fortieth floor. They were halfway there. He had to hold it together for another thirty floors.


“It would be a mistake if the firm retrenched any of us,” said Vincent. “I told the executive team as much when we met earlier this week.” What Vincent didn’t mention was that several of the leadership team had avoided looking at him during that meeting. That was when he knew the writing was on the wall.


“Why get rid of us? We’ve always made the firm plenty of money,” Sylvie said.


“Until lately,” Vincent said pointedly.


They’d failed to secure two major deals in a row. Those deals had both gone to a key competitor, who had inexplicably undercut them each time. It made them wonder whether their competitor had inside knowledge of their bids. The team’s revenue was lower than it had been in years. For the first time ever, their jobs were vulnerable.


“Are we getting fired, Vincent?” Jules asked as the elevator continued rising. “Is that why we were summoned here? They must have told you something.”


“I got the same generic meeting invite that you all received,” Vincent responded. “It was only as I arrived that I received a text with instructions to bring you all up to the eightieth floor for an escape-room challenge. The results of which, it said, would be used for ‘internal consultations about future staff planning.’ Make of that what you will.”


“Sounds like they want to see how we perform tonight before deciding what to do with us,” said Sylvie. “I’ve never done an escape room. What exactly are we supposed to do?”


“It’s straightforward,” said Sam. “You’re locked in a room and have to solve a series of clues to get out.”


“And on that basis they’re going to decide which of us to fire?” Jules asked Vincent in the dark.


“I doubt it,” Vincent said. “The firm doesn’t work that way.”


“Vincent’s right,” said Jules cynically. “Let’s take a more optimistic tack. Maybe they’re using our escape-room performance to determine who to promote to Eric Miles’s job.” Eric had resigned before Christmas under something of a cloud. They’d heard rumors the firm was going to promote someone to the job internally. Such promotions were highly sought after. At a time when their jobs were in jeopardy, it offered one of them a potential career lifeline.


The green display above the door flashed the number 67. They had three more floors to go until the elevator finished the express part of the ride. The elevator slowed down and came to a stop on the seventieth floor. Jules exhaled in relief. He stepped forward in anticipation of the doors opening. They remained shut.


He pressed the OPEN button on the control panel. Nothing happened. He pressed it again, holding it down for several seconds. The doors still didn’t budge. He pressed the button three times in quick succession. Nothing. Finally, in desperation, he pressed the red emergency button. There was no response.


“It’s not working,” he said.


They looked up at the panel above the door that displayed the floor numbers. It had an E on its screen. Error.


A small television monitor above the control panel turned on. At first, they didn’t think much of it. They expected to see cable news or a stock market update, the type of thing usually broadcast on elevator monitors.


It took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the brightness of the white television screen. After another moment, a message appeared in large black letters.


WELCOME TO THE ESCAPE
ROOM. YOUR GOAL IS SIMPLE.
GET OUT ALIVE.




FOUR


SARA HALL


I received the phone call on my first day off in a week. Six straight days working double shifts at Rob Roy. My lower back ached from carrying pitchers of beer and heavy griddle pans with sizzling meat to an endless stream of hungry customers. I was so exhausted by the end of each shift that I had to make a concerted effort to make sure I was taking things to the right table.


It was midmorning. I was fast asleep, with my head under my pillow to block the sunlight streaming through the half-open blind. I’d forgotten to pull it closed when I’d collapsed into bed in the middle of the night.


I ignored the ring of my phone. That wasn’t easy to do, given that it played on full blast the theme music from Curb Your Enthusiasm. I’m a heavy sleeper, and most days, if I put my mind to it, I could sleep through the noise of a marching band.


But that morning, I couldn’t shut out the insistent drone of my phone no matter how hard I tried. Even in my deeply exhausted state, I worried that it was my mom calling about my dad. He was in the hospital again after another procedure on his heart. In the end, that nagging worry about my dad made me roll over, grab my phone, and take the call under the covers.


“Hello,” I croaked, my voice muffled by sleep.


The long pause that followed suggested that whoever was on the phone line wasn’t my mom.


“Sara.” It was a man. Deep voice. Clipped accent. Maybe British? No, not British. There was a hint of something else. European. I was too groggy to think who it might be.


“Yes, this is Sara,” I responded. I tried to clear my throat surreptitiously. “How can I help?”


“This is Vincent de Vries. From Stanhope and Sons?” A pause for recognition. I almost choked when I heard his name. My voice was like sandpaper. It was obvious that I’d just awakened. He’d think that I was an unemployed bum who lay in bed all day. This was a disaster. I scrambled into a sitting position and, while he spoke, squirted water from the drinking bottle next to my bed into my throat.


“We met in an elevator at my office about two weeks ago,” he continued.


“Of course, Vincent,” I responded with as much animation as I could manage, given that I’d been in a deep sleep ten seconds earlier. “You offered to take a look at my résumé. That was so nice of you.”


“I’m not sure if I mentioned at the time that I might have an opening coming up on my team. That has now happened. After looking at your résumé, I think you might be a good fit. I’d like to ask our recruitment manager to arrange for you to be interviewed. That is, if you’re still looking for work.”


“Yes,” I said, with the overenthusiasm of the unemployed. “I’d be very interested in interviewing for the position.” As I spoke, reality set in. Another twenty-one-hour train ride to New York. Another three days of lost tips. Another train ticket and set of interview clothes that I couldn’t afford. More debt. More lost income. More inevitable rejection. Why bother when it was only going to end in heartache?


“Great. I’ll ask our recruitment team to fly you out for interviews on Friday. If that suits you?”


I paused to absorb Vincent’s words. He’d said he’d fly me out. I wouldn’t need to take Amtrak at my own expense. I felt encouraged that he’d said they’d bring me there for interviews, plural. It sounded as if I was a serious candidate. I actually had a chance.


“That would be absolutely fine,” I replied smoothly. “Thank you so much for calling, Vincent. I really appreciate the opportunity.”


I was ecstatic. Before the call, I had been facing what felt like a lifetime of waitering hell at a franchise restaurant, with a boss who siphoned tips and blamed his staff for his own mistakes.


Not to mention having to share an apartment with Stacey, a spoiled twenty-two-year-old who let her deadbeat boyfriend, Gary, stay over almost every night, left dirty dishes in the sink to attract roaches, and hung her bras and panties to dry in the shower stall, so that I had to shower with her underwear hanging in my face.


Vincent’s call potentially meant a chance to get my career on track, financial security, a new life in New York. Maybe I’d even be able to have an apartment to myself. I was high as a kite just from thinking of the possibilities.


I jumped on my bed in my candy-striped pajamas like a hyperactive kid at a trampoline park, shrieking with excitement. All of a sudden, life was sweet.


Once my initial euphoria died down, reality set in. I knew from bitter experience how it would probably play out. I’d feel good during the interview and return to Chicago hopeful of a job offer. Eventually I’d get rejected by another recruiter letting me down gently with a generic excuse from a prepared script. I’d been through that scenario with Richie and it had left me feeling despondent.


Richie’s recruiter had called me two days after the interview to tell me that I hadn’t made it into the final round. “The hiring manager has opted for another candidate more suited to his requirements.”


“How, specifically, was I not suited? I met every requirement in the job description.” I tried to keep my tone nonconfrontational, but I could tell that she was annoyed by my persistence.


“Richie, er, Mr. Worthington felt you lacked gravitas,” she said in a pointed tone, as if her words actually made sense. “Gravitas is such an important quality at our firm.”


I wanted to tell her that if gravitas was so important, then they should teach their hiring managers not to stuff their mouths with snack food during job interviews. It was a struggle to finish the call without telling the recruiter where Richie could shove his gravitas. The way that I saw it, gravitas was a masculine quality. A characteristic of men in suits. Men like Richie, minus the bad table manners.


I later found out that Richie hired the brother of a college buddy for the job. I was the decoy. Or one of several. He had to pretend to look at other candidates to cover for the fact that he was hiring a friend for the job. Good old-fashioned cronyism. It’s how half the jobs in the city are filled.


The episode with Richie had left a sour taste in my mouth. I wasn’t sure if I had the resilience to go through it again with Vincent. To lie awake at night filled with anticipation, counting my chickens before they hatched. That’s what I’d done before the interview with Richie. I’d even looked up apartments listed for rent, so I could figure out where I’d want to live. Talk about being overconfident.


A few days would pass after I returned home from my interview. I’d make excuses as to why I hadn’t heard back from the firm. I’d tell myself the recruiter was ill, or Vincent was away on business. But at some point there would be no reasonable explanation for the time lapse other than the obvious: I didn’t get the job. A form email would arrive in my in-box, sent by a recruitment manager.


“We were impressed with your skills and experience. However, we had a strong field of candidates and have found a candidate who better matches the skill set we were seeking in this position.” Whatever that meant. Or it would say the position had been frozen, offered to an internal hire, changed in scope. Or one of a hundred other excuses that I’d heard ad nauseam.


I decided that I had to believe that I had a chance. Otherwise, I might as well curl up and die. The firm flew me to New York, just as Vincent had promised. My flight arrived in the afternoon, the day before the interviews were to be held. The firm had booked me into a five-star hotel within walking distance of the office.


It was the first time in my life that I’d stayed at a hotel that had more than three stars to its name. The closest I’d come to that level of luxury was working a summer job doing room service at a resort hotel on Lake Superior when I was nineteen. I was the girl in the hotel uniform who carried the breakfast trays and newspapers up to the rooms in return for tips.


That’s why I gave a generous tip to the bellboy who showed me to my room in New York. Even though I was hardly flush with cash, I knew what it was like to end a shift with barely enough money for a ride home and dinner.


I grew up in a family in which every month, every week was a financial struggle. My father had health issues. He tired easily and was constantly ill. A mechanical engineer by training, he hadn’t been able to carry a stable job since my early teenage years. My mother, who’d worked as a schoolteacher before I was born, struggled to get work once she had to step in to help support the entire family.


My childhood had been distinguished by scrimping and saving and struggling to get scholarships for my schooling, all while trying to hide our dire situation from everyone we knew. My parents were terribly ashamed at having failed to achieve their dreams, other than having me. Whatever money they had to spare went straight into paying for my education. We rarely went on vacation, and when we did, we certainly never had the money to stay at five-star hotels.


I relished my first experience of luxury travel. I was given a large room with turndown service and a bed big enough for five people. There were Belgian chocolates on the pillow and a basket of snacks by the window with a card that said it was compliments of the firm. It also said that Stanhope and Sons would cover up to two hundred dollars of food and beverage costs during my one-night stay.


I lay on the bed and reveled in the luxury. I checked out the pillow menu and selected one for the night, then played around with the music and entertainment system like a kid. In the bathroom, I found a vanity bag with expensive French-label products and body scrubs. I tried them all before soaking in lemongrass-scented water in the tub while watching TV, calming my nerves.


I couldn’t resist ordering room service for dinner that night: steak, salad, and fries delivered on a white cloth–covered trolley, complete with silverware. I ate dinner cross-legged on the bed while rehearsing my interview responses.


The next morning, I ate a continental breakfast in my room, wearing a white robe and watching the early-morning Manhattan congestion through my window. The disorderly line of cars gridlocked on the street below resembled a piece of abstract art. The lines were unruly. The colors clashed against the asphalt gray. The hint of movement was so vague that it looked like an illusion.


When I was done drinking my second cup of coffee, I dressed in the suit that I’d worn for the interview with Richie. I paired it with a new lilac satin shirt and a filigree gold necklace.


I walked to the Stanhope and Sons offices two blocks away, passing throngs of Wall Street types striding into work in their two-thousand-dollar suits. The platinum blond assistant at the reception desk had been supercilious when I’d interviewed with Richie. This time, she couldn’t do enough for me.


“Vincent told me to expect you,” she gushed as she led me to the interview room. “Let me know if you need anything. Anything at all.” She smiled as she closed the door and left me alone to await my first interview.


The meeting room was larger than the one used for my disastrous interview with Richie. It had a long white table that could seat eight people. There was no transparent glass tabletop like the one through which Richie had ogled my legs. The air conditioner was on a comfortable setting.


I would do five rounds of interviews in a single day, all in that interview room. I left only to use the bathroom and to go down for a half-hour lunch at midday. That was further proof that Richie’s interview had only ever been for show. If he’d considered me as a serious candidate, he would have arranged for the other interviews to take place on the same day. He’d never intended for me to get past the first round.


The firm required a minimum of four interviews before an offer was made. It was an ironclad rule. Sometimes that number could rise to six. Or even seven, for very senior positions. But nobody was ever hired before passing at least four rounds. That went for everyone from senior executives down to mailroom clerks.


The first interview of the day was with Donna, a recruiter who had a master’s degree in organizational psychology. Donna had long, dark hair that fell in waves below her shoulders and a wide, sincere smile. She went through a series of preliminary questions, mostly asking why I wanted the job and what value I thought I could bring to the firm. I had all those answers down pat. I ran through them confidently and in a clear voice. She took notes frequently and, thankfully, didn’t throw me any curveballs.


The next interview was with Deepak. He wore wire-rimmed glasses over a fine-featured face that matched his thin, delicate frame. He said that he was originally from Bangalore. He told me the interview would focus on checking my knowledge of financial modeling. He gave me a few financial scenarios that he seemed to expect me to solve in my head, because he didn’t offer me any paper.


I was so nervous that at first I couldn’t keep up with the numbers. I paused and sipped my water to calm down. Then I answered all his questions without any mistakes. I could tell from his pleased expression that I’d done well.


After Deepak was Lance. Lance looked like an advertising executive. He had the chiseled face of a Ken doll, which belied the fact he was insanely smart. He bombarded me with questions, probing how I would handle certain situations. When I’d answered that first volley of questions to his apparent satisfaction, he moved on to another set of questions, which was even tougher.


“There’s no right answer,” he told me. “I just want to get an idea of how you think.”


I nodded that I understood.


“How would you find a good Szechuan restaurant in downtown Manhattan without access to the internet?” It wasn’t exactly the type of question you prepare to answer in an interview at an investment bank.


“I’d walk through Chinatown and look for the busiest one that I could find,” I replied.


He wrote something down with an inscrutable expression. There were other questions along those lines. He asked me to calculate how many tennis balls would fit into an eight-seater car, how I would go about finding a needle in a haystack. I told him I’d use a magnet.


The fourth interview was with Mitch. He was a sharp-faced lawyer from the risk and regulatory team, who needled me until I felt like a pincushion. “If you saw a colleague steal a dollar, would you report him?” he asked. “Come on,” he prodded when I hesitated. “What’s more important to you, Sara, ethics or getting along with your colleagues?”


The question stumped me because every possible answer seemed wrong. “Ethics,” I said. “But I wouldn’t report someone over a dollar.”


“How much would someone have to steal for you to report him?” he fired back.


I squirmed under his expectant gaze. I didn’t have a ready answer.


He took the conversation into a new direction. “Tell me about a time you screwed up royally.”
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