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Erin heard the noise, but chose to ignore it.  He had enough problems without adding the possibility of a snapping elevator cable to the list.  Ignore it and it would go away.  Instead he looked again at the card in his hands: it was blank on one side, and on the other just a date—today—and address—this nondescript building downtown—with two words at the bottom: Big Guy.  The elevator car shuddered back and forth up the shaft.

His mother's words came back in that voice that made his skin crawl and his fists want to smash something—“What you need to do is, why don't you, you should, I think . . ."

Who gives a fuck what you think, he wanted to yell back.

And his wife didn't help: "Where are you going, who are you talking to on the phone, where've you been, who were you with?"

Mind your own business, he wanted to tell her.  But he also wanted to save his marriage and, since he knew he wasn't doing anything wrong, it was easier to ignore than confront.

And now he felt a pressure in his bowels.  How slow was this elevator?

The noise came again.  Like wires snapping together.  He blocked it and mentally told his mother where to shove the two hundred he borrowed last week.  He knew, taking it from her hand, he wouldn't be able to repay it, but he made the offer nonetheless, as always.  She accepted the offer, also knowing this was the last she'd see of her money.  But at least the rent was covered.

How his father had lasted as long as he did, Erin didn't know.  But Dad got lucky, didn't he?  Erin wondered if his father would have gone to that salesman's convention anyway if he'd known his plane was going to go down, just to get away from Erin's mother.

The voice came back, her screeching, electric voice that sent shivers through him and made him want to rip out his spine to stop the tingling: Why don't you get a good job that pays enough so you can make your bills each month?

And how am I supposed to get to it, he screamed back in his head, the only place within walking distance is the place that hired me.  Now, I'm sorry if running a car wash doesn't pay much, but I can't get a further job without a car, so I'm pretty fucked either way!  Now get off my back!  And loan me fifty dollars so I can pay up the light bill.

He was about to tell his wife to get her jealous nose out of his business when the noises came again.  This time it wasn't the sound of wires, but scratches, like metal against metal.  He listened, head cocked.  He wondered again if maybe the elevator cord was about to snap and send him plummeting seven stories.  Erin stood very still, waiting for the fall, but all he got was a jerk and a shudder and the elevator car stopped.

"Great."  He waited a minute, hoping patience alone would do the trick and the car would finish taking him to ... he didn’t know where he was going.  The mystery of the strange card had got his attention, and he found himself with a very rare afternoon alone.  His wife had won a spa day through a radio contest and was busy being pampered, so Erin had taken the chance, coincidental as he thought it might be to have the very day listed on the card free, to see what this was about.  It was those two words at the bottom, Big Guy, that really intrigued him.  With any luck, this was a wild goose chase and the card had been given to him by mistake; he’d found it wrapped up in his Burger King receipt last week.  With any luck, soon he’d be on his way back to his three-room shit-hole on the tenth floor.  And if he were really lucky, his wife would be sitting there with that look on her face, the one he no longer had to question because four years of marriage told him it meant I'm pissed and don't bother asking why because you should already know.

Why can't someone just step into this car and slit my throat, he thought, and not for the first time.  The car remained motionless for longer than it should have.  He pushed the red button and used the time to flip through the mail he grabbed on his way out the door.  He wanted the chance to peruse it before his wife got to it and jumped on him for another past due bill.  And the winner this week in the who's not getting paid drawing: the phone company.  Fine, Erin thought, let 'em shut it off.  At least then she can't ask who I'm talking to.  I think I'll take up drinking.

He heard the scratching again and looked up from his envelopes.  Then a thump and the car lurched.  It sounded like something was moving from one corner to another, knocking things off the top of the elevator car.  But this elevator wasn't like the ones in the movies, there was no top panel, just a big white fluorescent square illuminating the little room.  He pushed the red button again and realized now what he'd missed the first time: there was no alarm.

What the hell!? went through Erin's mind.  Then another lurch, and silence.

Suddenly a pop came, and Erin dropped his mail.  A hiss followed the pop, and Erin saw a section of black enclosing the roof in a darkening square.  A large hole in the elevator roof rose, almost half the lid of the thing, except around the edges, opening like a box top.  The hiss came from the pneumatics hidden in the elevator walls and attached by hinged pieces of metal, pushing it up.  The pop had been the thing unlocking.  It raised 90 degrees and Erin stared up the black elevator shaft.  The black stared back.  At the corners of the top of the car, where there was still a roof, Erin followed the hoisting ropes past the car frame, up into nothingness.

"Comin' down," a voice called from above and Erin saw a small white dot grow into a man descending the shaft.  The man landed just to Erin's left and was dressed in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, no shoes or socks.  He was a little older than Erin and wrapped around his body was a black web of straps attached to a cable which vanished up the elevator shaft.

"What the hell," Erin said out loud this time.

The man smiled, grabbed Erin's hand and shook it.  Then he scooped up the envelopes from the floor, tucked them into the harness and said, "Grab on."

"To what?" was the only thing Erin could think to fit into the spot left for his response.

"Anything black," the man replied.  Erin hooked his hands around a strap.  The straps tightened with the added weight, but Erin found himself rising with the nearly-naked man.  More surprisingly, he found himself a little glad to be going.

It was halfway up that he decided to ask, "Where are we going?"

"Home," came the answer.  Erin looked down as the elevator roof lowered back into position.  A number of locks clasped into place around the top.  The ascension stopped and a set of sliding doors opened to their left.  A plank extended for them and they walked into a large open room.  The man unhooked his harness from the automatic cable.  Both plank and hoist retracted when the men were inside.

"Home?"

"It is now," the man said, smiling again.  "Oh, my name's Butch."  He shook Erin's hand again and talked.  "You ever stand outside a tall building, counting the windows to see how many floors are in that building?  You know how you always come to that open spot where there's just wall, like you're skipping a floor?  Well, now you're on it."

Erin looked around at the room.  Three recliners stood along one wall, facing a large television.  "No Smoking" declared the sign above them on the wall.  Further on, Erin saw a door.

"What are you talking about?" he asked.

"Elevator men," Butch said.  "The men dissatisfied with their lives.  Whenever you hear on the news about some guy leaving his wife or job and just vanishing, they don't vanish, they become elevator men, who have opened the elevator—or used some other method—and escaped into a more controlled world, with other dissatisfied men."

"I don't understand," Erin said.  "Why couldn't the elevator just come to this floor?  Why the whole paratrooper thing?"  He'd taken a few steps toward the recliners.  He decided to sit; he needed it.  The chair was the most comfortable he'd ever been in.  He just might lie here forever.
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