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Slamming on the brakes, I honk at the car in front of me. The traffic is horrible. It’s not like I don’t expect it to be horrible, it’s horrible every day, but it is still aggravating. Everyday, it’s the same routine. I wear the same clothes. I drive the same car down the same streets. I eat at the same places. I work in the same office building. Sometimes it’s nice to blow off some steam and make some noise on the way to work. 

Everyone does it. The whole highway is full of people blasting their horns angrily as they slowly inch forward. We have all found ourselves locked in this routine, trapped in life and anchored by our steady, non-progressing jobs. What happened to our past? Our old ambitions of fortune and happiness have been slaughtered by the realization that we are simply one of many in the world.

We want to leave. We want to abandon our jobs and responsibilities and live free and happy in a world of innocence again. But that world doesn’t exist. We can’t ever leave, and we know it. So what do we do? We honk our horns. 

We honk our horns at the world, at life, and at fate. We need someone to blame, so we momentarily blame the car in front of us. It’s their fault that we’re stuck here. It’s their fault that we are unhappy with our lives. 

These are the thoughts that flow through my mind as I ride to work. Sometimes I get philosophical like that. I need that feeling. That ounce of creativity is just enough to keep me surviving this dull world.

As the traffic picks up, so do my spirits. It could be worse. I could still be held up a mile behind me on the highway. I’m driving at a reasonable pace, and now that I don’t have a car in front of me to honk at, my mind is open for ideas. What should I think about now? I look over to the empty passenger’s seat next to me and the vacuum of my thoughts is closed.

Almost hidden under the seat, Lara’s purse is lying on the floor. What is that doing there? Did she leave it purposefully? I think about last night. Lara was last night’s blind date. A friend of mine has repeatedly tried to set me up with strange women. He wants to finally get me settled down. She was supposed to be perfect for me. 

We went out to eat, then out to a bar to cool off the tense night. I’m not sure what it was about her, but I just wasn’t connecting with her on a personal level. I think she realized that, too. She asked if she could come over to my place, but I told her that I had work early the next morning. It wasn’t a lie, but I think it was an obvious excuse. She left her purse in my car on purpose.

I reach into my suit coat and pull out my cell-phone. Checking my voice-mail, I verify my assumptions. Lara left a message only moments after I dropped her off.

“Hey Michael, it’s me,” her voice says through the cell-phone. “I left my purse in your car. It should just be there on the seat. It’s green and it’s got the little glitter ‘L’ on it? Anyway, I’ll have to get that from you eventually. I had a lot of fun tonight, Michael. I hope you did too. See you soon!”

I sigh and put the phone back into the suit coat. I will have to get the purse to my friend to give it to her later. There was no am I was sitting through another night of Lara.

I pull into the parking garage connected to my office building and gather my briefcase. I slip into my suit coat and lock the doors. The parking garage smells horrible, so I try to get out of there as soon as possible. 

“Mike!” A voice yells behind me.

I turn around and put on a fake smile as I say, “Hey Chuck.”

Chuck works with me in my office. He is fairly new and still thinks it is important to maintain a comfortable work environment by being overly friendly to everyone around him. I went through a phase like that once. Then I realized that pretending to like the people around me is only extra work; it’s work that I don’t get paid for. Nevertheless, I’m still friendly with Chuck. Who knows? Maybe it will cheer up my day. 

Chuck puts on a large smile and slaps my back. “Ready for the new shipment?” he asks.

Our office records and directs the shipping of art supplies all over the country. During every new shipment, our office becomes hectic as we scramble to document the total number of art supplies sent to each warehouse. It is supposed to be exciting, and the management often tries to excite us by bringing cupcakes and punch into the office. It is just the sort of thing that Chuck would get excited about.

I shrug and fortify my fake smile. “Sure am,” I answer. “We better hurry. The paintbrushes and canvases won’t count themselves!”

Chuck laughs loud and pats me on the back again. “You’re funny,” he says.

We get to the elevators and wait for one to arrive on our floor. Chuck stands next to me, rocking back and forth on his heels. Was I once like that? Was I ever that excited to get to work? He looks down and checks his watch. I look around me. 

Everything is so dull. Brown and beige infect the room with their neutral-ness. The flourescent light above buzzes slightly. Light jazz plays from a small beige box on the ceiling. I check my watch. I’m three minutes late.

The door from the parking garage opens and two people step inside. One is an old man wearing a black suit jacket and a black briefcase. His nose is in the air, and he walks up to the elevator next to us. The other person is a middle-aged woman. She is dressed neatly in brown and she carries a large, overly stuffed brown purse with her.

The elevator rings a bell and the doors open with a clang. The old man walks in before all of us and stands near the back. Chuck waits for the woman to go in next, then he follows. I go in last and press my button: floor fourteen.

The door to the parking garage opens again and a woman steps out. She is blonde and beautiful, wearing a grey business dress that comes just above her knees. I have seen her around the office before. She always looks nice. I wonder what she does. She is carrying a large portfolio, which she struggles to carry and open the door at the same time.

The old man behind me sees her and hits the button on the elevator that closes the doors. The woman begins walking towards the elevator just as the doors begin to close. Are you kidding me? Who was this guy? I make eye contact with the woman and put my hand in front of the doors, causing them to open again.

The woman walks in the elevator and turns towards the doors. “Thanks,” she says to me. I don’t think she realizes that the man tried to shut the doors in her face. She presses the button that says button number sixteen, two floors above me.

As doors close and the elevator begins its ascent, the old man checks his watch and begins to tap his thighs impatiently. Tap, tap, tap. I smile as I realize that he’s tapping to the rhythm of the elevator music. 

We pass four floors and stop. The elevator doors open and the middle-aged woman walks out. Her office looks much more bright and cheerful than mine. The doors close and the elevator moves on. It moves very slowly up the elevator shaft. 

Suddenly, the elevator stops. I look around and realize that the old man is no longer with us. Did he leave with the woman? Why did the elevator stop? An uncanny feeling runs up my spine as I feel that something strange is about to happen.

The doors open and we stare in awe at the spectacle in front of us. Outside of the elevator door, a void of blackness opens up before us. I step back immediately. What was going on? I tried to look for any sign of a floor, a wall, or ceiling, but I see nothing. It isn’t just darkness either. There is something eerie about what I am seeing. The blackness seems to be going on forever.

I look at the others. Maybe I am hallucinating. But they are staring in awe what is past the elevator doors as well. 

“What’s...” I begin to say, but I don’t know how to begin.

The woman looks at me with confusion in her eyes. This was strange. She looks back at the void. I glance at Chuck. He is just shaking his head in disbelief. I see that he is trying to think of some logical explanation for what is happening.

“Look,” the woman says, pointing her finger into the void. My eyes follow the finger and I look out into the blackness. “There are... lights,” she says.

Indeed, there seem to be faint lights, slightly colored, almost like stars, in the distance. What are they? They only add to the mystery of what is happening to us. 

Chuck cocks his head to one side. He adds, “they look like stars.”

“They’re beautiful,” the woman says.

“Yes, but what are they?” I ask. The woman next to me shakes her head. We all just stare for a moment, transfixed by the brightening stars. “Do you think they are coming closer?”

“What was his problem?” a voice asks from somewhere inside the elevator. It sounded like Chuck, but I’m not sure.

Chuck looks at me, so does the woman. They stare at me for a moment, which causes me to think. Wait a minute. Something’s not right. This is not possible. Elevator doors do not usually open to reveal an abyss of stars and blackness. Something sparks in the back of my mind.

“Mike?” the voice asks again.

The wonder and confusion I feel while under the trance is only matched by the realization that I have of my true surroundings. I was daydreaming. In a rush, I become aware of what is going around me. I feel like I am waking up. Disorientation floods my mind as I begin to gather my sanity again.

Looking to my left, I see that the old man is gone. Chuck is looking at me strangely, and the woman is pretending not to be interested in what is wrong with me. What just happened? Maybe I should say that out loud.

“What just happened?” I ask.

Chuck seems to breathe a sigh of relief. The woman looks even more concerned. Chuck smiles and says, “You seemed to space out for a minute there, buddy.”

“Space out is right,” I answer, shaking my head. I need to get out of this elevator. Unfortunately, it is a very slow elevator.

“Huh?” Chuck asks, ruffling his eyebrows.

“I...” I begin to speak, but wonder if I should go on. I don’t want them to think that I’m crazy, especially not the woman. Chuck looks expectantly up at me. The woman is looking at me too. I decide to go on. “I think I just hallucinated,” I state.

Chuck smiles. The woman gives me a quizzical look. “What do you mean?” Chuck asks.

“I don’t know, it was weird. I saw the elevator doors open, but the other side was like, outer space or something. There were stars, and...” I trail off as I realize how crazy I must sound.

Chuck seems to hesitate for a second, as if he doesn’t know how to react. Then he smiles, pats me on the back lightly and chuckles. “You’re funny,” he says while laughter.

The elevator stops at the fourteenth floor and opens. I half-expect it to reveal a black void again. My heart sinks as I see my office lobby. I feel sick. I don’t want to go in there.

Chuck moves out and looks back at me. “You dreaming again?” he asks. “Come on, Mike.”

But I don’t want to get out of the elevator now, not if it means going to work. It occurs to me that maybe I have finally cracked. Maybe my depression and lack of creativity in my life has finally peaked and surfaced itself as a hallucination. I can’t leave this elevator.

The elevator doors start to close. Chuck calls for me one more time, but I don’t listen. The doors close and the elevator begins to move up again. The woman looks at me strangely.

“Why didn’t you go?” she asks.

I look back at her. She’s stuck. She’s stuck in that stage of life where you think there is no other way to live, where you think that going to the office everyday and sitting in an environment that you don’t want to be in is the only option available to you.

“I don’t know,” I answer.

The doors open to her floor and she looks at me with the same worried eyes that she had when the elevator opened up into the black void. She takes a step out and then turns back towards me. “You take care of yourself,” she says.

The elevator doors close. I put my finger over the elevator buttons. Which one do I push? I could push fourteen again and go back to work. It’s not too late. But even as I think this, I realize that I am too late. You only have one life. Use it and enjoy it, I tell myself as I press the button with the “one” printed on it. First things first: I’m going to get my car horn removed.

