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    Chapter One


    Dilemmas


    Agent Bones was a moral mosquito, buzzing into conversations with a judgy tongue and a bug-like stare. But he was an affable fellow who had befriended many particles in the universe. “Particle” was the word used to describe living beings, except on a judgment day, when it was customary to use the vernacular of the “planet under review.”


    Today was such a day: it was a pivotal moment for introducing resolutions, voting, arriving at a verdict, and selecting a supervisor to carry forth the official decree.


    The Council of the Universe—the decider of all things pressing—was in session, determining the fate of an unremarkable but out-of-control planet called Earth. Terms such as “earthling,” “people,” “peril,” and “destruction” were batted about. English was the most common mode of communication for business dealings on the third planet from the sun, so the council was required to converse in that language.


    The chamber was commanding with an untamable echo and adorned with splashy marble floors, chair rails, dentil crown moldings, and a ceiling resembling a yacht’s inverted hull. Swank gold plaques dotted the walls; each was engraved with the name of a different country on Earth. The magistrate and the other six council members sat behind a stately wooden judge’s bench, which spanned the width of the room. It was emblazoned with the words “Council of the Universe.” Hundreds of spectators sat in the audience section of the chamber, eagerly observing the proceedings. In addition, there were underlings who served as council aides flitting about and a handful of onlookers collected at the back of the room.


    Agent Bones—typically called “Bones”—stood in the rear, buffing his snout with a nail file, intent on sanding away the rough spots. He looked much the same as the other beings in the room. He had human-like eyes and mouth, a platypus-shaped nose, ears like a bat, facial coloring like a raccoon, whiskers like a sea otter, a thick lion’s mane, hairy legs, and floppy feet shaped like those of a kangaroo. His arms and hands resembled an ordinary man from Earth, but they sprouted out from a metallic “Tin Man” torso.


    Bones held the prestigious title of “agent” for one reason: he was the brother-in-law of the cousin of the council’s magistrate. Bones had attended dozens of proceedings for all sorts of planets and witnessed all sorts of outcomes, but this was his first experience related to Earth. He found meetings to be dull and long-winded. To pass the time, he focused on personal grooming. But primping was more than a distraction. For him, it was a joyous fixation.


    “Your snout looks a little craggy,” Bones whispered to the male particle on his left. “And there’s a hair on your chin.”


    “Worry about yourself, Bones,” the particle replied with a smile. “I’m not your project.”


    “Sorry.” Bones hit himself with the nail file several times in a gesture of self-reproach.


    The magistrate, a commanding female particle, spoke into the microphone. “Earth has become a calamitous force, causing hurricanes, tornadoes, monsoons, blizzards, earthquakes, and drought throughout the universe. If it is allowed to continue, 32,000 planets will be dead within a year. Today, we will be voting on how to handle this wretched orb. Think about the best way to exterminate Earth’s ugly little people, because anything less is not an option.”


    Darkon, the most menacing particle on the council, replied, “Let’s just blow it up. Bye-bye, stinky little mothball.”


    “Darkon, that’s impractical,” the magistrate shot back. “Abrupt action would assure the annihilation of millions of planets. Not thousands. We must exterminate in a surgical and methodical way. We must be calculated and rational.”


    Sheldon, the most sympathetic particle on the council, said in a meek tone, “We could ask the people on Earth to change.”


    Laughter erupted in the chamber.


    The magistrate rolled her eyes. “Sorry, Sheldon. We’re not trying that again.”


    Darkon mumbled, “Sheldon’s such a simpleminded cell.”


    “I don’t really like the idea of torture,” Sheldon added.


    Darkon countered, “Yet, you torture us with your presence at every meeting.”


    “Please, no personal attacks.” The magistrate wrote numbers at breakneck speed on a large board that suddenly materialized and appeared to float in the air. It would have looked like gibberish to humans, but the particles in the room seemed to understand the significance of the data. Each figure, number, and symbol vanished one second after it was scrawled.


    The magistrate continued, “I believe I’ve come up with a solution. This is a rough draft of my proposal. Phase One will include a manipulation of the earthlings so we can conduct research. The results could prove valuable in the future if other planets go rogue. Then we move on to Phase Two, which includes a tiered liquidation.”


    Most particles nodded while fixated on the magical board, which then disappeared in its entirety.


    “Before I delve into the details, I’d like to choose a director for this initiative,” the magistrate said.


    Dozens of particles oohed and aahed with raised hands.


    “This will be called ‘The Earthling Extermination Project,’” the magistrate continued. “And I’d like to appoint someone who has never been in a management role.”


    All hands came down because they had acted as supervisors in the past.


    “We must bring newbies into the fold,” the magistrate added. “Agent Bones will be the director of this project. My cousin recommends him. Agent Bones, are you present? Agent Bones, where are you?”


    Although he wanted to slither into the air vent, Bones tentatively stepped forward.


    “There you are.” The magistrate smiled. “Come on. Come up to the front. Don’t be shy.”


    Bones did as he was instructed.


    “I’m not a good choice,” Bones said. “I haven’t had training.”


    “Everyone must get their hands bloody at some point.” The magistrate grinned.


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Mostly, you will supervise the initiative and communicate with the earthlings. We, the council, make the decisions. You will carry forth our orders. Understand?”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “Will you be able to uphold our extermination orders?”


    “Well, they have been really immoral on Earth—”


    The magistrate interrupted, “This is not about morality.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “You may take your seat, Agent Bones, while the council and I vote on the particulars of the project.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Bones slid into an empty chair, trying to conceal his queasiness. He imagined he was on the precipice of an emotional black hole.


    *


    Meanwhile, on planet Earth, at a well-stocked perfume laboratory in Baltimore, Maryland, Dr. Kara Carson hopped off a treadmill, drenched in sweat. She was a stunning woman with honey-colored skin; she wore yoga pants and a sports bra. Her tousled curls were arranged in a messy bun. She took a sterile sponge from a glass bowl and carefully wiped perspiration from her neck and underarms. Then she placed the moistened sponge in a beaker filled with all sorts of fragrance-making substances, such as musk, oud, vetiver, alcohol, dried herbs, bergamot, and flowers.


    “Armpit Delite or The Pit of Passion. Not sure which is better.” Kara’s assistant laughed. She sat on a metal lab table, pumping her legs like a child on a swing.


    “It would be called ‘Axilla’s Passion,’” Kara countered.


    “What?”


    “Axilla’s the technical word for armpit. It comes from Latin.”


    “You’re such a nerd.” The assistant smiled.


    The cream-colored room was spotless; display cases encased it like a protective shell. The shelves held bottles and beakers, many of which were labeled.


    A sign on the wall read “Bright Perfume Company.” There was a sink, a microwave, scales, a refrigerator, funnels, atomizer spray nozzles, strainers, nitrile gloves, glass stirs, a clock on the wall, and lighting that illuminated the space at the recommended 750 lux. The treadmill looked out of place, but Kara wrote it off on her tax returns as a “research aid.” She was determined to devise a pheromone perfume that would allure even the most aloof gentleman caller.


    Before getting down to the business of science, Kara donned her white lab coat because she felt experiments needed to be conducted in a professional manner, not in gym clothes. She placed a lid on the beaker and carefully swirled the liquid like a glass of Chardonnay.


    “You think it’ll work this time?” The assistant jumped off the table. “I mean, saliva was not exactly a roaring success.”


    “Science is about trial and error.”


    “You could try urine or blood. They have pheromones, too.”


    Kara ignored the revolting comment.


    “Who you gonna try it on? That cute fireman or maybe that curly-headed dude who works at the courthouse?”


    “I thought I’d wear it tonight.”


    “Oh yeah. Roger will be at the gala.” The assistant fetched a Coke from the refrigerator. “But he’s married like the others. Right?”


    “I’m lying in wait,” Kara replied. “On pause. Idling in the wings. He might get divorced someday. You never know.”


    “You should be going out on the town every night, not being a homebody. And you shouldn’t want leftovers.”


    Kara poured coumarin, a cinnamon-like substance, into a vial. “The beauty about getting older is your list of possible husbands expands. When I was twenty, there was only one guy I liked. When I was twenty-five, there were two. Now I’m thirty-five, and there are five.”


    “But they’re all married.” The assistant downed her soft drink.


    “Forty-one percent of all marriages end in divorce. Since I have five potential suitors, according to statistics, there is a 92.85 percent chance that one of these men will eventually be single. I just have to wait it out.” Kara used a dropper to take some liquid from the vial and examine it under a microscope.


    The assistant glanced at the clock, which read four-thirty. “Well, I’m heading home. I’m not gonna argue with a professional spinster. Have fun tonight.”


    She left.


    Kara placed some of her pheromone solution in a small container, screwed on the lid, and slipped it into her purse. She put the rest in the fridge, grabbed her coat, and headed home.


    At her condo, Kara prepared for the evening’s nonprofit gala, painting her toenails and touching up her makeup while listening to the song “In the Year 2525” by Zager and Evans. Her apartment represented the style of “cozy casual,” yet it was filled with ceramic Foo Dogs and other spiritual figurines, giving it a more formal vibe.


    A Harvard Medical School degree hung on the wall, as well as a certificate acknowledging Dr. Kara Carson as the director of the Middle East Poverty Foundation for Women and Girls. There were also impromptu photos of Kara posing next to poverty-stricken children from Syria and Kuwait. She was proud of her volunteer work; it was more fulfilling than carrying out her duties as a scent scientist.


    The phone rang. Caller ID identified it as “Beelzebub”—Kara’s secret name for the spiteful and catty womb-bearing beast who had brought her into the world.


    “Hello, Mom. Did you need something?”


    “I’m just calling to let you know I bought a new car. A navy Mercedes with a sunroof and ambient lighting.”


    “Great, Mom. I’m happy for you.”


    “Are you still driving that old Toyota?”


    “Yep.” Kara rifled through her closet in search of a dress for the evening’s affair.


    “That’s a shame. You could be a neurosurgeon at the Mayo Clinic. But no. You work at The Cologne Depot.”


    “It’s not cologne. It’s perfume, and it’s important work.”


    “No. It isn’t. Perfume causes asthma. It leads to respiratory problems. Instead of healing people, you’re making them sick. Your father was a respected cardiologist. The president even came to his funeral.”


    “I know, Mom.”


    “So, why don’t you drop this nonsense and become a real doctor? You have the credentials.”


    “I don’t like the sight of blood.” Kara tossed a sexy black dress on the bed and stared at it fondly.


    “That’s like an accountant saying he doesn’t like numbers. Or a writer saying she’s allergic to paper. You’re a ridiculous child.”


    “Anyway, I have a big event tonight, Mom. Gotta go. Congratulations on your new sunroof. I’m sure the ambient lighting will make you look ten years younger.”


    Kara ended the call and placed her lucky red scarf next to the black dress on her bed. It was embroidered with the words “To Kara, our warrior. From your little lambs.” She smiled lovingly at the inscription.


    *


    She’d had thirty-two daydreams and eight nighttime dreams about Roger Adams since she first ran into him at a function five years prior. In other words, Kara had consciously and subconsciously cast him as the target of her affection.


    Roger was forty-five, likable, attractive, and reliable, but a tad bland. When it came to ideas, he was the most boilerplate human alive. If he’d been on an actual plate, he would have been sliced white bread. He’d be the kind of food served to prisoners: not spicy, but filling.


    His personality was similar; it was middle-of-the-road. He had the spunk of the solid yellow line on the Baltimore Beltway and the spontaneity of asphalt. Roger was, in a word, safe. He never veered from life’s paint-by-numbers kit. His blueprint for existence was filled with ordinary thoughts and the desire to conform to society. He always tried to be considerate and appropriate. Most people deemed him polite but forgettable. Kara was not like most people: She viewed him as ruggedly handsome, witty, good-hearted, and fascinating.


    Roger headed an organization called Environmental Action. The group was so influential in the community that Roger was regularly asked to host the annual nonprofit gala. The bash, which would be held that evening, honored charities in the region. It was a must-attend for prominent and mom-and-pop media outlets from New York City to Washington, D.C.


    *


    Roger finished work and parked in the driveway of his Baltimore smart home. He noticed a real estate sign belonging to his wife, Joan, in the next-door neighbor’s yard. Joan was the listing agent for this sale and had represented three properties on the street within the past few years.


    At the front door of his tech-fortified house, Roger spoke loudly and clearly. “Open front door.”


    He placed his smartphone next to the knob, and clickety-click, the door unlocked.


    He entered and used his voice to turn on the smart lights as he traversed from room to room. “Living room lights,” “Dining room lights,” “Kitchen lights.”


    The areas illuminated as expected. But when the kitchen bulbs came on, Roger found himself cheek to cheek with Joan, who appeared on a large wall-mounted monitor. It looked creepy, as if she was spying on him.


    “Oh. You scared me,” Roger said.


    “Honey, could you come next door? I need some advice.”


    “Okay.” Roger shut off the monitor.


    He glanced around at the vast number of sticky notes attached to every conceivable surface: cabinets, drawers, the fridge, and even the windowsill. Joan had lists for meal ingredients, errands to be run, and chores for her husband to complete. She had a catalog of award-winning movies, the best restaurants in town, and the number of calories in her favorite foods. Roger sometimes called her “Post-it Joan.” She had been obsessed with sticky notes since they tied the knot. Lists made the otherwise sleek, architectural dwelling look tacky.


    Roger ventured back to the front door, where he recited his usual command. “Open front door.”


    The door replied, “Error.”


    Roger furrowed his brow, mumbling, “Why are there always glitches with this thing?” Then he stood tall and spoke clearly, “Open front door.”


    The door responded, “Error.”


    “Bypass error.” Roger tried to contain his frustration.


    “Password, please,” the door retorted.


    “Oh, crap. 9799?”


    “Wrong password.”


    “9788?”


    “Wrong password.”


    Roger yanked on the doorknob, but it would not budge. He screamed, “Let me out of here. Let me out of here.”


    The door snapped back, “Burglar. Burglar. Burglar…”


    The word was repeated nonstop as Roger scrambled into the bedroom to search for the code.


    “Bedroom lights on.” The table lamps lit up, and Roger rummaged through the dresser. After searching under his socks and T-shirts, he ventured to Joan’s side of the bureau. He opened her bra drawer and found a list identifying passwords for the bank, wi-fi, social media accounts, and the front door, among others.


    Roger also caught a glimpse of something else, something he was clearly not supposed to see. Tucked under her lingerie were two more notes. One was titled “Javier’s favorite bras,” and the list began with “red lace luxury” and went on to mention a “yellow bra with hearts” and the “blue naughty girl peek-a-boo bra.”


    The second note he found was a to-do list for that year. “Divorce my boring husband” was the first entry; “Marry Javier” was the second entry. Next to the notes were photos of Joan with a muscular man in a Speedo, whom Roger assumed to be Javier. They appeared to be at a hotel pool.


    Roger was shocked, devastated, and unable to breathe. He leaned against the dresser for support as he felt his legs get weak.


    Questions darted through his mind. How could Joan feel this way? Why didn’t she say anything? How long has she thought of me as boring? Was Javier her only lover? How long had the affair been going on?


    Roger stumbled back to the front door with the password in hand. His confusion and distress had grown into rage as he blurted out the code “9798.” The door unlocked with a loud click.


    Roger yelled at the door, “Thanks, asshole.”


    The door replied, “You’re welcome, Mrs. Adams.”


    Roger marched next door, where he found Joan standing beside the seller in the front yard adjacent to a muddy hole in the grass. A truck, emblazoned with the words “AAA Staging Company,” was parked on the street, and two men were carrying a sofa into the listing.


    “Staging will help it sell.” Joan grinned at the seller.


    The seller replied, “It’s expensive. I hope I’m not gonna get a bunch of looky-loos who waste my time. I’ve heard that saying in your industry: ‘Buyers are liars. Sellers are yellers.’”


    “That saying’s just a joke. We agents love buyers and sellers. And you’re certainly not a yeller.”


    “So, what do you want?” Roger confronted his wife, ramming the question down her throat.


    Bewildered by his ire, she spoke to the seller, “Sometimes he has a bad day at work.” Then she directed her words to her husband and pointed at the wet hole in the grass. “Is this a sewer leak?”


    “How would I know?”


    “You used to be an environmental inspector. You should know about these things.”


    “I wasn’t a sewer technician, but it looks like a sewer leak.”


    Joan and the seller seemed disappointed. “I’ll call the plumber now,” the seller announced as he headed toward his home.


    “Is that it?” Roger blasted Joan.


    “Yeah. What’s the matter with you?”


    “I need to speak with you in private. It’s important.”


    Joan looked perplexed, and then checked the calendar on her smartphone. “We could talk on Thursday morning before you go to work. I could carve out fifteen minutes.”


    This response left Roger feeling even more apoplectic. But he repressed his feelings, nodded coldly, and stomped back to his house. Part of him wished he had embarrassed his cheating wife in front of her client, but another part did not want to blow the sale because they needed the commission to help cover the mortgage.


    It was an hour later. Joan sat on the couch watching a cable news show that featured two political pundits and a host. Roger stood behind her in the bedroom doorway peering at the television while slipping on his jacket.


    The first pundit said, “Political divisiveness has reached a breaking point. The people in your party are slaves to misinformation and conspiracy theories.”


    The second pundit shot back, “We’re the slaves? Your side’s a bunch of robots, marching to the beat of the establishment. Your party’s trying to control society with censorship and a cultlike obedience.”


    The host of the show responded, “The ideological future of America is clearly uncertain.”


    Roger passed through the living room in his designer business suit and an eye-catching tie; he was ready to head over to the Zelles Hotel for the splashy gala.


    “When will you be home?” Joan asked.


    “Around eleven.” He spoke in a mechanical way, sounding a little like the front door.


    During the drive to the gala, Roger questioned his life and identity. He vowed, then and there, to change his predictable behavior, to stop being boring, to no longer be vanilla. He figured that day might mark a tipping point or translate into an epiphany. He was hell-bent on metamorphosing into a bold and spontaneous man.


    Roger also thought about his job. If his marriage had been a sham, maybe his whole life had been a sham. Part of him wanted to start over, get a fresh start, maybe even abandon his executive directorship at Environmental Action. He’d always wanted to take up snowboarding and manage a ski shop. Maybe he could move to Switzerland. Of course, another part of him wanted to beat Javier into prune pulp and steal his wife back. Unfortunately, he still loved the hussy. But could he forgive her?


    Roger was filled with rage and jealousy, but he knew he needed to set aside his hostility and compartmentalize for the next few hours. He needed to put Joan out of his mind. It would be unprofessional to let his personal situation disrupt the event. He was the host, and it was his duty to be focused, civil, and sociable—to do the best possible job.


    *


    The entrance of the Zelles Hotel was hopping. There were guests, reporters with cameras, and dozens of activists, many holding signs. The campaigners were there not so much to protest. Most wanted press coverage because the gala was known as the premier event of the year. Reporters often interviewed the activists, which brought attention to their myriad causes.


    It was a motley crew. In other words, there seemed to be a placard for every conceivable special interest: Some signs were inscribed with “Support Israel,” “America Wanted for the Murder of Muslims,” or “U.S. Aid for Ghana.” Others focused on more local matters, such as “School Choice Now,” “Keep Abortion Legal,” or “Vote Sampson for Congress.”


    Trudy, a woman passing out “Peace in the Middle East” leaflets, was not present to garner attention from journalists. She was peeved about being excluded from the guest list and wanted an explanation. She confronted Roger, who was navigating the front walkway.


    “Hey, Roger, why weren’t we invited?”


    “You know why. Because your cause is political. You’re not a 501(c)(3). It’s policy.”


    “So, you’re against peace?’


    “Come on, Trudy. Everyone’s in favor of peace. It’s nice to see you again.” Roger pushed his way through the crowd and into the hotel.


    The lobby was ultramodern with a Picassoesque statue; a foot protruded from the brain. Roger interpreted it as a metaphorical kick in the head. There were also variations of amoeba-shaped furniture, a chandelier that appeared to have been borrowed from the Star Wars film set, futuristic chairs shaped like coconut halves, and a sign that read “Baltimore Charity Gala – 4th Floor.”


    Security guards hustled two activists, trying to sneak into the elevator, out of the building. They wore T-shirts, printed with the name of their cause: “The Anti-Terrorism Brigade.”


    The ballroom on the fourth floor was dressed to the nines, as were the guests. It had ethereal mint-colored drapery, a green-and-gold floral rug, circular tables covered with white tablecloths, and lush flowers on virtually every surface. A stage with a wooden podium was at one end of the room, adjacent to a string quartet. The instrumentalists were ready to begin their show, but not yet playing for the crowd.


    Roger approached the podium and spoke into the microphone. He looked over the sea of faces; every table seemed to be occupied. Guests were enjoying their dinner; each had been served a chicken leg, a cut of steak, a salad, and a garlic dinner roll.


    “I’m Roger Adams of Environmental Action. Welcome to our annual gathering. All charities in the area were invited, and I’m happy to report that everyone sent at least one representative. Tonight will be an opportunity to find ways to work together, to raise money, to boost awareness, to create bridges. In other words, I expect to see a lot of schmoozing.”


    There was laughter from the crowd.


    “First, let me introduce some of the nonprofit directors.”


    Roger pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and spoke into the mic. “Carl Fox of the Cancer Survivor League.”


    Carl stood to applause and raised his arms like a boxing champ. He was a seventy-two-year-old hulk of a man who had retired from a career in the Marine Corps. He liked to tell people he was “crazy like a fox” in that he was game for just about anything. He was daring and spontaneous, although his detractors would have described him as a conspiracy theorist who suffered from a tendency to exaggerate his exploits.


    Roger announced, “Dr. Kara Carson of the Middle East Poverty Foundation for Women and Girls.”


    Kara stood to applause and flirtatiously raised her wineglass to Roger as if making a toast.


    Roger glanced at his notes and read the next name. “Ellen Garcia of the Hungry Child Network.”


    Ellen rose and sent air kisses to the crowd. Her hair was uninhibited; it represented the cauldron of untamed thoughts that pulsed under her seemingly mild demeanor. She was Native American by birth, sixty-two years old, and a devotee of karma, reincarnation, and Buddhism. She had taught classes on past-life regression in her younger days but had decided later in life that feeding underprivileged children was a better use of her time.


    “Dr. Bill Seeks of LGBTQ Rights.” Roger’s eyes scanned the crowd until he found Bill’s winsome smile.


    Bill stood to applause.


    Roger continued in the same vein until he had called out all the names, and then he stepped off the platform and headed toward his table. But there was an unexpected and unfortunate interruption.


    Four activists with signage—including Anna Green (the leader of the group) and her sidekick, Joy—had sneaked past security. They carried placards that read “Animals are people, too,” “Over 100 billion animals were killed for food this year,” and “Meat on your plate. Blood on your hands.”


    The activists stormed into the ballroom, chanting and shouting as if the building was on fire.


    “Steak, flesh, legs, tits. We smell the blood of some hypocrites.”


    There was a low hum of conversation by rattled attendees. The activists repeated their chants while periodically shouting “Shame on you” at individual invitees.


    Two guests, Lila and Terri, seemed particularly irritated by the disruption. Lila yelled, “It’s the loony animal rights activists. They crashed last year. And the year before.”


    Terri put down her chicken leg and stood. “Don’t they realize no one cares? They’re so damn evil.”


    Uniformed guards marched toward the protestors.


    Terri tossed her napkin on the table and confronted Joy. “Animals are not people, honey. How dare you put them on the same level!”


    “You’re an arrogant human. You should be ashamed.”


    Terri grabbed Joy’s sign, and the two tussled, knocking over a chair and forcing guests to abandon their seats. The guards tried to break up the fight while Anna approached Roger.


    “Hello, Roger.”


    “Hi, Anna.”


    “You’re looking awfully hypocritical tonight. You outdid yourself with so many plates of dead animals. Let’s see. I saw dead cows, dead hens. My goodness, there must be at least five hundred.”


    “Look, it’s nothing against you or your cause. It’s just that your mission doesn’t fit with ours. This event’s about charities working together. No one can support animal rights without losing donors.”


    “Donors? Really? Is that your excuse?”


    “People don’t want to stop eating meat, Anna. They don’t want to change their lifestyle.”


    “They just like to point their finger at the evil corporations. Right?”


    Roger hesitated, then laughed. “Yeah. That pretty much sums it up.”


    “But you’re an environmentalist. Even if you don’t care about the suffering of animals, you’re supposed to care about climate change. Meat-eating is a major cause.”


    Roger stared at her, speechless.


    Anna continued, “Consistency can be a real drag, huh?”


    “Okay. Okay,” Roger said. “I’m a hypocrite. But we need donations to stay afloat. We’re able to do some good things with that money.”


    “Why don’t you come by my place next week? You can meet the family—my parents, my grandmother. It’s a multigenerational house. Let’s find a way to work together.” Anna handed him a business card as the guards steered her and the other activists out of the conference room.


    Roger walked alongside the group, figuring it was his job as host to ensure their rapid removal.


    As the guards shoved the activists into the elevator, Roger smiled at Anna and waved. “See you next year.”


    Anna glared at him as the elevator doors shut.


    Roger dumped Anna’s business card into a nearby trash can and rejoined the gala.


    *


    Things were wrapping up. Guests had finished their meals, and servers were clearing dirty plates. The quartet played, and some people danced, but most folks had already left or were making their departure.


    Kara rummaged through her purse, found the tiny container of pheromone perfume, and dabbed some on her neck. Then she strolled over to Roger.


    “Are you the infamous Roger Adams?”


    Roger smiled. “I could be.”


    “Well, you’re looking quite distinguished in your crimson tie.”


    “And you, mademoiselle, with your ruby red scarf.”


    “Are you still married?”


    “Why do you always ask me that, Kara?”


    “What can I say? I’m a repetitive person.”


    “Yes, I’m still married. Sorry to report the bad news.”


    “It’s not bad news. Who says it’s bad news? I’m just curious. I ask everyone.” Kara stopped Ellen, who was heading toward the elevator. “Excuse me, ma’am. Are you married?”


    Ellen looked at Kara like she had three heads.


    Then Kara shouted at an elderly gentleman across the room. “Sir. Sir. What about you? Are you married?”


    The man did not hear and moved out of sight.


    Kara looked at Roger. “That man’s always so mysterious. I think he’s a spy.”


    Roger laughed. “How can an attractive woman like you be single?”


    “I have to fend them off every day. Frankly, it’s a full-time job. I barely have time to dance with my dog,” Kara joked.


    Roger chuckled. “You have a dog?”


    “No. I lied.” Kara grinned.


    “I think you’re the mysterious one.” Roger smiled.


    Ellen stepped into the elevator next to Carl, who was showing off his flashy pedometer watch while marching in place.


    Carl bragged, “Eleven thousand steps, and it’s not even eleven.”


    She replied, “Good for you, Carl.” She turned to Roger, who was standing nearby, and shouted, “Hey, Roger, want me to hold the door?”


    “Sure, Ellen.” Roger scurried into the elevator.


    Kara slipped in behind him, making the lift crowded with eight people.


    There were fifty floors per the display; they were on the fourth floor. The doors closed.


    Carl said to Kara, “I like your cologne, Dr. Carson. It makes me want to take you to the woodshed for a quick paddle and a spicy eggplant.” He gave her a suggestive wink. “Lucky for you, I’m gay. Crazy Carl’s been gay for 8,674 days.”


    “I thought sexual orientation was related to biological factors that begin before birth,” Kara said.


    “Maybe for most people. Not me. It’s been 8,674 days.”


    In the elevator was Bernie Cruz, a twenty-five-year-old Mexican American. He was a former honor student and worked as a sales associate at an auto parts store, even though he looked like a member of a Harley-Davidson motorcycle gang with his tattoos, black leather jacket, and ponytail.


    Standing beside Bernie were rich kids Angus Van Graff and his adopted brother, Keiko. Keiko was half Asian and half white. He was the child of a former Van Graff housekeeper who was deported back to her home country of Japan. Unlike his mother, Keiko was “legal.” This was due to a Supreme Court decision which ruled that children born on U.S. soil were citizens even when they were the offspring of immigrants who had sneaked into the country. The Van Graffs had agreed to raise the boy and had, in fact, legally adopted him.


    Keiko was twenty-three and looked up to his twenty-five-year-old brother, Angus, who was possibly the biggest jerk in Baltimore.


    Angus had no appreciation for hard work and hated poor people. He had an entitled attitude and relished fast cars, junk food, wild parties, and sleazy women, whom he described as “Kmart tarts.” He often said, “I’m gonna fetch me a Kmart tart.”


    Despite Keiko’s humble beginnings and “low-class genes” (as Angus liked to say), the older brother accepted his younger sibling as a genuine member of the family. This was largely because Keiko did everything his brother asked; Angus enjoyed being what he called “the proud owner of a manservant.”


    The final person in the elevator was Bailey Iverson, a nineteen-year-old single mom. She was uneducated, was broke, and did not know what she wanted from life. She muddled through each day, hoping things would eventually fall into place. She felt as if there were a funnel of rain above her head. She had heard about this phenomenon on the news. Weather experts called it a “precipitation shaft.” Bailey believed that she—and only she—faced obstacles and cloudbursts while everyone else was granted eternal sunshine. She volunteered, sporadically, at a food bank; it was a way for her to get first dibs on the free food. She had been gifted a ticket to the gala because no one else at the charity wanted to attend.


    Bernie pushed the knob for “lobby,” but the elevator moved up.


    Angus berated Bernie. “It’s going up, Poncho. You pushed the wrong button.”


    Roger said, “He pushed the right button, and you don’t need to talk to him like that.”


    Angus shrugged and let out an exasperated sigh.


    “You can talk to him any way you want,” Keiko, the always-loyal minion, whispered to his brother, who puffed up like a peacock.


    Bernie stared at Angus and spoke firmly. “My name is Bernie.”


    “Got it, Poncho,” Angus teased.


    Bernie rolled his eyes.


    Roger pressed “lobby,” but the lift did not change direction.


    “Let me do it.” Angus shoved Roger to the side and placed his thumb firmly on the “lobby” knob for a full five seconds, but the elevator continued upward. Then he pushed floor after floor to no avail.


    Bailey stood in the corner, pretending to be invisible.


    “You think that damn thing’s broken?” Carl asked.


    Angus pointed at Carl. “Folks, we have a brain surgeon on board.”


    “I knew I should have taken the stairs,” Ellen said.


    “It’s no big deal,” Kara responded. “We’ll go up. Then we’ll come back down.”


    Keiko whispered to Angus, “We’re gonna be late for the party.”


    Angus once again pushed several buttons, but the elevator continued upward, past the twentieth floor.


    Then things got wacky. There were deafening and sustained squeals; the elevator sounded like it was in severe pain. Ellen and Bailey placed their hands over their ears. The noise eventually subsided.


    “Anyone got any WD-40?” Roger tried to lighten the mood.


    “I’ve got some Prozac.” Kara laughed.


    Roger picked up the elevator phone. “It’s not working.”


    Angus said, “Let me try.” It was dead, so he pushed the disconnect lever repeatedly to no avail.


    Everyone took out their cell phones.


    “No service,” Kara said.


    “Me neither,” Ellen replied.


    “Can anyone get a signal?” Kara asked.


    Everyone shook their heads.


    As the lift passed the thirtieth floor, the elevator came to an abrupt stop. Then it jerked, moved upward a little, sputtered, made a wheezing sound, and squealed again. It repeated this procedure of stop, jerk, move, sputter, wheeze, and squeal over and over. It seemed to be limping toward death.


    Everyone, except Carl, gasped or screamed in unison with each stomach-turning jolt.


    Carl seemed to be enjoying the adventure. He pretended to be slalom skiing. “It’s hopping and popping. Reminds me of the time I was in a Jeep Wrangler speeding through North Korea with the People’s Army on my tail. They called me the Jeep Jockey back then.”


    Everyone stared at Carl like he was crazy.


    Then there was a gigantic jolt, stronger than the previous ones. Bailey and Bernie fell to the ground while the others clung to the walls.


    “It’s gonna crash. We’re gonna die!” Ellen was hysterical.


    Bernie yelled, “Someone out there help us!”


    Kara tried to calm everyone down. “Hey, it’s not gonna crash.”


    “Thanks for the prediction, Einstein. Makes me feel a whole lot better,” Angus said.


    “Elevators are held by steel cables and counterweights,” Kara added. “Only one elevator in the U.S. has ever fallen. It was in the 1940s, and it was because a plane crashed into the building.”


    “How do you know this?” Roger looked impressed.


    “I know lots of useless facts.”


    “Can I have some of your Prozac?” Ellen said to Kara.


    Roger pushed button after button, but the elevator continued past the forty-fifth floor, sputtering and squealing.


    Bailey spoke for the first time. “Do you think this elevator’s haunted?”


    “I hope it’s not Frederico, my dead ex-husband,” Ellen replied. “He said he’d come back and get me.”


    The elevator reached the top floor: the fiftieth. And it halted altogether. It was eerily silent; it seemed dead.


    “Why’d it stop?” Bernie asked.


    “It seems to have a mind of its own,” Ellen said. “Maybe it’s lost its urge to frighten the bejesus out of us.”


    “I think it’s jammed.” Roger again pushed button after button. The doors would not open.


    “Maybe it blew a fuse,” Kara speculated.


    “We could be trapped in here for hours or fucking days.” Angus banged his fist against the wall.


    Suddenly, things got a whole lot worse. Everyone went blind.


    “Oh my God. I can’t see.” Kara panicked.


    “Me neither,” Roger said.


    Bailey rubbed her eyes. “Oh no.”


    Bernie yelled, “What’s going on?


    Ellen fell to the ground. “I’m blind. I’m completely blind.”


    “Shit. What the hell’s happening?” Angus sounded genuinely afraid for the first time.


    “Angus. Help… Help me,” Keiko stuttered.


    Everyone had their arms out, feeling for the walls and each other, except for Carl, who chuckled and spoke in a singsong way, “Marco Polo.”


    “Maybe it’s just dark,” Bailey offered.


    “I don’t think so.” Kara could no longer calm her fellow passengers because she was in full-fledged panic mode.


    Everyone, except Carl, was frightened; they cried, moaned, screamed, prayed, whimpered, or ranted. Angus folded himself into a ball on the ground and wept uncontrollably, proving that when no one was watching he was more like a marshmallow than the tough guy he purported to be.


    “This is really, really bad,” Kara confessed. “I think you’re right, Ellen. I think we’re gonna die.”
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