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Falling Upward

by Kelsey Roy

A C-suite executive reinvents herself after total loss
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The executive tower’s glass corridor had a way of making every sound feel amplified - heels clicking, voices dropping, the soft hiss of vents that never stopped pretending the building was calm. Mara Quinn stood just inside the elevator bank with her badge held up like a promise, watching the red light blink once, then go dark. The doors didn’t open. The reflection in the brushed steel made her look as if she were waiting for someone else’s life to begin.

Behind her, people were pretending not to stare. A staffer with a laser-cut bob and a too-bright lanyard hovered by the reception desk, fingers poised over a keyboard like prayer, while security in navy suits shifted their weight in that careful way men learn when they’ve been told to keep things “orderly.” Mara tried the badge again anyway - once more, a stubborn ritual. Nothing. The plastic felt suddenly heavier than it had yesterday, as if it had absorbed the building’s decision.

“Ms. Quinn,” the woman at reception said, voice clipped to professionalism. “Your access has been revoked.”

Mara’s mouth opened, and for a half-second she could taste the old certainty she used to carry into rooms - coffee meetings, press releases, the clean choreography of being believed. She swallowed it back. “I’m still on the schedule,” she said, even though she’d already been dragged out of the boardroom five minutes ago with her colleagues’ faces arranged into grief that never reached their eyes.

The security officer closest to her held his forearm across his chest, blocking the corridor as if her badge might attempt to walk him. “You’ll need to step aside.”

Mara stepped forward instead, because she couldn’t stand the idea of waiting. She turned her body sideways to slip past him, the way she’d learned to move in crowded rooms, the way she used to slip through negotiations with a smile. His gaze didn’t change. His hand came up - gentle, but final - and she felt the cool fabric of his sleeve against her blazer.

“Not that way,” he said.

The corridor lights stayed steady, indifferent. Her phone buzzed in her pocket and then went silent, the screen a pale rectangle that refused to brighten. No new messages, no calls connecting. Just the faint, persistent glow of a device that had stopped being useful.

She looked at the security officer’s badge instead, because it was something she could read. His name was stitched in crisp white thread. Her own name had been stitched into this place for years - on doors, on schedules, on the inside of people’s expectations. It was supposed to mean something. It didn’t.

“I have to go back to my office,” Mara said, and heard how calm she sounded, as if calm could still do the work of power.

“You can’t,” the receptionist replied. The woman’s eyes flicked away at the last word, like she’d said too much. “Closing. They’re finalizing procedures.”

Finalizing procedures. That phrase landed like a slap dressed in paperwork. Mara imagined her office - glass walls, curated chaos, the small plant she kept alive out of spite - already being reclaimed by someone else. She imagined her files turning into boxes, her name turning into a line item.

“You’re freezing me?” Mara asked. She didn’t mean just the badge. She meant the whole apparatus of her life: accounts, approvals, access. She meant the way they’d already begun rewriting her story in the hallway.

Security didn’t answer directly. The officer with the blocking arm tilted his head toward the lobby beyond the corridor, where the glass-walled headquarters opened up like a display case. “We’ll escort you to the lobby.”

Mara let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. Escort. Not removal. Not arrest. Not even humiliation, at least not in words. Just a controlled motion through a space that belonged to them.

She turned her eyes down the corridor. There were windows on either side, each one offering a slice of city light and then cutting it off again. Outside, traffic moved with its usual indifference. Inside, the building held its silence like a secret.

As she walked, her heels clicked, and the sound seemed to belong to someone else. Her badge remained in her hand, useless. She kept checking it anyway, like a person testing a wound for sensation. The red light never returned.

At the far end, the glass lobby was already dimming toward evening, all light filtered through the corporate sheen. The reception desk looked newly lacquered, as if no one had ever leaned on it. The air there was cooler, conditioned to a temperature that made people feel awake even when they were tired of being human.

Mara stopped just short of the lobby doors, because she could see what they’d done to her absence before she even asked about it. A large screen near the entrance displayed the company’s closing-hour announcements - quarterly metrics scrolling in tidy font - and her name wasn’t among the listed executive contacts. Her photo, the one that had been pinned to the internal directory and the investor deck, was nowhere. Not removed, exactly. Just... never there.

The receptionist from the corridor followed her at a respectful distance, her expression carefully neutral. “Ms. Quinn,” she said again, softer this time, as if trying to soften the outcome without touching the blade. “You’ll be escorted out. Your things will be handled through HR.”

Mara stared at the screen until the numbers blurred. “My things,” she repeated. “Where?”

The receptionist’s lips pressed together. “HR will coordinate pickup.”

“Pickup,” Mara echoed, and the word tasted wrong. She’d spent years orchestrating other people’s pickups - signings, renewals, transitions. She’d made herself the point of contact in every crisis. Now she was an object that could be retrieved when convenient.

From the right side of the lobby, a man in a charcoal suit approached with the deliberate pace of someone who knew he was being watched. He held a tablet against his chest like a shield. His tie was too perfect, his smile too practiced.

“Mara,” he said, and the use of her first name was so familiar it almost fooled her into thinking he was about to help. “Thank you for coming down.”

She didn’t take the bait. “Who are you?”

He blinked once, the smile not quite reaching his eyes. “Compliance. For the record, I’m here to ensure the transition is handled appropriately.”

Compliance. The word landed with a thud in her stomach. Not legal. Not HR. Compliance meant the story had already been drafted and approved.

Mara felt her shoulders tighten, as if her body could prevent the building from changing her. “I want my access reinstated,” she said.

“You don’t have access to request that,” the compliance man replied. He tapped his tablet, and the device made a small, crisp sound like a camera shutter. “Your accounts are frozen pending review.”

“Pending review,” Mara said, and the phrase sounded like a door that would never open. “How long?”

He spread his hands slightly. “Until the investigation concludes.”

The lobby’s glass walls caught the last of the day’s light and made it look expensive. Mara watched her own silhouette in the reflection - sharp lines, tailored blazer, hair still perfect from a morning that felt like a different century. She had the sudden, irrational urge to grab the reflection and pull it back into her life.

“Investigation,” she repeated. “For what?”

The compliance man’s smile tightened. “You were asked to step down following a board decision.”

Board decision. As if they’d voted on weather. As if her career was a decision anyone could make without consequences to the person inside the story.

Mara leaned forward slightly, keeping her voice level because she refused to give them the satisfaction of seeing her shake. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

His eyes flicked to the security officer behind her, then back. “Ms. Quinn,” he said, and this time the warmth was gone, replaced by an institutional tone that made her feel small. “The company has received allegations. There are concerns regarding authorization and third-party transactions.”

Third-party transactions. She heard the word authorization and thought of all the times she’d signed off on transfers, all the times she’d trusted her own judgment. She imagined the missing recipients the way she’d imagined missing pieces in a puzzle - always solvable if you could see the whole image.

She clenched her badge in her fist until it pressed crescents into her palm. The pain was real. The rest was a performance.

“I want to see the details,” Mara said.

“You can’t,” the compliance man replied, as if he’d been waiting to say it. “Not yet. Review is confidential.”

Mara’s phone vibrated once in her pocket, a phantom alert. She pulled it out to check and found the carrier bar replaced by a hollow icon. No service. It was almost funny how thoroughly they’d severed her lifelines. Her screen reflected the lobby lights back at her, and for a second she saw herself as a stranger trying to read her own file.

She looked up at the compliance man. “If I can’t see the allegations, how can I respond?”

“You can submit a statement,” he said.

Mara’s throat tightened. “To whom?”

He gestured toward a small desk in the corner where a computer sat waiting with a blank form open. A compliance folder lay beside the keyboard. The folder wasn’t labeled with her name. It didn’t need to be. It had that neutral, ominous color of documents that were meant to outlast people.

Mara glanced at the security officer again. “Are you escorting me out while I’m still employed?” she asked.

The security officer didn’t answer right away. His eyes held hers, steady and careful. “The decision was to remove you from the premises,” he said finally. “Immediately.”

Immediately. The word was a knife. Mara imagined her office emptying itself while she stood in the lobby. She imagined her desk becoming someone else’s staging ground.

The compliance man’s gaze softened a fraction, and Mara couldn’t tell if it was pity or strategy. “It would be best for everyone if you stay calm.”

The receptionist shifted her weight beside the desk. Mara heard the quiet click of her shoes against the tile, and the sound made the lobby feel even more staged.

Mara took a breath. She didn’t want to be escorted like a package. She didn’t want to collapse in front of people who would remember only what she looked like when she lost. She wanted to leave the building intact - her body, her dignity, whatever version of her still believed she could direct her own exit.

“Okay,” Mara said, and surprised herself with how steady her voice stayed. “I’ll submit a statement.”

The compliance man nodded once, as if agreement was the only currency that mattered. “Good.”

Mara walked to the desk. The tile beneath her shoes was cold, and the cold seeped up through the soles of her feet. She sat down without invitation. The chair didn’t squeak. It was built for comfort, which made the moment feel crueler.

The computer screen lit. A form waited with fields that were already partially filled - date, location, her employee ID. Her name was typed in the same font as the rest, no longer spoken aloud. She stared at it and felt something inside her recoil. They were using her like a reference point, not a person.

“I need to know what transactions,” Mara said, tapping the screen once. “At least the time window.”

The compliance man leaned in slightly. “You’ll receive a packet when the review is complete.”

“Complete,” Mara repeated, and her laugh came out dry. “How convenient.”

He didn’t flinch. “You can also request counsel.”

Mara looked at the form again. The cursor blinked patiently, like it believed in fairness. She could feel her pulse in her fingertips. Her hand hovered over the keyboard, and for a moment she considered refusing - standing up, making noise, dragging the story into the open where it could be questioned.

But the lobby was full of glass and cameras and people who could turn her anger into a headline. She didn’t want to give them another version of her to reshape.

A new alert popped up on the screen, not an allegation detail but a system message: access revoked. submissions limited. account status frozen.

Mara stared until the words stopped looking like words. She glanced at the compliance man. “Is this form even going through?”

“It’s a record,” he said. “For now.”

“For now,” Mara repeated, and something bitter rose in her chest. For now meant later could be anything. Later could mean forever.

She sat back and forced her breathing to slow. The building was quiet, but her body wasn’t. She could feel the pressure behind her eyes, the threat of tears that would look like weakness to strangers.

Mara stood abruptly, the chair pulling back with a soft scrape. Heads turned in the lobby. The security officer stepped forward instantly.

“What are you doing?” the compliance man asked, voice sharpening.

Mara lifted her chin. “I’m leaving,” she said.

The compliance man stared at her as if she’d broken an expected script. “You’ll be escorted.”

“I know,” Mara replied. She picked up her badge from her palm. The plastic looked the same. It felt different. “But I’m not staying to be managed like an exhibit.”

The receptionist’s mouth opened, then closed. Her eyes darted to the security officer, searching for permission.

Mara walked toward the glass doors. Her reflection moved with her, and she hated how intact she looked. She wanted to feel undone, wanted the body-language to match the collapse. Instead, she moved like someone still in charge - because she had no other choice.

At the doors, the lobby’s light shifted as evening deepened. The entrance was guarded by two security officers now, their posture unchanged, their faces carefully blank. The air smelled faintly of citrus cleaner and cold metal. Mara could feel the building’s temperature holding her at a distance, like it didn’t want her warmth.

The compliance man followed at a measured pace. “Ms. Quinn,” he said, and this time the voice had a warning under it. “You need to understand what’s happening.”

Mara stopped walking. She turned to face him fully, letting the lobby screen’s scrolling metrics wash over his suit in pale light. “Then tell me,” she said. “Use your words.”

His gaze flicked again to the security officers, then back. “Your accounts are frozen,” he said. “Your employee status has been terminated. Your access was revoked in accordance with board direction.”

Terminated. Not stepped down. Not suspended. Terminated, the word that turned her from executive to former.

Mara’s hands loosened around her badge. She felt suddenly weightless, as if the ground had stopped arguing with her. The sensation wasn’t relief exactly - it was something closer to the absence of punishment. Like the building had finally stopped pressing her down.

“So I’m escorted out,” Mara said. “And my things are handled through HR.”

“Yes.”

“And I’m not arrested,” Mara said, because the thought of handcuffs had been circling her mind since the boardroom door shut behind her. She needed to hear it said plainly.

The compliance man hesitated just long enough for the answer to matter. “No,” he said. “You’re not arrested.”

Mara nodded once. The word No landed with unexpected clarity. No jail. No courtroom. No dramatic ending that would let her old self believe she’d been wronged in a way that could be fought.

They were erasing her instead.

Security moved in on either side, not rough, just firm. Mara let them guide her toward the glass doors as if she were still choosing her route. Her feet crossed the threshold, and the lobby’s cool air fell away, replaced by the warmer evening outside. She blinked against the light and saw the city through the entrance - street traffic, headlights, people who had no idea a boardroom vote had just unmade her.

As the doors slid shut behind her, Mara looked back one last time. The lobby screen kept scrolling, tidy and indifferent. Her name wasn’t on it. Her badge was dark in her hand.

A final message appeared on her phone - a system notification she couldn’t dismiss. The lock screen wasn’t an error. It was a verdict.

Account status: frozen.

Mara didn’t try to fight it again. She stood on the sidewalk with her blazer catching the last of the day’s brightness, watched by men in uniforms and a compliance folder left behind in a glass room. She felt the strange, clean air of rock bottom - not as punishment, but as release.

Then the security officer beside her opened the car door, and she climbed in with the careful calm of someone who had learned, too late, that she could still move forward even when she’d been cut off from everything that used to prove she deserved to.
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The car door shut with a soft, final click, and the sound of the street swallowed the last fragments of the building behind us. Fluorescent light from inside the office still clung to my blazer like residue - cool, chalky, wrong for evening. The security officer beside me kept both hands on the wheel as if any sudden movement might trigger another violation. His face was set in that practiced neutrality that meant he’d already decided I wasn’t dangerous, only inconvenient.

My badge sat in my palm where he’d returned it just before the escort began. The red light was dead. I’d checked it twice, then a third time, like a superstition. Now I held it anyway, feeling the smooth plastic bite into my skin, waiting for it to remember what it used to do.

“Where do I go?” I asked. The words came out steadier than I felt. I didn’t have a plan. I had a list of things that were missing.

He glanced at the compliance folder on the passenger seat, then at me. “Bank’s compliance desk. They’ll process your access request. Your accounts stay frozen until - ” He stopped, as though the rest of the sentence was written in a language he wasn’t allowed to speak.

I looked out at downtown sliding past in a wash of sodium lamps and glass. The bank branch was only a few miles away, but the drive felt longer than it should have
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