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About the Author 

William Sleator (1945–2011) was a renowned American writer, best known for his young 

adult science fiction and horror novels. His works often delved into themes of fear, identity, 

and the supernatural, blending psychological tension with speculative elements. Sleator’s 

storytelling frequently explored the darker corners of the human mind, making his stories 

thrilling and thought-provoking. The Elevator is one of his most gripping short stories, 

showcasing his talent for creating suspense and fear. 

Background of the Story 

Published in 1990, The Elevator reflects Sleator’s skill in weaving psychological tension into a 

seemingly mundane setting. The story follows a young boy, Martin, as he confronts his fears 

of confined spaces, specifically an elevator, and how his anxieties are compounded by a 

mysterious and menacing woman. The story explores themes of vulnerability, fear, and the 

haunting effects of psychological trauma. 

Message of the Story 

The story conveys the message that fear, especially unresolved or irrational fears, can be 

deeply debilitating and isolating. It also explores how people are often forced to confront 

their vulnerabilities in unexpected and unsettling ways. The story leaves readers with the 

unsettling realization that not all fears can be easily explained or overcome, highlighting the 

psychological complexity of human emotions. 

Themes 

Fear and Vulnerability: The story delves into Martin's anxiety and fear of confined spaces, 

symbolizing human vulnerability. 

Psychological Terror: The story builds suspense through the unknown intentions of the 

mysterious woman and Martin’s escalating paranoia. 

Isolation: Martin feels physically and emotionally isolated, unable to share his fears or find 

comfort in those around him. 

Childhood Trauma: The story suggests that traumatic experiences in childhood can leave 

lasting psychological scars. 

Summary 

1. Martin, a scrawny and timid twelve-year-old boy, is introduced as being afraid of

elevators. He lives in a high-rise apartment building and avoids using the elevator whenever



possible. His fear stems from the confined, claustrophobic space and the sense of 

vulnerability it induces. 

2. Martin’s father is dismissive of his fears, often mocking him for his inability to "man up."

This lack of emotional support exacerbates Martin’s sense of isolation and helplessness.

3. One day, Martin encounters a large, intimidating woman in the elevator. Her presence

unnerves him, and her silence and strange demeanour add to his anxiety. The woman seems

to deliberately make Martin uncomfortable, staring at him in a way that feels predatory.

4. As Martin continues to encounter the woman in the elevator, his fear intensifies. He

begins to feel as though she is intentionally targeting him, always appearing when he least

expects it. This recurring interaction takes a psychological toll on Martin, heightening his

sense of dread.

5. In the climactic moment, Martin is once again alone in the elevator with the woman. This

time, the encounter takes a sinister turn. The story ends ambiguously, leaving readers to

speculate about what happens next and whether Martin’s fears are justified or a product of

his imagination.

6. Sleator leaves the story unresolved, with the woman’s true intentions and Martin’s fate

unclear. This ambiguity enhances the horror and psychological impact of the story, forcing

readers to confront their own fears of the unknown.

Important Phrases 

"The elevator was an ancient, rumbling contraption": Describes the elevator as old and 

unreliable. Sets the tone of unease and foreboding, symbolizing Martin’s fear of 

vulnerability. 

"Her eyes never left him, boring into him like drills": Highlights the intensity of the woman’s 

stare. Creates a sense of psychological intimidation and heightens Martin’s paranoia. 

"The walls of the elevator seemed to close in on him": Reflects Martin’s claustrophobia and 

anxiety. Symbolizes his emotional and mental state, feeling trapped and helpless. 

"He wanted to scream, but the sound froze in his throat": Describes Martin’s reaction to his 

fear. Emphasizes the paralyzing effect of terror and his inability to act. 

"It was always her, standing there, silent and ominous": Highlights the recurring nature of 

the woman’s presence. Reinforces the theme of inescapable fear and psychological torment. 

Poetic Devices 

Imagery: Sleator uses vivid imagery to describe the elevator, the woman, and Martin’s fear. 

Example: "The elevator’s metallic groans seemed to echo his fear." 



Symbolism: The elevator symbolizes confinement and vulnerability. The woman represents 

an unknown and irrational fear, possibly even Martin’s inner demons. 

Tone: The tone is suspenseful and ominous, gradually building toward the climax. 

Foreshadowing: Hints of impending danger are subtly woven into the narrative. Example: 

Martin’s increasing dread each time he encounters the woman foreshadows the final 

confrontation. 

Alliteration: Example: "Silent and sinister, she stared." 

Ambiguity: Sleator deliberately leaves the story open-ended, making the ending subject to 

interpretation. 

The Elevator is a masterfully crafted story that delves into the complexities of fear and 

psychological terror. 


