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PROLOGUE


    Let’s try this again. Let’s look at it from the beginning, doing the math, the physics, the science, the art of launching my chair backward—literally up and backward—to get airborne—shoving myself off the floor as hard as possible to generate the momentum needed to flip over—somehow avoiding a concussion in the process—land on the ground, crack the strut, free my hands, free my legs, then roll to my knees so I could get up and bull-rush him. Bull-rush, right? That’s a thing? To topple him. To blitz him. Which would stun him, right? Which would give me, what, about two and a half seconds to scramble and yank the knife out of his hands?


    If he had a knife.


    He had a wrench, a large plumber’s wrench. I saw that much. I wouldn’t know what to do with a wrench—obviously wrest it from his grip—but if I could get a knife, if I could get a knife, I could immobilize him, then undo this rope, then undo this clamp, then undo this nightmare that’s got me stuck here, trapped in a basement, somewhere in Paris—somewhere underneath it—where every single aspect seems stolen straight from the depths of hell—a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling, a rusted door, the wet air, the barren walls—an unimaginably harsh location where this guy asked me his one question, literally his one question, his only question in the past five hours, before saying absolutely nothing else.


    “Where is she?”


    He said it with a slight accent—Eastern bloc, or maybe Scandinavian, maybe German—and I’d replay those words in my head repeatedly, pathologically, over and over again, analyzing all the implications, over and over, chopping up my thoughts into a thousand fragments, trying to find some way to answer the unanswerable. Where is she? I tried every response. I tried everything I could to convey to him what I had. Theories. Assumptions. Guesses. Verbiage. Excuses. Where is she? I’d offer an answer. I’d wait again. I’d answer again. I’d wait. Talk. Wait. Panic. Talk. Panic more. Stop. Wait again. Talk again. Over and over. No solution came. No progress was made. Instead, after an eternity, I’d arrived at the sickening sensation that he was now standing behind me, on the verge of an exponentially increasing explosion of violence.


    Where was she?


    I had no idea. The only thing I knew was that something sinister was smoldering back there inside this unknown man and a limit had been reached and an amount of time had run out and the slow footsteps I was now hearing behind me were the footsteps of an adversary who was approaching me to speak up after hours and hours of saying nothing, after a full day of watching me fail to oblige him, bending toward the back of my neck to utter five horrific words, which he hardly raised his voice to deliver. “You . . . now have . . . sixty seconds.”

  


  
    
CHAPTER 1


    Jennifer Graham. In the hotel lobby. This was five days earlier. There were two women in this equation and Jenn was one of the two. She and I were walking quickly through the conference crowd, smiling as if the evening were proceeding along quite smoothly, as if everyone had been gushing over our hard work, which, in my unsolicited opinion, wasn’t far from the truth.


    “You can’t pretend it doesn’t exist,” she said to me. “You can’t pretend the problem isn’t real. You have to own it. You have to live it, breathe it, embrace it. Confidently. With open arms. Understand? Open arms. You go up to the microphone, you look the crowd in the eye, you stand tall, confident, you sound expensive, you make a slightly-offensive-but-not-offensive joke, avoid big words, then convincingly laugh at the pressure after fully acknowledging the pressure. You own it, then assure them that the ‘it’ doesn’t exist.”


    “Okay.”


    “I’m telling you exactly what needs to be said so that you and I—so everyone—the entire team—takes a step closer to actually making this work.”


    “Okay.”


    “You disagree?”


    “No.”


    “What part do you disagree with?”


    “None of it.”


    “What part do you disagree with?”


    “Just . . .”


    “Adam.”


    “Everything. Literally everything you just said.”


    “God, I knew it.”


    “I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll say whatever you want, but don’t ask me three times if I disagree with you, because I can’t fend off that kind of Jennifer-ness. No, I don’t think sales is about putting your weakest foot forward and calling it your best foot.”


    “It’s about owning it. We own it. ‘We as a firm have seen the issue at hand, Mr. Client, and we can assure you the issue is irrelevant.’”


    “Or ‘We as a firm have a bunch of martinis ready for you, Mr. Client, so without further ado . . . drink your body weight.’”


    “No.”


    “Yes.”


    “No.”


    “They’re literally going to be asking about the delay, wondering about it.”


    “Drunk people don’t wonder stuff. They relate to you. They look over and say, ‘Wow, I really relate to you, you relatable fuck.’ First rule of sales: it’s a business of relationships.”


    “You can’t solve problems with a martini.”


    “Second rule of sales: you can solve problems with a martini. And I get it. I get it, I get it. We’re the hosts, I get it. We had a logistical delay, which, small as it may seem—a shrewd European banker is going to question whether we’re competently handling large European contracts. I get it. But I promise you, tonight of all nights, right now, they are upstairs at the bar, waiting for nothing but the bar.”


    “Why are you fighting me?”


    “Why are you fighting you? I said a hundred times you can do the opening words.”


    “You’re who they like.”


    “No.”


    “You’re giving the opening words because they like you, Adam. Because everyone likes you. Because tonight you will say the right thing and you will believe in saying it. That’s my point.”


    “I already said I’d do it.”


    She stopped in her tracks, stopping both of us, right in the middle of the lobby, so she could get in front of me and win her case. We were both insanely jet-lagged and thouroughly overworked.


    “Look around. What do you see?”


    “The . . . lobby?”


    “What do you see?”


    “The . . .?” I genuinely didn’t know what she was doing.


    “I’ll just give you the answer. You see a hotel full of corporate people casually wondering why there’s a security check for our event.”


    I love Jenn. I’ve loved her since the Tuesday morning we first met eight years ago. She’s more than a best friend. She’s the best part of me. She’s all anyone should ever aspire to be.


    “You know what I see, Jenn?”


    “You don’t get a turn.”


    “I see Paris.”


    “No.”


    “Through the windows, I see Paris. I see the streets, the cobblestone, a sensuous lamp, a neat bridge, elderly people making out. You know what this town is known for? Everything good and expensive. Paris outshines all other cities like an embroidered quilt among Burger King napkins. That’s what’s here.”


    “You don’t actually think that.”


    “Doesn’t matter what I think. What matters is that everyone at this convention thinks it. They think it, they love it, there’s a slight mystique every time they answer the question: ‘Hey, Earl, where ya goin’ next week?’ ‘Business trip in Paris, Alan.’ ‘Paris!? You total fucken’ asshole.’ Because everyone loves coming here because it’s a brochure on sex, and, yes, actually, I do believe it makes other cities into a Burger King napkin. This is night three of five. These people have been doing banking math all week so I really don’t think the terrace lounge party—Let’s repeat those holy words—Terrace—Lounge—Party—is the place where they go to hear another apology about another glitch.”


    “It’s not a glitch. It’s an unplanned security check as a result of issues here at our event, which will make them wonder if our firm is ready to handle a four-point-eight-billion dollar loan, which is a hesitancy that Evan, our CEO, your CEO, said to avoid yet now we can’t even send these people up an elevator without a rectal exam.”


    I took her hand in mine. “You’re an event planner, the best of the best. You live and die by the words ‘a nice evening,’ and I love you for this unrequitedly, and I will do what you tell me to do out of this unrequited love. You win.”


    “Did you even hear one word I said!?”


    “No.”


    We’d arrived at the back of the line of people waiting for the elevator, queued up with their ID badges out for the hotel staff. They’d announced a technical issue, which Jenn felt would be regarded by our guests, the people around us—clients, associates, bankers, brokers—as a security breach. I disagreed with her until now—until I saw that the hotel staff weren’t the ones checking ID badges. It was the French police. The gendarmerie. All jokes aside, it’d taken fifteen minutes before they’d gotten to Jenn and me, and in that time, the line had doubled behind us and had begun to look quite serious.


    “Madame . . . uh . . . Jennifer?” said the officer, reading her badge.


    “Yes,” she said.


    He looked at her. Looked at her ID. Looked at her. Checked a list of names. “Merci, thank you, you can go.” He let her through. “Mister . . . uh . . . Adam?”


    “Yes,” I said.


    He did the same. Looked at me. Looked at my ID. Looked at the list. Looked back at me. “You are Mr. Adam?”


    “Yeah. Adam Macias.”


    He kept studying my badge.


    I tried to be casual. “Is there . . . a . . . ?”


    Whatever result he was seeing on his portable scanner had flagged something because he then uttered the sentence no foreigner wants to hear from someone with a weapon. “You . . . will . . . uh . . . come with me?”


    “Sorry?”


    “You . . . uh . . . You will come with me?” He pointed to the side area. He wanted to talk to me apart from the main crowd, privately, already turning to lead the way toward wherever we were going, already a few steps ahead of us so that Jenn and I had to hurry to follow him.


    “Why would police need to talk to you?” she whispered to me.


    “Why would police need to talk to you?” she whispered.


    “It’s fine.”


    “How is it fine?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Your ID was flagged.”


    “Yeah.”


    “How is it fine?”


    “Because . . .”


    “Because . . . ? You’re not worried?”


    “Not fully.”


    “But a little bit.”


    “No.”


    “Adam.”


    “I’m mostly sure it’s fine.”


    “Mostly?”


    “Yeah. I’m a hundred-percent . . . mostly sure.”

  


  
    
CHAPTER 2


    They led me to the far side of the lobby with Jenn following alongside. I could feel the back of my neck getting warm. I could feel the people behind me staring—watching a guy get pulled out of line. Oh, they’re pulling someone out. Watching me get escorted away. Oh, it was him. Making various comments about skin tone without mentioning skin tone. I knew it’d be him. The main cop leaned over to his colleagues and murmured some unintelligible French. “Dites aux autres que la porte est dans l’angle mort,” he said.


    I couldn’t take my eyes of the automatic weapons. French police carry very serious machine guns.


    The main cop turned to me. “Uh . . . It’s okay for you we are talking for a moment?”


    I fired a regular gun once. It was at a gun range and scared the hell out of me. The first shot was the real shock—felt like the thing was gonna fly out of my hands—and that was just a pistol.


    “Sure,” I said.


    “Uh, Mr. . . . Is it Macias?” said the sergeant. “This is Spanish, no?”


    “He’s American,” said Jenn. “With an American passport.”


    “Can I ask you to tell me your recent activity, Mr. Macias?”


    “Activity?”


    “Why?” said Jenn.


    “We need him to tell us what he was doing for the time prior to now. Mr. Macias, did you scan the service elevator? With your badge?”


    “My badge?”


    The officer pointed toward the back area of the hotel. “The east door. It, uh . . . It connect you this. You are using this badge for this?”


    “Yes . . . uh . . . I think . . . Yes.”


    “You are in France for business?” he said to me.


    “Yes. The conference.”


    “You are not here for other business?”


    “Sorry?”


    “You are not here for other business? This is, uh, not an official question.”


    “Then he doesn’t have to answer it,” said Jenn.


    “It’s fine,” I told him, hardly interested in whatever legal rights I wasn’t being afforded by whatever constitution this guy wasn’t following. “I’m not here for anything other than business.”


    “You activate service elevator?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why you are doing this?”


    “For a young woman.”


    “Who?”


    “Who? I don’t know.”


    “This woman . . . She is asking you . . . to use it?”


    “Yes.”


    “She is who?”


    “I don’t know. She seemed to be a guest.”


    “What is she . . . uh . . . How? You are describing her for me.”


    “She’s tall. Maybe five-ten. She’s, um, European. But maybe Eastern bloc. Blue eyes. Short blond-ish hair. She looks . . . uh . . . good. Y’know?”


    “No.”


    “Like a model. Like, I mean, like, she’s not the kind of girl you see often.” Jenn was right next to me, hearing all this. “She had an accent. And a mark. A mark around her neck.”


    “Of where?”


    “Sorry?”


    “Where? Where this is?”


    They had me show them where. They actually had me lead them all the way across the lobby, out of the main area, over to the service elevator. You can imagine how cooperative I’m trying to be, not letting myself make any fast moves, still preoccupied with the machine guns. I led our little group across the main atrium of the hotel with the entire crowd staring. I swear, if I’d pointed at, like, a chandelier, everyone would look up and cower from it.


    “This was a sexual type of conversation?” asked the cop. We’d arrived at the rather secluded area where I met her. “You are acquainted to this girl before this moment?”


    “No.”


    “And she stands where exactly?”


    “Roughly . . . uh . . .” I put myself in the spot in question, a patch of carpet near the stairwell door, using my hands to position an imaginary version of her by her imaginary hips.


    The main cop looked around, then stared at one particular corner of the hallway. “This is a position where the camera would not to see her, no?” He wasn’t just asking me. He was asking the general posse around him—his assistant, the hotel manager, the other machine-gun guys.


    “Oui, inspecteur,” said the manager, rattling off no words I could understand. “L’autre coin a une caméra mais l’un d’eux serait trop obstruée.”


    “This girl,” the detective said to me, “she, uh, tells to you things. How it was? You show us.” He motioned to the ground. “Show me your step. Position. Step. What she is doing in front of you?”


    “She did, uh, nothing at first. And then she became . . . uh . . .” I had to think of it and think of it fast. I had to figure out how to tell them what happened but alter it slightly so that I wasn’t actually lying. Because you can’t lie. These guys would know a lie. But you also can’t, you absolutely can’t, under any circumstances, tell the truth. Not about this. Not with this firm. Not with our shit. “She stood . . .” I started to say, “uh . . . there . . . and she did . . . uh . . . she did exactly what girls like her do . . . She, yeah . . . She did exactly what girls like her do . . .”

  


  
    
CHAPTER 3


    “Me?” I pointed to myself with enough self-doubt, self-deprecation, and self-directed uncertainty to emasculate my confidence long before the following encounter would do its share. “You mean . . . me?” I’d turned around to face the most genetically improbable female I’d ever seen. This was forty-five minutes ago. This was her coming up to me. A five-ten beautifully built, breathtakingly exotic aesthetic masterpiece of a human.


    “Yeah, hi,” she said for a second or third time. “Hi. Sorry . . . but . . . um . . . Is it . . . um . . .?” She was pointing at something, hesitating with her words as she spoke, trying to hide her accent and smiling to cover the shyness. “You are part of the conference?”


    “Uh, yeah, the . . . the . . . here in the hotel.”


    “You are . . . uh . . . uh . . . participant?”


    “A participant? I am.” You daydream about moments like this. Relentlessly. You begin in grade school—daydreaming, wishing, hoping, planning, rehearsing, growing older, growing weaker, hoping, losing hope, losing hair, gaining weight, yet still always daydreaming, that a moment like this, with a female this unworldly, could unfold in front of you. “I’m actually part of the event.”


    “Do you know what time they stop serving drinks?”


    “I think probably eleven. If this were LA, they’d stop serving at one thirty because the law in LA says two. I’m from LA. But here in Paris it’s . . . I think they don’t stop. Or maybe they stop at four, or, I don’t know. I mean, I grew up in Venice Beach, which is low income but it’s also trendy in a way.” What was I even saying?


    She was taller than me, and when I talk to taller females, I fidget. She exuded a bold sensuality just doing nothing other than nonchalantly standing there—her black-lace choker hinting at some kind of submission-domination game where no one’s sure whose role is whose. Her eyes were audibly gorgeous, and you could barely look at them yet barely look away. She carried a little gift bag that said “La Radiance” on it, with a jar of oil inside nestled on a clump of tissue, and you’re trying not to stare at her legs but they’re everywhere. Every time she switches body positions, even slightly shifting her foot forward or to the side, every part of you floods with need.


    “I think everything is normal tonight except the elevators are restricted now because the hotel had a complaint. Your necklace.” I pointed to it. It was partially hiding what looked like a bad rope burn. “It’s, uh, really chic.”


    “Do you know if this is the other elevator?”


    “This . . . is . . . probably . . . maybe the service one.” I looked over at the panel, at the electronic scanning pad for it. “If you’re going to the terrace, they want us to take the main elevator because this one is for equipment. Sorry about mentioning the necklace thing. I wasn’t saying it was bad—your scar. Your scar’s great. I mean, not great. I mean, it’s cool. It’s cool to have a scar . . .” I couldn’t have sounded dumber. “Scars are where life happened, y’know?”


    “Is there any way you could call it?” She gestured toward the elevator panel. She meant for me to scan the door with my conference ID badge.


    “Oh, totally.” I hurried over to do it. “You’re going to the event? Sure, totally.”


    “Will you be up there?”


    “Yeah! Should be fun. The view will be great, don’t you think?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “Paris is better from the streets.”


    “Oh, yeah?”


    “Thank you.”


    “Yeah. Okay.” I stepped back as she stepped past me. “This is, like, day three of the conference for us. We get maybe one final day to go throw stuff off the Eiffel Tower or whatever. They keep us busy. Hahaha. So . . . uh . . .”


    She left.

  


  
    
CHAPTER 4


    “And that was it,” I said to the cop. “She went upstairs and that was it. She mentioned some details indicating she was a conference guest, so I assumed she was a guest, so when she asked to go up, I let her up.”


    The cop and his men stood there, letting my report continue to tumble out of my mouth, sizing it up, sizing me up, then after a moment, the main guy spoke. “And that was it?”


    They seemed to be waiting for more and I didn’t have more. I could feel my temperature rise another degree. I’d just given them the only version of the evening that could sidestep the complications involved, telling it in just the right way to make myself seem the way I needed to seem.


    “That was it,” I said.


    “Officer,” said Jenn. “Can I ask you what tip you’re responding to?”


    She stepped into the middle of our group.


    “This is a response to a tip, right?” she said. “All this security? Did you get a phone call? I’m asking you this because I’m part of the conference staff, so whatever you’re working on, it’s relevant to me.” She could see his confusion, or at least the confusion he pretended to have, and she was unfazed. “Votre résponse c’etait pour quoi exactement? Let me just tell you there is nothing remarkable happening at the event. We’d know because we’re part of the conference staff and we’ve seen nothing, and he’s the host of the event on the terrace, which actually won’t start without him, which means things will get more chaotic for you, for you as police, if you prevent him from helping things stay organized because the guests are going to get upset and start wandering around the building and it’ll be increasingly difficult for you to get your work done without him up there fixing it.”


    She stood her ground. She was forcing him to take a good, long look at her conviction. She might’ve even stepped toward him a millimeter, a negotiation tactic, subconsciously causing him to wonder just how much she’d be worth arguing with if he chose to oppose her. She’s an ice-cold glacier of determination when she wants to be. And she always wants to be.


    “Okay,” he said, and waved us through. He was done with both of us, done with me, done with her, done with the story, just like that, no fanfare, already engaged in a new conversation with a different cop while the hotel manager handed us back our passports. The other two officers stepped aside to let us walk directly to the elevator line of conference members as Jenn then led us past them to take me to the far door, bypassing the wait entirely, to have us go all the way up the ten-story building on foot.


    “I’ll do it,” I said to her about halfway up, ready to clear the air.


    “What?”


    “I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever speech you want. I’ll make the announcement. I’ll believe each word I say.”


    “Great,” she mumbled, continuing to walk.


    “That’s it?”


    “What?”


    “Just ‘Great’?”


    “Yeah. Great. Cool. Thanks.”


    “I don’t need a thanks.”


    “Okay.”


    “I thought you’d . . . y’know . . . gloat.”


    “No.”


    “I’m sorry about the mess.”


    “With the cops? No. You did what you had to do.”


    “It’s tough trying to understand a foreign language, let alone with guns around. I’m surprised they were polite but I’m sorry it hung us up. What do you mean I did what I had to do?”


    “Try to keep yourself to three drinks upstairs, okay? Go slow. You’ll be fine if you go slow.”


    “What do you mean I did what I had to do?”


    “With the cops.”


    “What?”


    “You lied.”


    “I lied?”


    “It’s okay. I get it. Hence, me saying, ‘You did what you had to do.’”


    “What makes you think I lied?”


    “About what you and the girl talked about.”


    “Seriously?”


    “I know you. It’s fine. Can we please focus on the event? We’re three flights away.”


    “You’re upset I talked to that girl.”


    “No.”


    “That I spent valuable minutes flirting with some high-class prostitute instead of being ready to get in the line I should’ve known based on Jenn Logic would be increasing in length.”


    “She wasn’t high class.”


    “For the record, she came up to me.”


    “I’m sure she did.”


    “She asked about the seminar. She saw my ID. She came up. She seemed to know the conference schedule. That’s the thing.”


    “Your tie looks off.”


    “I can’t tell who’s who when someone just comes up to me.”


    “Fix your tie.”


    “So if you’re upset—”


    “Adam.”


    “I’m just saying there’s—”


    “Yes, I’m upset! Okay?!” She got right up in my face to start fixing my tie, yanking it out to redo the knot from scratch, tugging hard with each point she made. “Yes, I’m upset you talked to some girl and made us late, okay? There. However . . . I’m not letting that interfere with my focus right now because I want this deal so bad it hurts my lower colon, because if we pull this off, we’ll get multiple nations back to financial health, which is a miracle, which is professionally admirable, which would thereby justify why I put up with years and years of defending our sad-shit company against the sad-shit illegal sex shit we keep drowning ourselves in. So, no, I’m not shocked some hooker got confused by a doorknob and needed you to rescue her. I’m shocked about being late, that’s all. I want to close this contract. I want our names on that little plaque in the corporate hallway that nobody looks at. I don’t care if nobody looks at it—I don’t even look at it—but I want our names there. That’s all. So can you please just go make a Pulitzer Prize–winning speech?” She finished a full Windsor knot. She stepped back.


    She made a slight adjustment.


    “You look good,” she said. She smiled. Genuinely. “You’re the best account manager we have. Use your instincts. I don’t care what you say, actually. Just be you.” She took my hand without waiting for my retort and led us up the final flight of stairs to the top landing where we’d caught up to the small number of conference attendees who’d chosen the same exhausting route we did, who were slower than us, who were joking about how out of breath they were, how badly they needed a drink—trading hellos with us as we all then clustered at the doorway where a hostess was letting people through one-by-one, and when it was my turn to step out into the wonderful fresh air of the Parisian twilight, I heard several women yelling in the distance, which was obviously the squealing joy of people scooting around on a dance floor to Europop, because I was hearing several men squeal too, which made the whole thing feel like it was on the verge of perfection until I understood that these people weren’t actually shouting for joy. Something at the far end of the terrace had gone disturbingly wrong and they were reacting to it. There was a man who’d caught fire. Evan Goldman, our CEO. He was covered in flames, literally burning alive, his body being singed right in front of us.

  


  
    
CHAPTER 5


    You’re so stunned by the instant introduction of unexpected information that your brain doesn’t immediately accept what’s in front of you. You realize you’ve been perceiving new details for several seconds without fully registering any of them. In addition to the pockets of people freaking out, there was a cackling laughter that echoed across the area, sounding almost like a demented animal. This was the final discovery in my chain of discoveries—that this laughter wasn’t laughter. It was the bloodcurdling cry of our chief executive, Evan Goldman, screaming in pain—literally sizzling alive in front of all of us and crying out with a depth of agony you wouldn’t believe biologically possible. Our boss, the most influential man in the building—and this week, arguably in Paris—was rolling around on the patio while apparently no one had the means to help him. The well-dressed crowd stood frozen as more and more screams came from more and more people. “Do something!” was shouted in different languages, and I soon realized that Jenn was no longer next to me. In fact, Jenn was nowhere to be seen.


    “Jennifer!” I called out.


    Most of us were riveted in place, especially the people around me, who were too far removed from the spectacle to take initiative. There had to be about sixty of us standing there, idly. Evan was on the other side of the crowd from us under one of the bungalows, in a position slightly elevated by a wood platform, so I could catch glimpses of him if I moved a bit. Several men were whapping Evan with jackets and couch pillows and torn curtains and whatever else they could find—one lady throwing a pitcher of water on him.


    “Il ne marche pas!”


    “Plus fort!”


    “Je dit IL NE MARCHE PAS!”


    It wasn’t working, and they were shouting that it wasn’t working as the dull, blue flame that covered his body refused to go out. A few other people had joined the rescue effort. God, the noise this guy made—that’s what you can’t get out of your head. The visual itself was mesmerizing but his unholy cries of pain were enough to make you nauseous. All of us wanted to converge and help him somehow, but other than the half-dozen people surrounding him, nobody else moved because nobody else moved. Jenn had grabbed a fire extinguisher—that’s what she went to do. I don’t know where she found it—no one else had the wherewithal—but over the tops of everyone’s heads she could just barely be seen as her brunette updo zigzagged its way toward the bungalows to deliver a huge plume of whiteness on Evan. She was dousing the guy when the entire situation got ten times more surreal—the wooden frame of the bungalow had caught fire. It’d been draped in silk sheets, and we now had giant streaks of orange flames slapping upward at the sky and converting to dark, black, disturbingly fast-rising pillars of smoke. The yelling turned to shrieking and before I could move, having been wedged in the doorway of one of the only two stairwells, I was pummeled by the surge of a crowd in panic.


    “Jenn!” I called out.


    I did my best to stay on the terrace and keep track of her, to give myself a chance to find my way toward her, but at a certain point in the turmoil, at the tipping point in the balance of mob dynamics, I couldn’t rightfully stand my ground without blocking everyone. So I turned around and headed downstairs within the swell of the crowd, descending a full flight before exiting the stairwell to circle back up to the roof by some other means. It was shortsighted on my part. The floor just below the roof was becoming a chaotic mess in its own right. Several patrons had shouted there was a fire above them and thus sent the restaurant into a frenzy.


    Jenn was now officially separated from me.


    I descended all the way down to the ground floor where I was rushed forward through the front doors past an increasingly agitated population of people. The hotel staff were being aided by those police already present along with additional police, lots of them now, who’d pulled up out front. Fire trucks were arriving. Ambulances were arriving. Emergency lights were lighting up the massive stretch between the Concorde and the d’Orsay. Your sense of the passage of time is shot to hell. You see things and hear things but don’t quite remember them merely seconds after they happen. I had a warped hyperawareness imbibing the visuals around me, noting sounds, noting particular voices from way across the crowd, while retaining none of it. I couldn’t keep track of what I was doing or what I’d just done, waiting within the growing throng of spectators, cordoned off from the area. I wandered back and forth among them, looking for Jenn, calling for Jenn, trying to see her face in the ranks of anyone who passed. The police would know, right? That’s what I told myself. They’d have some record of her. But they were overwhelmed, and even in trying to talk to some of the paramedics, hoping to run a name by them—“Uh, Jennifer Graham”—just to see if a description got me anywhere—“she’s half Asian, about five-seven, age thirty-eight”—our conversation went nowhere. I waited. I let the clock tick. I tried to pick out the most amenable-looking officer I could approach but the math of it had kicked in. You spend your work weeks calculating percentages, using actuarial statistics to convince people of things. With five fire trucks, one fire boat, six police vans, at least three ambulances, and a crowd of several hundred people, the chances of this havoc involving zero additional fatalities had to be zero. People were going to get hurt. I looked back up toward the top of the roof. It was still on fire. I could see the smoke but the angle was too steep to discern much else. An hour had elapsed down here and it was time for me to pose the question, the question I didn’t want in my head but which was forming on its own. What were the odds Jenn Graham didn’t make it out of the building?

  


  
    
CHAPTER 6


    Another two hours went by with me sitting down on the street curb. Some of the conference participants had left by this time, probably heading back to the other hotels—the locations across the river, the slightly-cheaper-but-still-insanely-expensive rooms that most of us had checked into for the week. I remained where I was on the sidewalk, hoping to get at least some news of Jenn. I’d tried calling the reception desk at her hotel—no news. I’d called her room—nothing. I’d called her cell phone fifteen different times and was about to try a sixteenth when I saw Trevor.


    “Macias!” He spotted me from across the crowd and came over.


    “Yo.”


    “Yo, man, you good?”


    “Pffff. Not really. You?”


    “I’m all right.”


    Trevor Manning. One of the key members of my team.


    “This is nuts, right?” he said. “This is a zoo.”


    “Where were you guys?”


    “Us?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Across the street.”


    “Have you seen Jenn?”


    “Jenn? No. We’re all over on the far side. Right by the benches.” He pointed to the other side of the parking lot where several of the more social participants were circled around, chatting. This was his handiwork—the organizing of it. This was what he did. Schmooze. Lead a pack. He was the portrait of modern commercial banking. Aggressive. Young. Fit. Tall. Carefully disheveled hair. Bleached teeth. Never resembling anything but a tennis ad. “Everyone’s over there. Dustin. Me. Monica. The Deutsche-Z guys. Plus, those two chicks from London. Let’s go, man.” He wanted me to get up.


    “I gotta hang by the ambulances.” I stayed where I was.


    “For what?”


    “To make sure she’s out.”


    “Who?”


    “Jenn. I gotta make sure.”


    “Dude, she’s out.”


    “No.”


    “She has to be.”


    “How do you know? You saw her?”


    “Everyone’s out. It’s been three hours.”


    “That doesn’t mean anything.”


    “Dude, don’t be a rag. You’re not sitting here, are you? Just, like . . .?” He tried again to coax me up off the curb. “Let’s go, man. I met up with the Deutsche guys and they wanna hit a couple bars on the Champs-Élysées. We’re gonna grab drinks and see who wants what. Let’s go.”


    “Drinks?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Now?!”


    “That’s the word from the top.”


    “Now?! They said go out? In the middle of a crisis?!”


    “It’s not a crisis.”


    “Evan was on fire.”


    “His status is unknown. Calm down with that.”


    “I was there.”


    “We don’t know anything about—”


    “I was there.”


    “And you talked to a doctor? You saw a report? No, right? No. And until we confirm anything, we don’t dramatize it.”


    “Oh my God, I’m not even—”


    “Look, look, look, I get it, dude. I get it. I’m the same. This looks serious. But the directive from LA, from Head Office, is we keep everyone chill until anything’s confirmed. We’re the only people who do this shit. You and me. No one else. We handle it. And they literally said, ‘Don’t exaggerate anything. Handle it.’ So are you in or are you in?”


    “No.”


    “My German sucks, man.”


    “I don’t know German.”


    “I get it, trust me, but most of the conference people weren’t up there when it went down and they don’t know what went down. Gerald becomes acting Number Two and he’s saying don’t exaggerate it. He’s saying don’t spread rumors—if you need to go to a hospital to get checked out, go. Otherwise, confirmations by nine a.m. because we’re in Europe to work.”


    “Trev.” I wasn’t sure I was going to tell anyone. “I’m gonna get talked to by the police.”


    “For what?”


    “I don’t know, man. I got pulled aside by three cops before this all got started. It’s nothing big but after this shit . . .” I pointed to the commotion in front of us. “I can’t be sure.”


    “What’re you talking about?”


    “I got flagged by the cops for some breach thing. They pulled me aside before the event because they were checking IDs, and when they checked mine, it was flagged for scanning a service lift.”


    “So what? Why’d you use a service lift?”


    “I didn’t. I scanned it for some random-ass girl and they tracked it on a log sheet.”


    “C’mon, that’s not a thing.”


    “They’re gonna ask questions how he got burned.”


    “If he got burned.”


    “Trev—”


    “You don’t know what happened yet. None of us knows. That’s my point. We have real-world issues. BNP, Suisse, Deutsche, those guys were already on the fence. The final twenty-four hours before inking a deal is everything. Everything. You’re the one who taught me that. They came out tonight to cut loose, but trust me, if you give ’em a reason to panic, they’ll go full Nuremberg on you. The word from corporate—”


    “Fuck corporate. Fuck ’em with a dead cat. I’m not gonna go lock down commitments after I watched a guy get scorched alive. I know they’re telling us back off, saying he’s hurt or the sky’s falling or yeah, yeah, all that, but I’m telling you, in twelve hours this shit’s gonna get real.”


    “Of course it is. That’s why they want to us to make progress now. That’s the entire reason. We had a shrinking window to begin with. Now that window’s shutting.”


    He made sense.


    “We can overreact to this or we can help them calm down and make some money,” he said. I didn’t want him to be right but he made his case. “You’re the one guy who can call the biggest fish.”


    “Barely.”


    “Barely’s all it takes. You can make that call.”


    I started to get up.


    “You’re gonna come?!” he said.


    “No. I’m going to go check hospitals.”


    “C’mon.”


    “I’m going to find Jenn.”


    “Fuck you.”


    “Fuck me. Agreed.”


    He stood there a moment, then laughed, then offered his hand. “You’re a good man, Macias.” We leaned in to hug and shake hands frat-boy style. That’s what Trevor embodied—the unending, optimistic adolescence of Wall Street. “You’re a hero in some weird alternate universe.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Just not this one. Go find Jenn.”

  


  
    
CHAPTER 7


    Simply put they didn’t care. The people at the top didn’t even see it as a safety issue—the fire. They’d eventually show the necessary concern—publicly stating just the right amount of sorrow at just the right time with well-worded, classy statements of nothing—but any internal usage of the word “crisis” only applied to that which directly threatened the enactment of our multinational European economic stimulus package, and I had to own up to this. This was what you signed up for, man. This was the industry. Your best friend ran into the burning corner of a building to save someone and your management isn’t even bothering to make sure she’s okay—but you knew how this business works. You knew, and that’s why you second-guess your own criticism of it. Gimme a couple endless hours sitting on a street curb followed by three more hours waiting in a swivel chair in a temp office, and I find gaping holes in my own logic. You’re paid to do what they say, man. If you don’t like it, don’t cash a paycheck. Don’t act like you’re not what you yourself built. Indeed, it’s this sort of self-doubt that hits you at 3:15 a.m. while alone at your workstation. I took a taxi straight to the main branch of our Paris location. I sat at one of the generic desks they’d assigned us, logging in to my terminal, making a half-dozen calls to various hospitals, also calling the front desk of the hotel she was checked in at, describing her, pleading with whoever would listen: “She might be in her room incoherent, sir. She might need you to break protocol and then let me know her medical status regardless of whether or not she requested that you check on her.” I sat back and closed my eyes to try to ease the sting, tilting my head against the chair, hoping to improve my vision, then drifted to sleep, exhausted by the unfairness of it. This was the exact moral dilemma Jenn herself ranted about daily. Daily. Yes, we hate this job, Adam, but we show up precisely because we hate it. So we can fix it. From within. Which, in her eyes, included closing this week’s deal, which was what everyone in the department was on edge about, not just in regard to the complications of the week, but something we fretted over for months, for a year, bickering, disagreeing, panicking, all while constantly reading about ourselves in the news. That was the not-so-minor detail that would unravel this whole thing. I checked my phone again. Nothing from Jenn. I had a bunch of missed calls at this point, including one from a French number. Four digits. The time was 7:05 a.m. I’d managed to half nap, half stew for several hours. Congratulations, you lazy ass. I sat up and started to check my voicemails. “Adam, hi. It’s Eduardo Costas of Banco Madrid. I hope you are okay. I hope everyone is okay. I’m wanting to perhaps, yes, receive some update on the, uh, situation . . . and . . . uh . . . Yes, thank you.” He was one of the higher-producing reps we had. “Hi, Adam, it’s Charlotte Leeds, HSBC. Hope this message finds you in good health. What a night, I must say, hahaha. I do hope we are all safe. I’d heard the rather severe news but, uh, I’d love to know that you yourself are okay and that, um, we can discuss any next steps. When, of course, it’s appropriate, of course. And so, yes, please do let me know.” Then, “Good morning. It’s Franz Müller from BEM. Please call me at your earliest convenience.”


    I pressed stop.


    I pulled up my web browser. I wasn’t surprised at the number of calls but there was something about the tone. In each of them. The gravity. What exactly did these people just find out? My news feed defaults to headlines from every major city on the globe. I did a quick search for our name, expecting to have to sift through numerous articles before finding anything, except that, no, yeah, wow. We were a major headline. Our firm. Everywhere. “CEO of Euro Bank Severely Burned,” “CEO Evan Goldman Placed in ICU,” “Bank Exec Maimed,” “Evan Goldman Third-Degree Burns.” The top story in every business section of almost every market. Tokyo. London. Beijing. And those were just the cities that were awake. Half the world was still in bed, yet to spin their own versions of it. Third-degree?! The AP wire reported he was scorched head to toe, likely to die by the end of today. Whatever hours of life he still had were replete with pain. Some sources even had him gone already. So that was why everyone was calling in the early hours, hoping to sort it out, pretending not to worry about their own revenue. Trevor’s intel was right. I picked up the phone and dialed the only number that mattered.


    “Service,” said the voice at the other end.


    “Hi, this is Adam Macias of Euro Mutual calling for Nikos Dimopolous.”


    “You’ve reached his answering service, sir.”


    “When would he, uh, get a message?”


    “Unfortunately, I have no info on that, sir. This is just a service.”


    “Right. I just need him to know . . .” This was big. I purposefully started this call before I was ready for it so that I could avoid stuttering through it. “I just need to him to know . . . Nikos . . . to know . . . that we are going strong. Everything is going strong. Going ahead as planned.”


    “Okay. ‘Strong.’ ‘Going ahead as planned.’ This was Adam Mancini, Euro Mutual?”


    “Macias.”


    I had no real hope of getting a return call from Nikos. No one did. Nikos Dimopolous didn’t want any part of this, yet based on dollar value alone, his name topped my call list, his name was my call list, and covering that list was the only reason I existed. Second below him was a guy named Franz Müller, whose firm represented six-hundred-forty million of the overall four-point-eight-billion needed. He probably phoned the world this morning, knowing Franz, but the fact that I was someone he personally just called meant I might have some traction with him. I was barely valuable to the overall equation—a highly replaceable cog in a massive machine—but I happened to have a working relationship with several of the bigger names. Not that I was a best friend or respected comrade to any of them. Outside of Nikos, I was more like an affable nephew. I dialed Franz.


    “Guten Morgen.”


    “Franz?”


    “Adam?”


    “Hello, sir.”


    “You’re alive!”


    “Hahaha, yes. Alive. And I’m assuming you are too. I’m assuming I’m not communicating with, like, a vaporous apparition.”


    “I might enjoy the cheap travel but, no, I’m still solid matter.”


    “You sound good.”


    “Is that so?” He had a thick German accent but considered himself fluent in English. Good natured for the most part. “Thank you for the exaggeration.”


    “No, I knew you’d be okay. I know you’re big on mountain biking and you swim too, right? Avid, right? So you have the stamina to handle things.”


    “Well, I was on the east side of the roof.”


    “Wow. But you’re okay?”


    “I feel okay.”


    “Good. Okay, then, Franz, I’ll get to the point. You called me because you’re unsure where we’re at.”


    “Well. I’m—”


    “You called because you wonder if my firm has the resources, or, let’s say, intestinal fortitude, to plunge forward in the midst of an apparent setback like the one we had.”


    “Well, I don’t want to seem too—”


    “You’re expecting me to tell you just how logistically impossible it is to proceed and just how much leniency I’ll need from you and the other banks.”


    “Well—”


    “You expect me to ask for your understanding.”


    “It—”


    “Franz, I’m about to tell you the exact opposite . . . Fuck understanding. I’m about to tell you the only fact that’s relevant: let’s fucken’ make money.”


    “Oh . . . uh . . . okay.”

  


  
    
CHAPTER 8


    In my worn-out bag of sales tricks, this one was the oldest. None of my teammates liked it, certainly not the aggressive types, certainly not Trevor Manning. The odds of it backfiring were way too high unless you fully sold it, and selling it meant enduring scathing humility. You take your enemy’s best punch. You absorb it. You own it. You wear it. You leave him with nothing else to take you down. You make sure he’s stunned by how confidently you do all that and then you close the hell out of him. “You’re absolutely right to doubt us, Franz. I’d doubt us too, if I’d earned the right to sit where you sit. What happened last night was a major letdown, and we let you down, and we’re beside ourselves with embarrassment about the lack of professionalism in allowing it to take place, and we’re going to make it up to everyone by streamlining the rest of the process.”


    “Streamlining?”


    “Streamlining.”


    “Making it . . . ?”


    “Making it up to you.”


    “So it’s going ahead?”


    “Amsterdam is going ahead.”


    “Wow.”


    “Yes.”


    “Uh, I was simply—”


    “We’re in Europe to make money, Franz. A lot. We are. You are. No shame in that. We’re here to ink the deal and something as temporary as a couple flickers on a roof isn’t going to distract us.”


    “Okay, but I’m reading about certain things in—”


    “We’re greedy, Franz, and excuse me for being crass in the face of mortality, I’m aware of how callous I sound, but let that serve as testament to my point. I’m hardly qualified to talk to someone of your stature with this much bravado, so if I’m doing it, if I’m doing it, I’m doing it because for the first time in our three-year business relationship, Franz, I, Adam, happen to know a fact with more certainty than you, which is the fact that we’re about to make a sickening amount of money and not one single thing can derail it, and I know deep down you’re wondering just how full of shit I am and you’re gonna mentally scroll through each encounter we had in the past three years, realizing this is totally unlike little Adam, which, based on the sheer percentages involved, should tell you just how much money we’re about to make. So today I’m the asshole who speaks the unspeakable. This is bigger than Evan Goldman—sorry for his temporary discomfort. This is our greed and our greed happens—just happens, just happens—to benefit you.”
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