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      The shadow of the apartment complex looms overhead as we make our approach to the one building in the world I despise more than any other.

      “Come on, Alice,” I say as we cross the wide city street, while the pedestrian light blinks at us to hurry. “We’re running late enough as it is.” We had to take several buses to get within walking distance of the building. Finally, we’re here.

      “Slow down, Mommy,” Alice says as I tug her along by the hand, faster than her four-year-old legs can pump.

      “I’m sorry, but we need to hurry.” I hate to rush her like this, but I need to get today over with as soon as possible.

      “But, Mommy, I’m tired.”

      “We’re almost there, Bunny.”

      My daughter is obsessed with Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. No doubt because of her name and the fact I’ve called her Bunny ever since she was only a few days old. The White Rabbit is her favorite character. She is too young to read the book on her own, so I read it to her every night. A well-loved copy of the hardcover sits in the little backpack she’s wearing.

      We take the sidewalk toward the canopied entrance of the building. The metallic facade of the lobby blends seamlessly into the brick and stone complex, only adding more colorless gloom to the emerging rain clouds overhead. The combination makes the structure feel like a soul-sucking vacuum, built to draw in those with more money than sense. Like my ex-husband.

      A shudder runs down my spine as we reach the entrance, almost turning me around and away. I push my irrational thoughts aside as best I can and move for the oversize handle. It’s the perfect time for my anxiety to kick in.

      “Mommy?” Alice asks, in her sweet, innocent voice. Her question brings me back from the brink and allows me to grip her hand once again.

      “I’m okay,” I tell her with a weak smile. This isn’t the first time my daughter has had to witness this behavior from me, and I know it won’t be the last. I try my hardest to hide it from her, but children have a way of knowing that something isn’t quite right without ever needing to say so.

      Alice scrunches her brow at me, unconvinced I’m okay and in control. She resists a little when I tug her along to go inside the building.

      “Let’s get a wriggle on, Bunny. We just have to get permission to go inside and ask to use the elevator. Then we’ll take a quick ride up to the top to get your dolly back.”

      Alice pulls back at the prospect of riding the elevator. Ever since she was born, my little one has always feared the damn things. I wish I understood what caused her fear to develop, but unfortunately, I have no clue.

      “Please, Mommy. Can we take the stairs?”

      I think about her question, though I knew she was going to ask it. Typically, it wouldn’t be a problem. I don’t try and force Alice to face her fears. We generally take the stairs wherever we go, but we’re short on time today, with fourteen floors to climb, and I have a splitting headache. We don’t really have a choice, do we?

      “I’ll think about it, okay?” I’m rewarded with a huge grin. I’ll probably cave, as usual, when the time comes; her smile could convince me to do anything.

      Alice stops fighting my grip and allows me to reach for the door handle again. I see my reflection on the glass surface of the doors, as clear as day. I didn’t put enough makeup on, and my dark brown hair has become frazzled in the breeze. I tried my best to straighten it in a rush this morning, but I slept through my alarm again. My eyes have bags under them that no amount of cheap makeup can conceal. Only my lipstick has managed to add any polish to my appearance.

      I open up the heavy door only to see a secondary entrance ahead, with an intercom off to the side. The receptionist inside, smartly dressed in a suit and tie, has to unlock the door before we can come into the building. The setup is a new addition to the apartment complex, where I used to live. I can’t even contemplate the amount of money the tenants now pay for this kind of security.

      I wave to the receptionist to grab his attention. He barely looks up from the smartphone in his hand to acknowledge our existence and takes his time to buzz open the door.

      We approach a central desk, placed between two support columns. The counter is three times the size it needs to be. The uninterested receptionist is still tapping away on his smartphone. I’ve never seen him on duty before. He doesn’t appear to be a day older than twenty-five, with a clean-cut look that matches the front of the building.

      “Yes?” he says with a huff as he places the phone down on the desk, but not out of sight. His gruffness catches me off guard for a moment. I consider giving him a piece of my mind, but I don’t want today’s trip to take a moment longer than it needs to. I study the man’s nameplate and see his name is Henry.

      “I’m here to see Michael Walls. He lives in one of the top-floor apartments: 1402,” I say.

      Henry stares at me for a moment and turns to a computer monitor at his side. He keeps his eyes level as he types the name into the system. Something comes up on his screen to prompt him to glance back to me. “And you are?”

      “Erika Rice,” I say, quieter than I’d like to.

      This makes the guy shake his head at me slightly as another sigh escapes his lips. His phone vibrates on the counter, drawing his gaze. Without a care in the world, he reads the notification that is begging for his attention and chuckles to himself.

      “Excuse me,” I say. “I’m in a bit of a hurry here.”

      Henry’s smile fades as he returns to his job. “And how do you know Mr. Walls?” he asks.

      I look up at the intricate architecture of the lobby and fight back the urge to lose it. This young idiot is terrible at his job, but I shouldn’t let his question get to me.

      “I’m his ex-wife.”

      Henry responds with a raised brow before he resumes typing into his computer. I’m somewhat concerned for a moment. Has Michael not listed me in the system? It’s been a while since my last visit directly to his apartment, after the unpleasantness of our failed marriage. Maybe he hasn’t updated his file.

      Henry studies the screen and leans closer to it; his furrowed brows put me on edge. What’s written in there that is making this take so long?

      “Okay, I’ve found you on his list of contacts as Erika Walls. I take it Mr. Walls hasn’t updated your name in the system.”

      “Guess not,” I mutter.

      “Sorry?” he asks, clearly not hearing my utterance.

      “Nothing. So can I see him?”

      “Is he expecting you?” he asks.

      I close my eyes for a moment as I try to find some patience. I can’t help the feeling that’s brewing inside. I refocus on Henry and answer him. “No, he isn’t.”

      “I’ll need to call him first then.”

      “Fine by me,” I say. “Just tell him that Erika is here with his daughter.”

      Henry gives me his confused face again. I don’t know what this guy’s problem is. Alice starts to grow bored of the conversation and amuses herself by walking underneath the lip of the counter to touch its smooth surface. She is a master at always finding something to do.

      “Not much longer,” I whisper to her, as Henry calls Michael’s apartment. I brush aside a stray hair that is covering her eyes. She’s so cute; I can’t help myself some days.

      Henry hangs up the phone after a short time and returns to his screen. “He’s not responding.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask. I know Michael is in. His schedule doesn’t change. He’s like a robot in that way.

      Henry furrows his brows. “He didn’t answer.”

      “Can you try again, please?”

      A huff of contempt spills out of the man’s lips as he picks up the phone again while averting his gaze. A long moment of silence passes until Henry places the receiver back down. “I’m afraid Mr. Walls is unavailable. You will need to come back another time.”

      “But…” I don’t complete my thought. There’s no point arguing with Henry. “Fine. We’ll come back later, I guess.”

      “Have a nice day,” he says, as he picks up his cell and resumes his texting.

      I resist making a final comment and pull Alice along by her hand toward the exit. Alice stares up at me with her big, beautiful blue eyes. I don’t care that she got the color from Michael. All I see is my Bunny when I look into them. The thought reminds me why we are here. Alice left a particular toy behind during a recent visit to Michael’s apartment. It’s one of her favorites: a small princess doll. I have to get it back, so I decide we’ll head out to Central Park for a short while to kill some time and then try again later. If he doesn’t come back, though, we’ll have to continue on with our plans either way.

      Alice tugs on my arm. “Mommy, I need to go to the toilet.”

      “Okay,” I say, as I try to think of where to take her. I figure our best bet is to use the facilities here instead of the ones in the park. I turn around and call out to Henry. “Can we use the restroom?”

      Henry scrunches up his face without looking at me before he nods. His eyes stay glued to his phone. I’d kill for his boss or someone important to stroll in here and catch him doing a terrible job.

      “Why is that man so grumpy, Mommy?”

      I chuckle at Alice’s question. “I don’t know, Bunny. Maybe he doesn’t like his job very much.”

      Alice nods, her mouth half open. I don’t know if she understands me or if she is just pretending. I can never quite tell.

      “But you know what? It doesn’t matter, because we’re going to go to the restroom and then run out to the park for a play. And after that, we’ll come back and hopefully see your daddy.”

      “Will Daddy have my dolly?” she asks.

      “Of course he will. I’ll bet he’s got it out and ready for you to collect.”

      This brings a smile to Alice’s face that damn near kills me. Michael and I aren’t exactly on good speaking terms. The divorce was hard enough to deal with without the constant thought that Alice still needed to see her father once every two weeks. Today is an unscheduled visit so I can retrieve her toy. I know I should have checked with him first, but I hate talking to Michael on the phone as it is. Plus, I have a good reason to spring this whirlwind visit upon him.

      Alice forgets all about the grumpy man as she giggles away to herself and swings my hand, skipping along to the restroom. Her little green and yellow backpack bounces up and down. We come close to reaching the restroom, but an opportunity presents itself that I cannot resist.

      The elevator in the middle of the building opens up and some resident walks out. I stop on the spot and see Henry is busy dealing with another visitor I didn’t notice arrive. I need to get Alice’s doll back, and I figure knocking on Michael’s door will be better than trying to call him. If he really isn’t home and is not ignoring Henry, then I’ll know I’ve done everything I can to get the toy back before we leave.

      “Come on, Bunny,” I say as I drag her toward the open door. Alice slows me down a few paces from the elevator, gripping my hand tighter than she has all morning.

      “It’s okay. We just have to go for a quick ride up the elevator to see if your daddy is home, so we can get your dolly. It’ll only take a minute. You won’t even notice.”

      Alice looks up at me with hope and says, “Why can’t we take the stairs?”

      “We don’t have time for that, Bunny. But you know what? I’ll be with you the entire time, okay?”

      Alice lowers her head and leans closer to my side with her little four-year-old face. I’m almost tempted to take the stairs when I see her sweet, innocent frown, but I know the door to the stairwell needs a keycard to open it.

      I pat her head and walk toward the closing doors. A tremor runs down my spine all of a sudden, as Alice tugs on my sleeve. “Mommy, the doors are closing.”

      I spin around and shove my arm through the doors without thinking. I feel my heart boom in my chest. I should never have done that in front of Alice, but I’m in a hurry. We walk into the elevator a moment later and settle into place, staring out into the lobby. I can’t help but think about why I am so desperate to get Alice’s doll back, and what I have planned. It’s not going to go well. Nothing ever does.

      My hands begin to shake as another hit of anxiety does its best to attack me. I try to steady myself by pressing my palms against my face so I can concentrate on my breathing, but my tactic fails to work with thoughts of Michael cramming my brain.

      I slap the close-door button with one hand, frustrated that the elevator has chosen now to take forever to shut.

      “Mommy?” Alice asks as the double doors seal tight. As the outside world is cut off, my daughter’s voice brings me back.

      “Sorry, Bunny. Mommy isn’t feeling well today.”

      “Are you sick?” Alice asks with a curious voice. She’s trying to make sense of why I am the way I am, and I hate that I can’t explain it to her. I wish I could hide it better, so she didn’t have to feel even a second of worry.

      “No. Mommy just needs a moment to relax a little. Now, enough silly business. We need to travel up, so we can go see your daddy and get your dolly back. Just a quick ride and we’re there.”

      “Yeah, Daddy!” Alice’s eyes light up again at the mention of her father—not so much for her dolly. It pains me to see that face, but I tell myself that this visit is to get her toy back. She’s going to need it over the next few weeks.

      After a few short breaths in and out, I fumble with the level-fourteen button. The jolt of the motor kicks into action. Alice grips on tight and lets out a tiny squeak as we head up to the top floor. I should be reassuring her that everything will be okay, that we’ll be seeing her father in no time, but I can’t stop thinking about what I’m going to say if he is home. Will he know what I’m up to?

      Alice wraps herself around my body as we ascend at a rapid pace. I refocus on the task at hand and try to push out my twisted thoughts. The visit is going to be hard enough without any distractions, because little does Michael know that I am here to get Alice’s doll back and leave with Alice forever. If he is home, he is about to see his daughter for the last time.
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      I couldn’t wait for Michael to get home to our tiny one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. He had no idea that I had taken the day off sick, using the free time to do something I’d been dying to do for two years. I’d gotten home from the doctor’s office after a two-hour wait, with a blood test confirming I was pregnant.

      For the last two years, we’d been trying to conceive a child. Michael and I were determined to have a baby and start the family we both craved. After being married for six years, through all of the good and the bad, we’d reached that point where we both wanted to take our relationship to the next level. The decision felt right.

      But want and reality were two different things. Like every person before us that had decided to have a go at becoming a parent, we thought conceiving a baby would be a breeze. At most, we thought we’d have to wait three months before I’d get the positive test result. When five months had gone by, I started to doubt our ability to fall pregnant.

      “It’s never going to happen,” I’d say to Michael. He’d shrug me off with a smile and tell me not to worry. Maybe I was in a rush, but my intentions were pure. I just wanted to hold a little person in my hands who looked like the perfect blend of Michael and me.

      The next thing we knew, it had been a year. Twelve months of failed tests and crushed hopes. Nothing either of us said or thought could change the fact that something was up. We had sex like clockwork at the right times, yet still I could not get a positive test result.

      Michael was thirty. I was three months out from my twenty-ninth birthday. We had no medical history that would suggest there was a problem, but something was causing a delay.

      “What if this never happens? What if we can’t have a baby? Will you still love me?” I’d ask.

      “It’ll happen,” Michael said. “And of course I’d still love you. I’d love you no matter what happened. We simply have to keep trying. That’s what the doctor said.” We’d just come back from getting fertility tests done. The results showed no issues with either of us. We were told in a dismissive tone merely to keep at it until we got a positive test.

      “But what if it doesn’t happen?” I asked him over and over. He’d tell me what I needed to hear, reassuring me it was nobody’s fault. But another month would go by without anything happening. The pressure was beginning to take its toll on my hopes.

      By the time we were eighteen months past the first night we had tried, Michael avoided talking about our attempts to fall pregnant. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; he was merely trying to spare my feelings.

      With our attempts to have a baby out of the spotlight, Michael started spending more time working after hours on his résumé, doing everything possible to get a foot in the door at a bigger law firm. After some time all he ever talked about was his attempts to get a job at a big firm, where the “real money” was.

      When we were one month out from the two-year mark, I almost gave up on the idea that we’d ever have a baby. I spent the next thirty days getting used to the fact that it would never happen and tried to think what I would focus all of my energy on instead.

      So that morning, when I got a positive result, I could barely believe it. I took another test. Three positive sticks later, I called into work for a full day off, so I could go to the doctor’s and confirm everything with a blood test. None of it felt real until the doctor confirmed what the tests had already told me. I felt weightless, looking forward to the wonderful surprise I’d get to give Michael. It had finally happened! I let a sense of relief wash over me; I could now go to my husband and give him the news we’d wanted to hear for so long.

      I left everything out on the counter for Michael to see, as I waited patiently for him to arrive. He would be home any minute. When he discovered that I was pregnant, he would see that there was still hope for us, that we could be a family. I’d make him see that there were more rewarding things in the world than a career, and that I could be a good mother.

      The door to the apartment unlocked with a click as Michael twisted his keys and jiggled the lock. He pushed the door open and shuffled inside, briefcase and coat in hand. His tie was already undone, his collar unbuttoned. He had killed himself again, trying to climb the ladder. My news would show him that he didn’t need to do that anymore. We could focus on our child instead.

      “Hi, honey,” he called out when he saw me. He dumped his gear down and ran a hand through his tousled hair.

      “Hello,” I said, as I stepped over to him, trying to contain the smile dying to burst out of me. “How was your day?” I leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. His tired face edged into a smile.

      “Good to see you too, honey,” he said. “You’re never going to believe what happened at work today.”

      I glanced back to the counter to the blood test. I couldn’t wait. He had to know. “Can I show you something first?”

      “Just a sec. I’ve got something important to tell you.” He drew me in with both hands on my shoulders. I gazed into his eyes, trying to predict what he was about to tell me. It was something big, I knew that much.

      “I got the job,” he whispered.

      “Sorry?” I asked, as if I didn’t understand English.

      “I got the job,” he repeated, with a lot more vigor. “You are now looking at the newest lawyer to join the team at Morris & Wilcox.”

      “Oh my god, honey. That’s amazing,” I said, almost stunned to hear his news. I twisted back to the counter. My big news would have to wait a moment.

      “You’re damn right it is. We’re talking triple the salary for the same number of hours. Things are going to change, so much. We can finally afford to move out of this damn shoebox apartment into a real place with a few spare bedrooms.”

      I faced him again with a smile at the thought of those spare bedrooms and gave him a hug. I spoke over his shoulder as we embraced. “I’m so proud of you, honey. You got the job! I can’t believe it.”

      “Thank you. I was beginning to doubt myself for a minute there, but I knew if I just kept persisting, they’d take me on. Damn, it feels good.”

      “I’ll bet,” I said, as Michael moved further into the apartment. He went past the test results on the kitchen counter, straight to the fridge. He pulled out two beers and twisted them open. He handed me a bottle and clinked his against mine with a “Cheers” before taking a big swig. I stood there and watched as he swallowed a third of the liquid in one gulp.

      He stood there, one hand on the counter, the other lifting his beer for another swig. He glanced over to me once he had finished smiling to himself. “You gonna drink that or what?” He knew I should have been on my period by now. I’d thought I was just a little late—my scheduled test had come back negative. But a few days later, I was still late, so I’d tried another test this morning.

      “I can’t,” I said.

      “What do you mean you can’t? It’s a beer. I’ve seen you drink them plenty of times before.”

      “Okay then, I’m not allowed to.”

      Michael stared at me with a confused frown. He still wasn’t getting it.

      “Wait. If it’s because you want to drink the good stuff to celebrate, I understand. The beer is just a placeholder. You and I are going to hit the town tonight and do this right.”

      “That’s not it, honey,” I said, my voice slightly above a whisper. “Why don’t you take a look at those pieces of paper sitting there.”

      Michael leaned sideways a little. “What is this?” he asked as he picked up the medical note. His eyes darted left and right as he absorbed the information. “Wait. Is this saying…?”

      “Yes,” I said, as I leaped toward him. “We’re pregnant. It finally happened.” I was right in front of him, gazing into his eyes to see his reaction. His mouth hung open. A smile slowly stretched out across his face.

      “Is this for real?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “It is, honey. We did it.”

      “We did it,” he echoed. “It finally happened. We’re having a baby.”

      My mind was filled with a thousand different things at once. All of it good, for a change. To see Michael smile with happiness that could not be matched by anything else was beyond amazing. I had stupid fears that he would leave me for someone who could give him a child. Especially considering the amazing opportunity he had just received.

      I shoved my doubts away and focused on our celebration. We hugged for a long while. Michael kept muttering in my ear: “I can’t believe it. This is crazy. First I get the job, now this.”

      I pulled back. “You’re happy about this, right?”

      “Yes. More than anything else in the world. I just can’t believe how lucky I am right now.”

      “We deserve this,” I said. “It’s been two long years. Finally, we’re getting rewarded for our hard work.”

      “We are,” he said. “This is our time. Things are going to be perfect.”

      That was almost five years ago. Our future seemed bright. The possibilities felt endless. Little did I know that our marriage was on a downward spiral I could never stop.
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      The ride up seems to be taking longer than it should. The elevator in this building is supposed to be an express system when you select the top floor. I’m on edge straight away that the elevator is taking so long to reach its destination.

      “Mommy? Why does Daddy live on the top floor?”

      I sigh and put on a happy face to answer Alice. I must respond to questions like this thirty times per day. She’s at that curious age; she wants an answer to her every thought.

      “Well, Bunny, your daddy has a very important job for a company that pays him a lot of money. That means he can afford to live at the top of a building like this.”

      “Okay,” Alice says with a twisted brow. I doubt she fully understands me, but how else can I explain it?

      Michael sends me child support and pays my rent every month. He’s never been late with a single payment and makes sure I know it. I refuse to take alimony on top of that, not wanting a cent more of his precious money than is needed to give Alice the life she deserves. I would rather work my low-paying admin job and earn the money I need than give him the satisfaction of paying my way in full.

      His career was part of the reason we split up, when Alice was only six months old. His beloved job at the law firm always came first. Alice came second; he’d spend time with her after a long day at work. I was continuously the last thing he thought about. I was lucky if he said two words to me per day.

      What initiated our relationship’s descent was something I couldn’t stop from happening. I never imagined things would go that way in a million years, yet he blamed me for that day and refused to forgive me for it.

      The elevator comes to a sudden stop. I stumble a little as it shakes with a jolt. Alice grips my clothing and legs tighter than before. Then, all we hear is silence. The motors aren’t grinding away to defy gravity and haul us up to the top of the building. There is no electrical hum. Just a creaking groan from above that sends a stab of panic straight down into my body.

      “Mommy?” Alice asks. I should have spoken first to reassure her everything is fine, but my mouth doesn’t want to function. My fear matches hers.

      She tugs at my leg. I stare down to see her eyes well up. “It’s okay, Bunny. The elevator has stopped. Nothing to worry about.” I squat down to her level and run my hand gently over her cheek. I pull her in tight before the tears truly begin to flow.

      “Mommy will check it and see what’s going on. Just stand here by the wall and hold on to the rail.” I guide Alice over and place her hand up to the metal bar. I turn around to the panel and take in a deep breath as the overhead lights flicker off and back on. We must be stuck just before level seven, based on the readout.

      “God,” I mutter to myself. Of all the days for the elevator system to screw up, it had to be when we were coming to see Michael unscheduled. I shake my head and try to focus on the task at hand, instead of trying to find every negative thing about the current situation. It’s a coping strategy recommended to me by my doctor. I have no idea if it really works or not.

      “Okay,” I say to myself. Apart from the floor numbers, there are few options to press other than door open, door close, and emergency stop. There is an emergency call button, but I don’t want to press that until I have to. Henry will have me thrown out of the building if we have to call anyone for help. I know we didn’t touch the stop button or any others by accident. We were both huddled in the middle, waiting out the long ride up to the top.

      I slap the number fourteen a few times to see if I can get things going. Nothing happens. “What the heck?” I say, watching my language. I try again and get the same result.

      “What’s wrong, Mommy?” Alice calls out behind me.

      I turn back to her just as the lights all go out and throw the elevator into complete darkness. I hear her breath quicken as panic sets in. It takes everything I have not to fall victim to the same fear. I close my eyes and try not to imagine the elevator plummeting down the shaft.

      “Bunny, it’s okay. The lights went out. Come to my voice.” I reach out my hands, trying to find her in the dark. Why can’t I find her? She should be close by. I step forward until I reach the metal wall of the elevator. “What?” I mutter, realizing I must have stumbled in the wrong direction. “Bunny? Alice?” She should be answering me.

      I realize I can’t hear her breathing. Has she fallen over? Has she squashed herself down to the floor to hide from the dark? I decide enough is enough, and claw through my bag to find my cell and activate its obscenely bright flashlight. I unlock the screen and fire up the light. My eyes take a second to adjust as the brightness reflects off every metallic surface inside the car. Alice is not where I left her. My heart skips a beat.

      “Mommy?” she says from behind.

      I spin around and unintentionally shine the light in her eyes. “Thank God,” I say. My shoulders relax from their tense state. Alice is now by the control panel. We must have gone right by each other in the dark. How could I be so stupid to not notice her like that?

      “Stay there, Bunny. I’m going to try and call someone.” I bring my phone up to my face, leaving the flashlight on, as I try to work out who I can even call.

      “But, Mommy, there are lights over here.” Alice starts pressing buttons before I can get a word out.

      “No, Bunny, don’t do—”

      The elevator doors pop open with a ding, but stop after only a single foot. That’s when I get confirmation that we are not quite at the seventh level. The car’s floor hasn’t quite matched up with seven’s landing, and there is a small step up to it through the narrow gap.

      Alice charges to the light pouring into the elevator from the seventh floor.

      “Bunny, wait. That door could close on us at any moment.”

      Alice stops in front of the opening and stares out to the floor. She doesn’t say a word.

      “Come back to Mommy,” I say. I try not to let the thought of her getting crushed by closing doors pin me down with fear.

      “But I don’t like it in here. It’s dark and scary. I want to take the stairs.”

      “It’s okay, Bunny. I’m here for you. I’ll keep us safe.” I try to move toward her, but my legs feel too heavy.

      Alice shakes her head and steps further into the gap.

      “What are you doing?” I yell. I fight through the feeling of being rooted to the ground and rush toward my daughter as she climbs through the space and up into the seventh floor.

      “Alice, come back here right now,” I say as she runs away. I find myself wedged in the door as I try to push through.

      “I’m going to find Daddy,” Alice says. “He’ll know what to do.”

      “No, Bunny,” I yell. “He’s not on this floor. Alice, come back here.”

      It’s the worst time for the elevator to start shaking, and then it drops almost a foot down. My phone falls out onto the seventh floor with a sickening thud and slides away. My heart skips a beat and then pumps with fear as a vision of being crushed to death fills my mind. The sudden jolt of the elevator scares Alice further away from me, and she stumbles backward.

      Then, without warning, the doors begin to squeeze shut. I’m still too deep in the elevator to push my way out. The car drops again, this time only a small amount, but the doors continue to squeeze closed around me. I realize I have no other option but to fall back inside.

      I focus on Alice with wide eyes. “Stay there, Bunny. Don’t go anywhere. Mommy will come find you once she gets this door open, I promise.”

      “Okay, Mommy,” she says to me as I squeeze backward and watch the elevator doors seal shut. The lights flick back on along with the sound of the motor.

      The display flashes at me with its next intended target. That’s when I realize I’m heading back down to the lobby, while Alice is stuck on the seventh floor—alone.
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      The elevator plummets back down as I watch each floor tick by on the display above me. The car seems to be taking forever to reach the lobby as I pace around in a panicked rush.

      “Come on, come on,” I mutter to myself.

      I stand at the front while the elevator settles slowly to the ground floor. The doors pop open with a ping, and I see a few people waiting.

      “I need to go back up. My daughter is stuck on the seventh floor,” I yell as I slap the button to close the doors. For some reason, they remain defiantly open. A few crooked glances come my way, along with some muted comments as the confused group exchange complaints.

      I couldn’t care less if I’ve ruined their day; my daughter is in this oversize building alone. I slap the seventh-floor button over and over. Nothing happens.

      “Come on,” I let out as I try again to close the doors. It isn’t until my third attempt at bashing the button that I realize the panel is entirely unresponsive. I try to reason why, but no rational thoughts come to mind. All I can think about is getting back to Alice.

      “Are you okay, miss?” one of the people asks. “Did you say your daughter is stuck on the seventh floor?”

      “Yes!” I say to the woman without looking toward her. “I need to get back up there right now.”

      “Okay,” she replies. “Go see the young man on reception. He’ll help you out.”

      “No, no, no,” is all I can say as I try to fix the problem myself by slapping my palm against every button. No amount of frustration will repair it.

      I pace around in a circle as I try to find a solution. I shake out my hands, flopping my wrists hard. Nothing comes to mind. I’m going to have a panic attack any second now if I don’t generate an idea. Think, dammit.

      I can hear my breath tighten.

      I can feel the world closing in.

      I can taste blood in my mouth.

      “Alice?” I ask out loud.

      Running out of the elevator, I charge past the three people. I knock a man’s groceries to the floor in the process as I rush back to reception, back to Henry. I ignore the complaints behind me and focus on the receptionist. I don’t care that he will find out that I used the elevator without his permission. All that matters is finding Alice.

      When I arrive at the desk, I see him still talking to the same old man from before. I interrupt a one-sided conversation about the reliability of the mail.

      “Henry!” I yell.

      “Just one moment,” he says holding up a finger without looking back.

      “No, please listen. I need help. My daughter is stuck on the seventh floor.” My words grab Henry’s full attention and turn him around to face me.

      “Your daughter? What are you talking about?” Henry says, somewhat confused. “Wait, what were you doing on the seventh floor? I never gave you permission to—”

      “Listen to me, please. My four-year-old girl is alone on the seventh floor of this building.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, but you need to take a moment to calm down and—”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down! My little girl is missing. She’s up there all alone and lost. I need to get into the stairwell.” I don’t care that I’m shouting until I see at least ten people in the lobby staring in my direction. Even the three people by the elevator are still around, watching the drama unfold. Why aren’t they helping me? This isn’t a joke.

      The old man steps toward me. His eyes seem familiar, but I can’t quite place him. “Excuse me, miss, how did your little girl end up on the seventh floor alone?” he asks with a calm voice.

      I flick my eyes to the man, wondering who he is. He’s a short and skinny senior with thinning hair.

      “The damn elevator got stuck there and partially opened. My Bunny can’t stand elevators and freaked out. She escaped through the gap just before the doors shut and sent me back down to the ground.”

      The old man tilts his head slightly at me. “Did you say ‘Bunny’?”

      I close my eyes tight and frown while both of my hands grip my skull. “I meant Alice. Bunny is her nickname.”

      “It’s a cute name. I like it,” he says, as I open my eyes again. “Don’t worry. We’ll find little Bunny soon enough.” He walks over from the front of the reception desk and offers me his hand to shake. “My name is Alan Bracero. I’m a resident of Stonework Village. Now, I can personally guarantee that your daughter will be fine. There’s not much up on seven. Most of the apartments aren’t being rented out at the moment. Why were you heading there, anyway?”

      “I wasn’t,” I say, thankful that he seems to know so much about the building. “I was going to the top floor.”

      Alan’s brows twist. “Then why did your daughter get off at seven?”

      “I told you—the elevator got stuck, and the doors opened enough for her to slip through. She hates elevators. They scare her. I should have gotten access to the stairs. God, I’m an awful mother.”

      Alan shakes his head. “Now, now. Calm yourself, miss. I’m sorry, but what you’re saying doesn’t make sense. If you were heading up to fourteen, you shouldn’t have stopped at seven.”

      I step back a pace as I resist the urge to freak out. I know Alan is trying to help quiet me down, but my Bunny is up there all alone. I see her confused face in my mind. I can’t help my reaction.

      “Listen to me when I say this: the elevator screwed up and got stuck at seven.” I step closer to Alan and stare into his eyes while breathing audibly. The next words out of my mouth are as calm as I can make them. “Then, the doors opened, and my daughter escaped. The elevator closed and took me back down here, and now it won’t work.”

      “Just take it easy,” Henry says, butting in with two raised palms like I’m about to explode. “We’ll find Alice, but first you need to take a moment and simmer down.”

      “Simmer down? My baby girl is on her own in a fourteen-level building, and you want me to take it easy? I need to get up there right now.”

      I ignore the eyes of those around me as the world closes in like I’m a danger. Do none of these people have children? Can they honestly tell me they wouldn’t behave the same way?

      “I’ll assist you, ma’am,” Alan says.

      “Thank you,” I reply, not waiting to hear what Henry has to say on the issue.

      Alan moves toward the elevator at a pace that surprises me. He seems rather active for his age. I catch up to his side with a few hasty steps.

      “I’m the head of the neighborhood watch for the building,” he says, as he waves off the three people about to board the elevator. I feel a slight sense of relief—something is finally being done. I’ll see Alice soon enough. I rub the back of my wrists as I feel my heart thumping away.

      The double doors to the elevator have managed to close at some point during my yelling. I start shuffling on the spot as we wait. Alan presses the button a few times before stepping closer to me.

      “Wait. I can’t take the elevator again. This thing is taking too long to open. It screwed up before and it’ll screw up again. I don’t think it’s even working. We’re taking the stairs.”

      “Nonsense. This will be much quicker.”

      “I know it will, but I’m not doing it,” I say, as I head to the stairs. Alan follows. I’m not going to get on that thing again and get stuck somewhere else while my Bunny needs me.

      “Are you going to help me or not?”

      Alan purses his lips with a lowered head. “I will. We’ll take the stairs, but I have to say that your way is going to take a lot longer.”

      “I understand, but it’s safer.”

      He throws his hands up in defeat. “Okay. Do you know about the keycard system?”

      “Yes. I used to live here,” I say.

      I don’t waste another moment and rush over to the stairwell door. Alan swipes his keycard over the panel to unlock the entrance. I push through first. A second later I am climbing up the building, with Alan right on my tail, to find my little Bunny.
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