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The wind had been working at the windows of the Callender Building since dusk, and by a quarter to eleven on the Friday before Halloween it was howling down Chestnut Street hard enough to make the old tower hum. Nora Whitmore could hear it from her desk on the thirty-third floor, a long low note in the steel that rose and fell like something breathing, and every few minutes the rain came against the glass in handfuls, as if someone outside were throwing gravel at her to get her attention.

She had stopped noticing it around nine. She noticed it now only because she had finally stopped typing.

The Hollister merger closed at nine o’clock Monday morning. Three hundred and eleven pages of purchase agreement, forty-two disclosure schedules, and one senior partner who had flown to Aspen that afternoon with the cheerful words, “You’ve got this, Whitmore,” and his phone already on silent. She had gotten it. The last redline had gone out to opposing counsel at 10:41. She sat back in her chair, took off her reading glasses, pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, and let herself feel, for about four seconds, what it was to be thirty-four years old and very good at her job and completely alone in a law office at night with a storm outside.

Then she put her glasses in their case, shut the laptop, and went to find her coat.

The offices of Pembrook & Lisle took the whole of the thirty-third floor, and at this hour they were dark except for the strip of light along her corridor and the red glow of the exit signs. The building was ninety-five years old, a limestone Art Deco tower from 1931 with gold leaf on the lobby ceiling and bronze eagles over the doors, and the firm had kept as much of the old bones as the fire code allowed: walnut paneling, brass fittings, terrazzo floors that clicked under her heels. In daylight it made clients feel that their money was in serious hands. At night it made her feel as if she were the last person left alive in a very expensive museum.

She pulled on her camel coat over her dress and did not bother to button it. The dress was black, a long fitted wrap that fell to her ankles, knotted in soft gathers at her waist and crossed low over her breasts, the neckline plunging deeper than anything she would normally have worn to the office. She had worn it because the closing dinner had been planned for tonight, before the deal slipped, and because her best friend Priya had said, three weeks ago, holding it up in a shop in Rittenhouse, “You are allowed to look like that on purpose, you know.” She had not looked like that on purpose in a long time. She had been working.

Her copper-red hair had come out of its clip sometime around eight. It fell well past her shoulders now in thick loose curls, and she pushed it back with one hand as she walked toward the elevator lobby, her bag on her shoulder, and thought about a hot bath and a glass of wine and about nothing at all.

Then she rounded the corner and saw that the brass gate of car number two was standing open, the lights inside were on, and the elevator man was there.

She stopped.

She did not know his name. That was the ridiculous part. For three weeks, since the building had started the modernization of its six original elevator cars, she had ridden car two up every morning at seven with the same man, and she had never once asked. He was always already inside when she got on at the lobby, in dark jeans and a navy work shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow and a worn leather tool belt slung low on his hips, standing with his back against the walnut panel and a clipboard under his arm, riding up and down with the car to listen to it the way a doctor listened to a chest. He was a very large man. He was, as Priya had put it after Nora described him over drinks for the third time, an unreasonable amount of man for a Tuesday morning. Deep brown skin, close-cropped black hair, a short neat black beard, and shoulders that made the car feel smaller than it was. He nodded to her every morning. He said, “Thirty-three,” every morning, before she could reach for the button, and pressed it with one thick finger. Once, the second week, when the car had stopped a few inches short of the floor and bounced, he had put out one arm in front of her without looking, the way a man puts an arm out in front of a passenger when he stops a car too hard, and she had felt the heat of it across her body for the whole rest of the day.

She had never seen him at night. She had never seen him look up from the clipboard and stare at her the way he was doing now.

“Evening,” he said. His voice was deep and slow, with a little roughness in it, as if he did not use it a great deal. “You’re here late.”

“So are you.”

“I’m here because this car keeps tripping.” He tipped his head at the panel. “She stalled twice at shift change. Building wants her right for Monday or they’re going to have four hundred lawyers taking the stairs.” He paused. “No offense.”

“None taken. Half of them could use it.” Nora looked at the open gate, then at him. “Is she safe?”

“She’s safe. I’m riding her up to the machine room to watch the controller. You’re going down?”

“Lobby.”

He considered that. Then he stepped back against the panel to make room. “I’ll take you down first. Then I’ll go up.”

She stepped in. The car was small, the way the old cars were: walnut on three sides, polished to a deep brown glow, with thin brass trim at the seams and a brass handrail at hip height. The ceiling was a shallow dome of brass worked into a sunburst fan, with a single amber light in the center that turned everything the color of honey. There were no mirrors. The architect in 1931 had believed, the plaque in the lobby said, that a person in an elevator should be looking at good wood rather than at themselves. The brass scissor gate folded shut behind her with a long metallic sigh, and the outer doors slid closed beyond it, and he pressed L with one finger without asking.

The car dropped smoothly. The floor numbers ticked over in the brass dial above the door. Thirty-two.

“I’m Elias,” he said, looking at the dial.

“Nora.”

“I know.” He glanced down at her, and away. “It’s on your keycard. You hold it up in front of you like a shield every morning.”

“I do not.”

“You do. Like you think I’m going to ask you something.”

She opened her mouth to argue, and the car shuddered, hard, from somewhere far above them.

The light dipped and came back. There was a long grinding sound, metal on metal, then a heavy clunk that she felt through the soles of her feet, and the car stopped so suddenly that she staggered. His arm was out in front of her before she had finished staggering, a solid bar across her waist, and her hand landed flat on his forearm and held on.

Then it was very quiet. The wind moaned in the shaft. The amber light flickered once, steadied. The brass dial above the door pointed exactly halfway between thirty-two and thirty-one.

“Okay,” Elias said, very calmly. “Okay. That’s the safeties.”

“The what?”

“The safety brakes. On the rails.” He took his arm back, slowly, as if he wanted to be sure she was standing before he let go. “Power dipped up top, probably the storm, and the governor set the brakes. That’s what they’re for. We’re not going anywhere. I mean that in the good way.”

“In the good way,” Nora repeated.

“We’re not falling.” He was already opening the little brass door below the button panel, where a black telephone handset sat in its cradle. “And in the less good way. Somebody has to reset it from the machine room, and that somebody is usually me.”

He lifted the handset. She heard a click, a pause, then a voice, tinny and bored and very loud in the small space. “Security desk.”

“Dwayne, it’s Elias. I’m in car two with a passenger. We’re stopped between thirty-one and thirty-two. Safeties set.”

“Aw, man.” Dwayne’s voice went up half an octave. “You okay? She okay?”

“We’re fine. Power hiccup?”

“Whole block flickered. I got lights down here, but your boards up top are throwing every alarm they got. You want me to call the fire department?”

Elias looked at Nora, a quick sidelong look, and she could see him weighing it. “Not yet. It’s not an emergency, it’s a reset. Call Tomás. He’s on my call list. Tell him car two’s on her safeties and I need him in the machine room with the reset key. Tell him to take the stairs from thirty, not an elevator.”

“Tomás. Got it.” A pause. “He lives in Fishtown, man. In this weather that’s forty minutes, maybe an hour.”

“Then it’s an hour.” Elias’s voice did not change at all. “Call me back when he’s moving.”

He set the handset back in its cradle and shut the little brass door, and for a moment neither of them said anything.

“An hour,” Nora said.

“Maybe less.” He leaned his shoulders back against the walnut and looked at her, and she realized he was trying to work out whether she was about to panic. “You all right in small spaces?”

“I’ve been in a small space for fourteen hours. This one’s nicer.”

That got the corner of his mouth. It was the first time she had seen him smile, and it changed his whole face, took ten years of seriousness off it and put something warm and wry in its place. He was forty, maybe
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