Excerpted from For Crying Out Loud by C. P. Whitaker. Copyright © 2000. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.

 
Following a prologue which sets up the format of the book, Alex is the first of the two main characters who alternate explaining their relationship to their therapist Sharon: 

You’re sure you want to hear this? Okay then, but get comfortable. It’s one hell of a story. It all began on a bitterly cold day at the end of January 1996 in Chicago. I was coming in from the Teen Center after having gone to the grocer’s to pick up dinner. You know, pasta, bread, cheese, wine, a good book, that kind of stuff. I’d had a day of yelling kids, gangbangers, runaways, HIV positives. The usual, unfortunately. And all I wanted to do was eat, drink and read it all out of my mind. I juggled the grocery bags into the elevator in my building and right before the doors close this woman that lived down the hall from me jammed her briefcase between them and wedges them back open. Like she can’t wait for it to go five floors up and back again. Chicagoans are like that. Or maybe it’s just Yankees in general. Always rushing around like their clothes are on fire. I never got used to that. And they never look you in the eye or pass the time of day with you either. Gave me the creeps. Anyway, this old decrepit elevator starts groaning its way to our floor and true to my nature, I tried to make small talk with this woman. I mean we’re neighbors, you know. Now don’t give me that look. You’re jumping ahead. Yes, she also happened to be incredibly attractive but that’s not the point. 

The old elevator ground to a jaw jarring halt. Trying desperately not to sound like a hick from Mississippi, I turned to her, gave her my most winning smile and said, “I imagine the trip to hell as being infinitely more enjoyable than riding in this contraption.” Witty, semi-sophisticated, friendly. Nothing doing. She gave me this disinterested half smile, half nod. Same as she’d been doling out for the past several months. So much for being neighborly. So I thought, ‘Don’t worry honey, we’ll pick up whoever this is and then ride up one more floor, where I will gallantly stand aside so you can make a mad, paranoid dash to safety behind your door with a zillion locks and spend the remainder of your evening leisurely inspecting your emotional armor for any damage’. 

Except the door didn’t open. “Shit!” she says and starts jabbing the door open button. When there’s no response she began this rapid-fire attack on all the buttons including the one labeled door close. I thought, ‘oh that’s brilliant’. 

“Shit, shit, shit! I hate this god damned piece of junk!” She practically hollered and her fit and furor escalated to an off balance door kicking session with one hand on the rail and the other one combing the hair out of her eyes after each shot. I mean, here’s this dark, lovely creature in high heels, designer business suit, manicured nails and appropriately accessorized with an eel skin briefcase no less, having an all out hissy fit in an elevator. It was all I could do not to burst out laughing. The ice queen had some fire in her after all. 

Just as I feared, she suddenly turned on me. “What are you looking at?” she snarled. 

I expected her to foam at the mouth any moment. I leaned against the back wall and crossed my arms and my ankles, cocked an eyebrow and said, “I am woman hear me roar?” 

“Very funny”, she snapped. “Did you give any thought to helping?” 

“As soon as I’m sure I won’t be impaled on those pumps I’ll be glad to.” And with that I confidently pushed off from the wall, stepped up to the control panel, and pushed the alarm button at the uppermost corner. The one button she had neglected in her crazed attempt at escape. It emitted a sound like a small farm animal passing gas. So much for coming to the rescue. 

It was hard to tell if she was wiping away the perspiration that had beaded on her upper lip or of she was trying to conceal a smirk. Either way it was the most human gesture I’d seen her make. She didn’t let the opportunity pass though, to get in a, “What now, genius?” 

“I suggest we force the doors open to get an idea of where we’re stuck. For all we know we could just step right out.” 

“Be my guest,” she said. 

Be my guest. She said it in that way that made me want to screw up my face and waggle my head back and forth and mock her like a sixth grader. Instead I settled for, “What? Afraid you’ll break a nail?” 

And she got me again! “No, I just assumed it would hurt your ego if I did it without you.” 

Well, that did it. I grabbed each side of those doors and strained with all my might. I prayed it would work because that elevator was getting way too small, way too fast. And to add insult to injury, I couldn’t get them open without her help. At that point I figured that if we couldn’t just climb up to or hop down to the nearest floor, perhaps there would be enough room for me to at least leap to my death. 

