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DING! The elevator ceased to a slow stop on the fifth floor. The doors parted and Lina cautiously stepped over the elevator’s threshold and into a world less explored by her presence. An exclusive invitation. Cold metal softly closed behind her, and she exhaled, her hands sweaty from nerves. Her nerves rose since she’d awaken from a restless sleep. The last time her presence graced the fifth floor was the day Superior Robotics International’s corporate office opened and the day her name shined. 

She’d met the bigwigs for “hellos” and “goodbyes” and as time rolled on, they’d meet in passing or at the factory during meetings concerning production and assembly. During those meetings, she was an active listener, jotting notes while ideas quietly rolled in her mind. However, today was rare. She’d be the active speaker presenting her idea. The idea slated to “take the company further.” An idea the company has been demanding and pushing since the success of their “maid robot” line. A line Lina and her team created. The success shocked the team while they became the hot talk around the building. Even winning them recognition awards. They were essentially in-office celebrities. Respected. Colleagues wondered about the next “big thing” coming from the three-person team. Voices buzzing for months regarding what’s next. 

Lina stepped forward, switching the manilla folder from her right hand to her left. The nerves were setting vehemently now. Pounding her body with aches. Her legs felt of jelly, but she’d kept it together. Her inner child jumped with joy to be heard, but her adult side rested in reality. To speak in front of a group wasn’t hard, speaking in front of the CEO, CFO, VPs, and other executives is. Anyone’s nerves would be edgy. 

Lina sniffed the air. It smelled different up here. Fresher! Hell, even the energy felt different, like they were monopolizing the best stuff for themselves. Not surprising. Since starting three years ago, she’d noticed how out of touch the bigwigs acted toward the “lowers.” The employees who actually kept the business functioning. Just like any corporate company. Rumors ran rampant that they’d organized it where the floor number you worked on determined your level of importance in the company. Of course, the fifth floor being the “most important.” Lina worked on the third floor, smacked in the middle of the “lowers” and “uppers.” If all progressed well, maybe fourth floor status rang in her future.

“Good morning, Ms. Meyers.” A tall, raven-haired woman holding a clipboard greeted her. Her bright, red lipstick against her pale skin made her look almost sickly, but Lina tried not to stare hard.

“Good morning, Courtney. How are you?”

“Great, thanks. Everyone is waiting for you in the conference room. Follow me.” She twisted and led Lina down a brightly lit hallway with doors on either side.

Courtney was the executive assistant for the CEO and the CFO, always on her p’s and q’s. Like Lina, she was a day-one SRI corporate office hire. The previous executive assistant declined to transfer from the factory to the corporate office and resigned five weeks before the opening. HR got lucky and found Courtney in time for the grand opening.

The pair passed the executive offices, all with their doors ajar and void of bodies. Well, except one. The Vice President of Research and Data Analytics door was closed, and the previous VP’s name plate stood blank. Jessie Majors, the previous VP, parted ways with the company weeks ago, leaving the role vacant and ready to be fulfilled. The rumor mill says the CEO wasn’t happy with Jessie leaving during the transfer. Tongues wagged, saying the two had gotten into verbal altercation following Jesse presenting her resignation. A load of gossip in SRI’s halls. Occasionally, the rumors are true and other times, HR keeps them sealed away for others to ponder on their authenticity. Lina had a strong feeling this rumor had legs, but she kept her thoughts to herself.

Memories flooded Lina’s mind of meeting Jessie a few times, but an in-depth conversation between the two never existed. Technically, Jesse was her boss, but Lina never quite understood how, giving the sparse communication efforts or follow-ups from Jesse. Lina felt like her own boss. Figuring stuff out independently became her forte. She refused to strain her mind on why Jessie was distant, especially now, since she was no longer at SRI.

French, glass doors stood before them. Lina could see the executive faces peeping from beyond the clear wall, some peering at her as they walked up. Courtney opened the door and motioned for Lina to walk through. Lina nodded and stepped inside. Previously occupied eyes moved toward her. She swallowed and gripped the folder with both hands. Courtney closed the doors behind them.

“Good afternoon. This is Lina Meyers, Senior Robotics Engineer.”

“Good afternoon, everyone,” Lina said.

Courtney touched Lina’s shoulder and strode toward the back corner.

“Welcome Ms. Meyers,” Ginger said, folding her hands on the desk. “Please, have a seat.” She motioned to the seat across from her. Lina sat, placing the folder on the table before her.

Ginger rubbed her hands together. “Ms. Meyers, what great ideas do you have for us today?”

Lina cleared her throat. “Right! First, I would just like to say thank you for having me. It’s nice seeing you all again. Thank you for the invitation.”

Ginger nodded and smiled.

“Uh, well. As you’re aware, the past couple of years have been tough for forty percent of the population. Upon hearing about the recent ‘loneliness epidemic’ and the forty percent statistic, I began thinking of something that would help combat loneliness.” Lina inhaled and exhaled. “What if we create robots that help with tasks around the house but also help with loneliness? Speaking on the forty percent reported this year, that number has grown substantially since last year. Forty percent can become fifty-five percent next year. Unless SRI can help.”

“Sex robots?” CFO Angel Sims said, laughing. The other executives erupted in laughter, except for Ginger, whose stoic expression matched Lina’s. Ginger’s eyes roamed to Lina’s.

“Settle down everyone,” Ginger said, waving her hand. “Continue Ms. Meyers.”

“Thank you. So, my idea is therapy robots.” Lina pulled her seat closer to the table. “Imagine lonely people having someone or, in this case, something by their side whenever they needed. Someone to talk to, to be emotional with, like a therapist but, twenty-four-hour access. A listening ear, a helper with the ability to process one’s emotions via facial and other outward cues and acts accordingly. Best of all, absent from judgment. They’d be ideal for people who’ve lost their partners or moved away from family and friends who miss certain interaction. Further, for individuals having trouble making friends, or,” she blinked and sighed, “individuals having trouble finding mates. Missed interactions.”

Several of the executives looked away, the wheels in their heads turning.

“Why would someone want a therapy bot in their home?” the VP of Sales asked as he sat back in his chair.

Lina controlled her eyes from rolling to the back of her head considering she’d just explained why. She clears her throat. “I’m sorry, can you explain your question further?”

“Why would a sane person want a robot acting off their emotions? Seems creepy.”

“As I stated prior, interaction, communication, comfort. Why not? We currently have over fifty million maid robots sold. Thirty-five million sales were for in-home use. Knowing that, humans aren’t afraid to have a robot in their home. But these serve a greater purpose than cleaning. I’m not seeking to replace therapists, though I suspect people will presume the intent. There’s nothing like human contact however, a therapist has their limits. They aren’t waking up at three o’clock in the morning when you’re crying your eyes out. Likewise, a therapist has other clients, meaning, you’re not a priority. Being bogged down by you isn’t conducive to business. However, with the robots, they’re yours, always there. They’ll know you and know they belong to you.”

Lina smiled and moved back in her chair. She felt she gave a fairly good understanding, but the final decision belonged to Ginger.

Ginger glared at Lina, eyes squinted and hand on her chin. The CFO watched her as the others whispered to each other. Too low for Lina to hear. Ginger’s eyes moved from Lina to the CFO, and back to Lina. The sides crippled as a wide smile moved across her face. “I like the idea. Let’s do it.”

“What?” Angel asked. “Shouldn’t we discuss this?”

“I did,” Ginger said with an affirming smile, “in my head. It’s a good idea and I believe in Ms. Meyers and her team. Discussion closed.”

Lina put her hand to her heart. “Really? Wow!” Lina wanted to pinch herself in excitement. No questions, just smooth agreement. Lina imagined Angel’s insides were fuming. His arrogance was regularly on full display.  

“Yes, yes. It’s fascinating and valuable. As you explained, loneliness has grown out of control. Social media has played its part in that. Many people can benefit from a therapy robot in their homes. Heck, I know a few myself. So, I’m all aboard on this project. That’s, of course, if Angel disagrees.” She twisted to him. His head slumped to his chest. 

Lina picked up the folder. “This is the formal proposal.”

“Thank you. I’ll review it. Courtney.”

Courtney strode over and retrieved the folder from Lina and handed it to Ginger.

“Now all we need is a new Vice President of Research and Data Analytics.”
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