
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


WHAT HAPPENED 

IN THE 

JANITOR’S CLOSET

A NOVEL OF SHORT STORIES



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


BY JENNIFER JAXXON-LOUIS



[image: ]




Copyright © 2026 by Jennifer Jaxxon-Louis

––––––––

[image: ]


All rights reserved.

––––––––

[image: ]


No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author / publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Jennifer Jaxxon-Louis at authorjenniferjaxxonlouis@gmail.com.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. Any identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is either coincidental and unintended.

––––––––

[image: ]


Cover art by Tycho Dwelis. 


	
––––––––

[image: ]



	
––––––––

[image: ]






––––––––

[image: ]


Printed in the United States of America. 

First printing edition, 2026

Website for Jennifer Jaxxon-Louis: https://authorjenniferjaxxonlouis.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


To my mother, Beverley Susan Siegel, the best person I have ever known,

And to my Uncle Larry and Aunt Debi for so many reasons.

[image: ]




Thank you, and I love you all.

[image: ]

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Featured Short Stories

[image: ]




The Wish I Wish Tonight – A woman is about to ask her old flame a life-saving favor when he and other customers are taken hostage at their old high school hangout.

Crocodile Shoes – A vegetarian with new crocodile shoes visits a therapist to try to understand why she’s developed unsettling bodily changes and a bloodlust.

The Vine That Winds – A man runs into a despised old acquaintance and gets a rare chance to find out why his college girlfriend broke his heart.

Don’t Save the Children – A woman trapped on a highway during an accident tries to counsel her teen daughter via phone when a man with a knife breaks in where she’s babysitting.

The Imagination Game – A man on a subway is cornered by an old acquaintance who subjects him to an uncomfortable inquisition about things he buried long ago.

Deeply Wrinkled – An elderly woman falls in her kitchen, and as she fades in and out of consciousness, she imagines her rapist is coming for her.

Devil’s Night in Detroit – A college student cannot figure out why a homeless woman is impersonating her missing friend and stalking her all over campus.

Home Security – A disfigured agoraphobic is forced out of his safe home for the first time in years during a long-lasting blackout.

Hoops of Fire – A computer programmer is kidnapped on her way to a job interview and now must produce a password to a system she never heard of to save her sister’s life.

––––––––

[image: ]











––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]

The pregnancy test in Molly's hand was hope and guilt tangled into a neat white box.

Hope for the family she lost at eight and had been trying to rebuild ever since. Guilt for every time she secretly flushed her birth control pills, thinking Trask might change his mind about not wanting kids if he believed they'd just "failed."

Oops.

She glanced at the mirror and didn't like the judgy expression peeking through the auburn strands escaping her messy bun.

Two lines appeared in the little window. She checked the other tests. Same result. Together, they formed a path to her new life. A smile spread across Molly's face as her hand dropped to her belly.

Finally.

She washed her hands, then scooped up the tests and paced through her house, too charged up to sit still. Yet a whir of faces of all the men she tried to build a family with spun before her, collapsing her into a nearby chair.

At forty-two, no matter what she tried, she'd still been alone, and menopause was on a bullet train headed her way, ETA unknown. That's why she did what had to be done.

Six months before, Molly found most of what she sought in a guy named Trask Waters. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she scrolled through images of them together at the Haunted Halloween Hayride last month. They'd shivered together under a scratchy plaid blanket, cheeks rosy, cider steaming. She flushed as she noticed Trask's dimples and piercing blue eyes, and her stomach filled with butterflies. He still had that effect on her, and he wasn't afraid of commitment. He even gave her a promise ring, telling her he wanted to explore the future with her.

Molly smiled at the diamond and emerald chips sparkling on her ring finger and wondered when he would replace it with an engagement ring. And introduce her to his father and sister as he'd been promising. Trask was nearly perfect, way better than the others, except that he didn't want kids.

She should've walked away when he told her, maybe date number three, but she was already in too deep. It never took her long to fall.

A text message from Trask interrupted. Thinking of you. Can't wait to see you tonight. 

Heat reddened her cheeks when she thought about what she'd done to her unsuspecting boyfriend.

Thank you. U 2. So amazing you got tickets to The Nutcracker. I've only wanted to go forever.

No other guy had done something so thoughtful. Moments like this made Trask seem like her person. Where had he been her whole life?

Glad I could make your dream come true. Oh, big meeting starting. Gotta run. There goes my afternoon. Ttyl. Can't wait to see you in your dress, then not in your dress. 😉

Molly blushed, telling herself Trask would grow to love their child when he realized it was theirs. He would come around.

Doubt stopped her cold in the bedroom. Turning away from the mirror, she focused on plucking lint from her dark purple dress hanging on the closet door. She decided she would tell him afterward, with champagne for him and cider for her, his favorite foods, new lingerie. Catch him after when he was groggy and happy.

Excited for the night ahead, Molly grabbed her purse and rushed out the door.
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The lingerie section of Molly's favorite department store shared a wall with fine jewelry. Molly eyed the sparkly silver hoops, tempted to buy a few pairs. She thought of her baby and smiled. Nope, she had someone else to think about now. She might as well save the money for the baby's college fund.

Molly headed toward the lingerie, smiling. The Nutcracker. A baby on the way. And Trask, the cherry on top.

Molly stopped in front of a woman with a stroller and pinched herself. Eight months from now, that would be her.

She continued toward the lingerie, approaching a beautiful navy negligee on a mannequin. Fingering the lace along the bottom hem, she knew this one was perfect. As she rifled through the rack behind the mannequin, trying to find her size, she heard a familiar voice.

"Trask?" She spun toward the sound.

Beyond a small Christmas tree with a choo-chooing train below, she saw her boyfriend, unmistakable in his brown leather bomber jacket and faded jeans with his black hair curled around his collar.

Why wasn't he dressed for work? Didn't he just text that he was in a meeting all afternoon?

A woman came to join him.

She had white-blonde hair fanning over the fur-lined hood of her cream-colored cardigan.

She looked like the woman on his phone, whom he'd insisted was his estranged sister from Petoskey. Had they reconciled? 

Hiding behind a tall rack of necklace-and-earring gift sets, Molly strained to hear.

A salesgirl beamed at Trask and the Scandinavian model of a woman beside him. "Hi, can I help you?"

Trask slid a hand around the woman's back. A ring she'd never seen before gleamed on his ring finger. "Yes, please... for a bracelet... special for my wife."

Wife? Bracelet?

"Yes," the blonde said. "...lots of diamonds...our tenth wedding anniversary...engraved with..."

The startling news practically knocked Molly off her feet.

She collided with an elderly woman leaning on a walker, eyeing some bras.

"Watch where you're going!" the woman snarled.

"I'm sorry!" Molly fought back tears. "I'm sorry." She tried to get away, but her foot caught on the front tennis ball of the woman's walker, and she tripped into the mannequin with the negligee she'd been considering. Its head snapped off and crashed to the floor, and the body slipped from its stand, collapsing into her arms.

Molly threw the mannequin off her, leaving behind a heap of limbs, torso, and head. She made a beeline for the elevator as the woman called after her, "You're just going to leave her in pieces?"

I'm the one in pieces now.

She watched Trask in the distance, helping his wife try on her new anniversary bracelet. It was so covered in diamonds, Molly could see it glimmer from across the store.

It was her anniversary with Trask, six months since they'd met after weeks of talking online. That's why they were going to the ballet. Or so she thought.

Minutes ago, she'd been a smiling idiot planning a new life with their baby. Now, the thought of it made her want to scream.

Molly glanced down at Trask's "promise ring" with its pitiful few diamonds, and a laugh escaped her. What a joke. It was all such a joke. And Trask had made her the punchline.

She twisted the ring off her finger, heart pounding, ready to march over and shove it in his lying face. But then his wife gave him a huge kiss, admiring her new bracelet over his shoulder. The elevator dinged. Molly came to her senses and got the hell out of there.
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The whole way home, Molly kicked herself for being so stupid. How could Trask have lied so much? She had been to his apartment a million times, even dropping by without calling occasionally. She never, ever suspected another woman, much less a wife of ten years.

Except the time she saw the woman on his phone, but he insisted she was his sister and they'd had a big falling out. Said once he patched things up with her, he was sure she'd want to meet Molly.

He just had the perfect lie for everything, so effortlessly. It was disgusting.

She thought of all the feminine touches she'd added to his apartment — the pillows she'd sewn, the curtains she helped him hang, the lamps she bought for him — as she spent more time there.

Molly sighed as her gut twisted and heart twisted together. He must have two places, a true double life.

As she pulled into her driveway, she noticed the turkey cutouts on her neighbor's windows. They reminded her of Trask's business trip that would take him away for Thanksgiving in two days. She'd been so disappointed, never having a good holiday with a real family since her parents died when she was young. She told him how important it was to her, but he said he couldn't get out of it and would make it up to her.

Ha. Right. Another lie. Now she knew where he'd be; Trask would be with his secret family.

Bastard.

Trudging up her front steps, Molly kicked a plastic football that had wandered from the neighbor's porch. No wonder he said he didn't want kids. Probably already had them with her. And all those times he said his dad would be joining them for dinner, but he was sick at the last minute. Molly's mind replayed every interaction, looking for other clues she should've seen if she hadn't been so blinded by love or desperation.

It was all a tough pill to swallow, bitter and jagged, leaving a horrid taste in her mouth.

She spent the night thinking and crying, crying and thinking, barely noticing the light outside shifting from black to blue.

And then, like a cruel joke, her mind snapped to something else entirely: it was now the day of her huge presentation at work to a bunch of professors who would be piloting their new learning management system. She'd been promoted to lead the project and had to make a good impression, even if her life just fell apart.

Molly moaned.

Feeling her puffy eyes, she ran to the refrigerator for a cucumber and sliced two pieces off. She sprawled on the sofa and slapped them onto her lids, trying to regulate her panicked breathing.

Can I just call in sick?

Her boss would kill her. Molly shuddered, thinking of the fallout. Janet had hinted more than once that a smooth migration to the new LMS would put her in line for the Assistant Director role. But if she bailed now, Janet might think she wanted to start the holiday early and punish her for it.

No. Molly couldn't cancel, no matter how terrible she felt.

Sucking up all her worry, pity, and upset, Molly forced herself off the couch and stumbled to the shower.

On the way, she claimed a reward for surviving the night: her first round of morning sickness. Good times.
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Janet pelted Molly with last-minute instructions for the presentation all morning, but Molly couldn't focus on anything but Trask's texts after she'd begged off the Nutcracker last night, saying she had the flu.

After another barrage of questions from Janet, she turned to leave Molly's cubicle, telling her to email about all they'd just talked about.

"Oh," Janet said, spinning on her heel, "you look nice today." Her eyes swept Molly's black dress with the little flowers, paired with a teal, cropped sweater vest, her best heels poking out below. Janet even offered a fraction of a smile.

Molly practically fainted. In all the time she'd known the woman, it was a first. She was glad she hadn't ditched today, proud of herself for sticking it out despite everything. She returned to her laptop, face flushed, trying to focus on the task at hand.

The time ticked down to Molly's presentation, and she was a mess of nerves. Ten minutes prior, she rose from her desk, grabbed her briefcase, and headed toward the ladies' bathroom to collect herself before going to the huge auditorium in the next building.

As Molly rounded the corner, she saw a trail of Janet's colorful braids as she pushed through the bathroom door.

Molly didn't want to go in there and make small talk while she peed, or worse yet, take more orders. She was on the verge of a total breakdown, the events of the previous day swirling in her head no matter what she did. She needed a minute alone.

Molly went the other way and turned a corner, then another and another, walking as fast as her legs would allow to the end of their huge office suite. There was a smaller, unisex bathroom near the faculty textbook closet.

She arrived to find a yellow sign hanging from a white bar across the door's threshold. It said the bathroom was closed for cleaning. A janitor's cart with brooms, sprays, and paper towels stood next to it.

"Shoot!"

Tears stung her eyes. Molly heard the chatter of some admin staff nearby and ducked into a janitor's closet on the other side of the cart. The door closed behind her. She collapsed into tears for a while, feeling sorry for herself even though she knew she was partly responsible for her predicament.

What was she going to do? She didn't know how to raise a child, especially on her own. And it wasn't like she had a mother to ask, which was her fault too.

Something inside always reminded her of that, dredging it up no matter how deeply she buried it. Sharp glass. Winding vines. Panic and indecision. Her lungs screaming for air. Her heart begging for her parents. She'd emerged from the water, parents forever left behind, spat into a new world as an orphan in the system.

Molly slammed on her mental brakes. No, she couldn't go down that road right now. She had to keep it together. She had a four-hour presentation to give.

After some positive self-talk and deep breathing on her imaginary island hammock, her emotions subsided. "I can do this, I can do this," she told herself, clapping her hands together as she tried to believe her lies.

Standing from the little crate she'd found during her tear-filled pity party, she wiped the hem of her dress where it had touched the dirty floor and then went over to the small sink in the corner.

The stench of a mildewed mop assaulted her. Gagging, she swallowed hard, then turned on the faucet and splashed water on her face, hoping to wash away the telltale redness of her eyes and cheeks. She knew she'd ruined her makeup, but there was no mirror to show her how badly, just a clipboard of cleaning logs hanging from a nail in its place.

She scanned the room. A small fold-down table sat to the right of the sink, held open by the weight of some notebooks. A rack of mops and brooms lined the wall opposite the door. Behind her, a supply shelf rose almost to the ceiling. Nothing to catch her reflection.

Oh well, Molly thought. She had a small one back in her cubicle and a few makeup items in the top drawer of her desk. She could duck back there before the presentation and fix her face.

Molly smoothed her dress, hoping it didn't look too wrinkled. She was anxious to get to her cubicle before anyone noticed her red-rimmed eyes and blotchy cheeks.

She reached for the door handle. Her fingers hit smooth wood.

She lurched forward while the door did not, and she nearly broke a tooth. "What the hell?"

Molly rubbed her mouth, then leaned into the door, but it didn't budge. She put her full weight into it now, her shoes sliding backward on the floor, but nothing. Not even a millimeter of give.

Molly was locked in.
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Molly pressed her ear to the door.

For a second, she thought she heard keys.

But it could be the ventilation system. She wasn't sure.

"Hello?" She banged on the door. "Hello! Please, I'm in here. Please don't leave me. I'm locked in!"

She listened again, but it was deathly silent.

Did someone lock her in? Did they realize she was there?

Sweat drenched her forehead. Or had she imagined it?

She pounded until her hand hurt, but nothing.

If someone had locked her in, by mistake or not, they were long gone.

That was stupid. There was no way someone did it on purpose. Because then they would have had to have been following her. She was being paranoid.

Perhaps it was that nice janitor Clive, the one who had saved her from a deranged professor, who didn't realize she was there, and he'd be back after a while to get new supplies or pack it in for the night.

She pushed again, hoping it was momentarily stuck. Nope. It was not moving for anything.

"Oh, great. Are you serious right now?" Molly asked the door.

It stood resolute, giving her the silent treatment.

"Wonderful," Molly said, kicking it.

She reached into her briefcase for her phone, hoping to call Janet or a coworker to rescue her. So embarrassing! Then Janet would want to know why she didn't use the regular bathroom.

In the front pocket where she usually put it when she wasn't bringing her purse, she only felt paperclips and pens.

"Oh no," she moaned, feeling the pocket again. "You've got to be kidding me." She pictured herself so dazed about Trask, Janet's visit, and the presentation that she forgot to bring her purse or switch her phone over. Or maybe she had but put it elsewhere in the bag. Exhaling, she tried to calm her shaky hands. "Okay, one by one," she said, removing each item and setting it on the crate. She checked the empty bag again as a vise clamped around her chest.

Damn damn damn DAMN! No freaking phone. No way to call anyone.

She banged on the door, yelling for help, hoping the secretaries she'd seen before were still there or the janitor would be coming back. After a long while, her voice scratchy as sandpaper, no one came.

This remote part of the IT Department's massive suite was down several hallways. Very few ventured back that way, except the administrative staff occasionally grabbing a textbook, and the janitors.

And now, they wouldn't hear her hoarse voice through two inches of wood.

She kicked off her heels and pounded the door with them. Eventually, she determined it was no good either. Maybe people were on the phone or chatting, or they had gone for lunch at the Student Union. It was probably that time by now.

Molly pressed her ear to the door again, hoping to hear someone she could call over. The hallway was eerily still. Just the faint mechanical hum above her. Somewhere far off, a heavy exit door slammed. Then another.

Molly whacked her heel against the surface, frustration pouring out of her at being stopped by an inch or two of wood. The heel broke off and nearly impaled her foot.

"Ow!" Molly cried, squeezing her foot as she hopped on the other. She kicked her heels aside and settled on the crate again, rubbing her throbbing foot as she cursed softly.

Someone would return, hopefully soon, and then she could go to her presentation in stockings. It was better than not showing at all, which she was on the verge of doing.

She wished she had a key, as she'd had in the closet of her youth. She'd stolen one shortly after getting a part-time job at her local library and leaving her last foster home. She hid out there in their basement janitor's closet, studying like crazy in her free time, until she earned a full scholarship to college and got out for good. It was ironic that she was now trapped in another janitor's closet when the other one had been her refuge. But she hadn't been locked in before; she'd had the choice to go or not. Now she had no choice.

"I can't believe this," she said to the silent door. "You're making me miss the meeting I worked so hard to prepare for, that I dragged myself in for despite everything. Where does Janet think I am? Are they looking for me?"

The door was uncooperative in answering her questions, or letting her out.

Rumor had it that the previous two people in her position had quit without notice. Her job was quite a pressure cooker. Molly wondered if Janet thought she'd bailed on her presentation and given up looking for her. Perhaps she didn't even try.

Sighing, Molly threw everything back into her bag and tossed it aside, along with her useless heels. She plopped down on the crate with her chin in her hands.

The meeting was likely starting already, or at least soon. Janet must be giving the presentation, or stumbling through it, more like, since Molly had all the notes. Molly's gut tensed, and she realized her baby might soon have an unemployed mother. She fought the urge to vomit. Could things get any worse?

Smelling the mildewed mop again, she gagged and held her nose. In the smallish closet, it was overwhelming, and being newly pregnant didn't help. Her watery eyes roamed the four walls, searching for somewhere to put the mop, anything to reduce that smell. Nowhere would help that much; it was close quarters and warmish, a terrible combination.

Molly grabbed a bottle of Lysol from the top shelf, lifted a bucket to the sink, and sank the offensive mop into the lemon-scented water. There, that was better. Now, if only she could figure out how to get out.

After trying to get people's attention again, Molly slumped onto the crate, too wrung out to try anymore. Eventually, she slipped down to the filthy floor, where it was more comfortable, gross as it was.

A spider emerged from a corner to greet her, and she scooted away, hoping it would leave her alone and praying she didn't see anything worse. She scanned the shadows, wondering what else might be hiding.

As she tied her long skirt up in a knot on one side, her fear gave way to something even more disturbing. It was the day before Thanksgiving break. And now that's all she could think about. The campus would be locked down for the holiday. Nothing would be open.

No one would return until Monday.

Four. Long. Days. Away.
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Molly noticed a paper on the floor nearby. As she glanced at it, chills wisped up her arms. She hadn't seen a note from Professor Nolan in weeks, but she had collected a new one on her Subaru just that morning as she left for work and shoved it in her briefcase. It must have fallen out in her hurry to find her phone.

She had assumed he'd backed off.

Molly held her breath and pinched the corner, opening the folded lined paper.

As usual, a single line of gibberish made from ransom-style cutout letters:

Whe~n rats swipe up-war\d, press "X" to claim lot_tery mar|shmallows.*

Molly groaned. "Not again."

She didn't know what to make of his strange messages. She had tried once to rearrange the letters to see if they spelled out something different than what she saw, but she hadn't come up with anything meaningful, at least not yet. She guessed they were his odd attempt to punish her for his forced retirement after their altercation. They were as weird as he was.

Molly's mind rewound to a Friday at the end of the summer semester. She'd had a late consultation. With a sour attitude rivaling his halitosis, Professor Nolan was one they all tried to avoid.

Sitting together in her cubicle, Molly pointed at the laptop between them and repeated for the third time in the calmest voice she could muster. "Now, click the arrow, select this, then that. Select that and that, but only when that checkbox is green and this one is not magenta or orange. It can be blue though, but only if..."

"You people and your algorithms," Nolan had snapped. "You think you understand human behavior because you can track clicks."

"Well, in some ways, it is telling about..."

Professor Nolan slammed his palm on the table, causing Molly to flinch. "Why is this so damn confusing anyway? I have things to do, papers to grade, and a meeting to prepare for! Now, can you tell me an easier way, and for God's sake, slow down!"

"Look, it's not that difficult. See, all you need to do is..."

"Not that difficult? Not that difficult!" The older gentleman leapt from his chair with startling speed and leaned over Molly, his hairy finger pointing at her nose. "You mocking me?" He didn't wait for her to answer. "That's what this is, isn't it? I came here because I needed a little help with this stupid new grading system they're forcing us to use, right at the end of the semester, no less! Damn fascists!"

Molly backed away, but the professor came toward her again.

She raised her palms. "Professor, please. Kindly back up. You're making me quite uncomfortable."

Ignoring her, Professor Nolan put his left hand on the wall above her. He hadn't bothered with his deodorant that day.

She jerked away, but Professor Nolan pressed his other palm against the wall behind her, trapping her in his awkward embrace while exhaling his stench onto her face. "Now, you listen up," he hissed, "and you listen good. You tell that boss of yours to notify the head of the IT Department that I will not..."

The roar of a vacuum startled them both. Their heads whipped toward the sound. A giant appeared in the cubicle doorway.

A janitor she recognized from the halls, tall with broad shoulders and dark skin, switched off his vacuum. His blue jumpsuit was tight on his burly frame, and the name badge above his pocket read "Clive."

"Is there a problem here?" His voice was silky smooth, like a radio DJ or something, not at all how she had imagined he'd sound.

The professor backed away from Molly, stumbling over his chair. It slipped aside, and he crashed into a bunch of boxes against the opposite wall.

The professor swore up a storm, struggling free from them.

Clive reached to assist the man, but Professor Nolan slapped his hand away and pulled himself up by the desk.

Standing, he straightened his back and his hair, then glared at Molly. "How dare you push me, you witch!" He gathered his laptop from her desk and shoved it in his briefcase. "I'll be writing a nice email to your boss, Janet Tompkins, and her boss too. In fact, I'm going to make a formal complaint to the..."

"Sir, I saw what happened," Clive said. "She did not push you. You tripped over your chair when I startled you."

The professor spun toward Clive, his nostrils flaring, and put his finger in Clive's face. "You watch it, or I'll report you too." He read the man's name tag with a sneer. "Clive." The professor grabbed his notebook and travel mug and stormed out of Molly's cubicle.

Molly stared after him, blinking hard.

"You okay?" Clive asked, his coffee-colored eyes creased with concern.

Molly exhaled, nodding. "Yeah, I guess so." She waved her hands in front of her face, but the tears came anyway.

"Guess he didn't like a woman telling him what to do." Clive offered her a handkerchief.

Molly took it and dabbed her eye, then shrugged. "I'm not sure, but whatever it is, he has some serious issues." Her skin crawled. She was so thankful Clive had come by when he did. Who knew what might have happened if he hadn't shown up?

Clive nodded. "Looks like. Well, ma'am, I'll be going now. The floors won't vacuum themselves."

"Thank you, sir." She smiled. "Please, call me Molly. I owe you, big time."

Clive waved a hand. "I'm Clive. And no, you don't, but thanks for saying so. Have a nice evening." He turned and switched on the vacuum, then worked his way down the hall.

Leaning against her car, Molly scowled at the note Professor Nolan had left, her pulse still thumping. She hated even thinking about him and what had happened. The way he had twisted everything, limped into his hearing with new bruises and a crutch, tried to get her fired. Thankfully, Clive had backed her up, and the university forced the professor into a quiet retirement.

Sinking back against the wall, Molly let out a long breath. She slipped the paper back in her briefcase. She'd give it to the police right after she got out of this place. Ask them to talk to him again. This time, she wouldn't let Detective Ruiz look at her file and start asking about medication compliance. She shouldn't have to live in fear, even with her past. Just because she'd checked herself into a psych hospital for depression once after a bad breakup didn't mean she was bonkers. Her therapist, Dr. Meade, had helped her understand that.

She'd just needed help coping.

She closed her eyes. She needed it again.

Trask and his wife hugging as she admired her new bracelet flashed in Molly's mind, permanently emblazoned there like a shiny new tattoo.

Hopefully, the police would do something, anything, so he'd leave her alone. Otherwise, she might have to move and reinvent herself again. She'd already done it once, when she was only a teen. She could do it again.
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Molly gulped, her eyes darting around as she tried to imagine four more days, but her mind refused, scolding her for landing them in such a predicament.

Molly caressed her stomach. "I'm sorry."

As time ticked by and no Janet-led rescue party arrived, Molly accepted she was stuck and would have to survive. She never imagined she'd be spending another holiday alone in a janitor's closet.

She was back at square one, now with a plus-one. Unbelievable.

Molly's stomach gurgled in the silence, and she found herself wondering whether the spider might come back.

Then, of course, Trask popped into her mind. He was on his so-called "business trip," which, now that she knew the truth, meant he'd really be with his wife. Since he was likely keeping up his lie, he'd check on her by phone. As far as he knew, she'd been sick with the flu.

Ugh. Maybe he'd still think she was sleeping and not bug her too much. Eventually he might worry, but when? After a few days? Then what would he do? Go to her house, maybe call the police if he couldn't find her. But maybe not. And that was still so far away.

No, she wasn't going to wait on him. She was done expecting unsuspecting people to save her. She had to be there for herself first, because she was the only one she could count on.

Molly puttered around, massaging her sore neck, trying not to think about her predicament. But it reared its ugly head no matter what.

Should she tell Trask about the baby or keep it to herself? He didn't deserve anything from her. But staying silent and breaking it off didn't seem right either, depriving her child of a father. Then again, look at who their father was: a compulsive liar who had deceived and betrayed her and his wife, making them both victims of the same lie.

Molly hadn't known she was a mistress, and she bet Trask's wife didn't either. If she did, that was a whole other story.

Her stomach groaned, and she pictured the last time she ate. It wasn't yesterday, because of her nerves about the pregnancy tests, but sometime the afternoon before. She'd had a mouthful of salad at lunch while thinking she should duck out to the drugstore to get the tests. She'd been too excited and terrified to finish the salad or even taste the soup she'd reheated from the night before.

Molly's mouth watered for that cheddar potato soup with the bacon crumbles and green onion garnish, and she couldn't believe she'd poured it down the breakroom sink. She would kill someone for it. Her stomach lurched, feeling like it would collapse on itself. She needed to find something to eat. She didn't remember how long a person could go without food, but it had already been a good day and a half.

Four long days stretched ahead of her.

She glanced toward the sink, grateful she at least had water. Could she last that long?

Molly recalled sitting on her sleeping bag in her former janitor's closet, sifting through a trash bag she'd stolen from behind the deli, praying there was something edible not covered in roaches or maggots.

She'd been hungry before, especially the week she stayed with the Mahoneys, when she was forced to fight for her food, but she'd never gone that long without at least something.

Molly wondered how it would affect the baby at this stage, and a lump formed in her throat. She didn't even know. She should know. That terrified her.

She searched for something, anything, edible, wishing she had better light than what the flickering fluorescent above provided. It made everything look gloomy and creepy, shadows striating the walls.

She moved all the items on the shelves, feeling inside and behind each one. Nothing. Dammit. No secret stash.

Stacking a few buckets on the crate, she climbed up on shaky ankles and reached onto the top tier, moving aside some rolls of paper towels.

Nothing. Her shoulders slumped. No hidden bag of chips or half-eaten Twinkie. No crackers or gnawed-on beef jerky.

Nothing food-wise, but there was a heating vent high up on the same wall.

Molly's heart soared.

It could be a way out.

––––––––
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Squinting through the dim light, Molly realized the opening behind the grill was too small for her to fit through, and even if she could, she might be too claustrophobic in there. And what if she got stuck? Starving in the closet was one thing. Suffocating in the heating duct all weekend was another.

It brought her mind back to the car accident, to being trapped by those underwater vines, thrashing against them while they wound tighter, her parents dying behind her.

She shook with the thought. Nuh-uh. No way. She couldn't do that again. Couldn't be confined like that. Not ever.

Shaking the boa constrictor loose from around her gut, Molly abandoned the idea and lowered herself from her bucket-and-crate tower. She was further irritated that the memory had surfaced in the middle of all this, and she was still starving.

She needed to get her mind off her hunger, so she went over to where Clive or another janitor had some personal things.

On the fold-down table sat a silver-framed photo of a pretty woman about Molly's age with a short afro held back on one side by a sparkly comb. The woman laughed, eyes crinkled and mouth open, holding a huge poof of blue cotton candy. Clive was on the other side of it, connected by a wisp that led to his mouth. Below them, some branches dotted with leaves were photoshopped onto the picture, and the caption read, "Clive and Viona Sitting in a Tree."

The cotton candy made her lips pucker, and she could almost taste its sweetness on her tongue. A fond memory of her parents taking her to a fair floated through her mind, and she smiled.

But then she felt a pang in her chest, as she did every time she thought of them. It was hard to do without picturing their demise and how she'd allowed it to happen, saving herself instead.

She hated that her mind couldn't separate the good from the bad. Every memory was forever tainted.

Next to the frame, some pens sat in a blue-and-orange Detroit Tigers mug. A nail file, various screwdrivers, and a few wrenches kept them company. Log sheets covered part of the table's surface, and the last entry on the top one was from this morning at 8:52, by Clive. In boxy, left-slanting print, it said he was cleaning the bathroom next door.

So he was here today. That was good news. That meant he'd surely be back, although who knew what time it was now? Maybe he had already returned before Molly got there and was long gone, off to have more cotton candy with Viona.

Molly sighed, the moment of hope extinguished.

On the left edge of the table sat a bottle of spray cleaner and an empty two-liter bottle of Coke. She could practically feel the sugary liquid sliding down her throat, the carbonation scratching the part that always itched. Her mouth puckered, desperate for it. Some droplets dotted the plastic inside. Spinning off the top, Molly tilted her head back, held it over her mouth, and waited for gravity to do its thing.

The drop she eventually got was hardly satisfying. Kind of like her life.

Behind the bottles was a white package with its top rolled down. Recognizing what it might be, Molly snatched it up.

Squinting in the low light, she made out the shape of a few orange fish swimming across the cover of the white paper bag. Molly grinned. Pepperidge Farm Goldfish crackers. She loved those.

She unrolled the top, scooped up a handful, and shoved them into her mouth.

Biting into stale crackers, she retched and spat them back into her hand. "What the hell?"

Peering into the bag, she found the crackers sitting in a pile of dust likely swept up from the floor. She kicked herself for not checking first. Molly battled a wave of nausea and licked her sleeve, desperate to get rid of any remaining debris.

She tossed what was in her hand and the bag of dirty Goldfish into a bucket and shoved it away, her tongue clucking while her gut churned. Turning to the sink, grateful it was at least there and working, she cupped water into her mouth until she washed away every last morsel of hairy cracker.

A rolled-up newspaper was tucked behind the notebooks. Her stomach clenched.

Not Bud Mahoney again. Please.

He'd escaped prison in January and come right for her.

Luckily, she'd been out of town.

Molly shivered. She scanned the front page.

If he'd broken out again, it didn't make the headlines.

Molly opened the paper, and her breath caught.

It wasn't Bud, but Mavis Mahoney, his wife.

She was up for parole.

But how? Both Mahoneys were supposed to be in for life.

She had threatened to come for Molly if she ever told what happened. Molly never did. But Bud found her anyway, twenty-six years later, new name and all. Someone had talked. Probably one of the foster siblings who didn't like her knowing how to fight with her teeth and nails.

Which meant Mavis might come for her too.

Somebody always found her. Even after she changed her name.

Molly's mouth went dry. Cold sweat coated her skin. She blinked and rubbed her eyes.

Wait. That was totally impossible. Mavis was supposed to be in prison for life.
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