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When she was younger, Jan was very afraid of the dark. Each night she refused to sleep until one of her parents checked under the bed, in the closet, in the garage and in all the linen closets. Neither of her parents knew from where this fear came, but they were glad when the fear went away once she reached her teens. 

Jan still kept a nightlight on each night, but it was because she frequently got up for water, to check her cell phone or simply because she needed to turn off the ceiling fan. No matter the reason, being afraid of the dark wasn’t it anymore.

Every morning, Jan would awake and immediately drop to the floor to do sit-ups. She was a cheerleader. It was her junior year and she was determined to be a captain her senior year. Therefore, she felt she needed to be in top shape. After completing her sit-ups, she would shift to push-ups. Finally, before her shower she would finish with jumping jacks. This was her routine every single day whether school was in or not; even when she was sick. When she contracted COVID-19, she still managed to pull herself from bed and do the exercises. 

“Jan, are you done?” her father called from down the hall. He’d heard her jumping and assumed she was on her final workout of the morning.

Jan sprung from her bedroom full of vitality and life as she nodded to her father. She bopped down the hall towards the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She turned back to make sure it was locked. Her little brother was eight and had no concept of knocking. Locking the door was more of a precaution versus a safety issue. 

Jan turned to face the linen closet in her bathroom. She hummed a pop song as she turned the knob to gather her towel and loofah. As she opened the door, she was horrified by what she saw. There was a woman who stood there. She had long black hair and a very narrow face. A wide grin seemed to flow from ear to ear, yet her mouth remained closed. Her arms fell down to her knees. She wore a black and white striped shirt and jeans. Her eyes were wide and for the entire five seconds that she stood in the closet she did not blink. The woman squatted to get out of the closet due to her immense height. 

Jan screamed and ran out of the bathroom. Her mother and father raced down the hall to see what was wrong. Jan stumbled over her words as she tried to describe what she’d seen. Her father stepped into the bathroom and saw nothing. He began to wonder if his daughter’s childhood fear had begun to return. However, he said nothing. Jan calmed down and stepped into the bathroom. 

“Maybe I was just...” She couldn’t think of anything. “Maybe I slept too long or drank too much pre-workout.”

Jan’s parents shrugged it off as she closed the door and took her shower. Jan dropped her little brother off at school before driving the three miles to the high school. She was still shook from what she’d seen, but the stress of being a 17 year old in high school overshadowed the fear.

“Jan did you go over the new routine?” Sherry, the current cheer captain, asked. 

“Yeah I did. I had to work on sticking the landing, but I think I have it.”

“Good, because I’m giving you the top of the pyramid and the big finish.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I graduate this year and you are the only junior I trust to keep this team in line.”

“Oh wow, thanks Sherry.”

“Don’t thank me just don’t fuck up.”

At practice that day, the cheerleaders had practiced the pyramid several times. On the third try Jan was hoisted up and again she was able to keep her balance. However, in the audience Jan saw the tall woman sitting there smiling at her. She raised her freakishly long arms and waved at Jan. Her smile was just as wide as before. Unblinking eyes remained trained on Jan. The woman stood and slowly began to walk down the bleachers. On the flat gym floor her pace increased as she headed towards the girls. 

Jan stumbled and fell from the top of the pyramid. Asia Wright broke her fall. The coach rushed over to check on Jan and Asia. Jan was fine, but Asia had a broken leg and the ankle on her other leg was sprained. Jan tried to explain that she thought she saw someone in the stands. Everyone blamed her for Asia’s injuries no matter how she tried to explain it.

At home that night, Jan was quiet throughout dinner. Twice she’d seen this monstrous woman and couldn’t explain anything about her. Whenever her parents asked her about why she was quiet, Jan would just say that cheerleading tired her out that day. 

Before bed, Jan crept into her garage with her cell phone. She made sure to flick on the flashlight feature. She scanned the light across the garage and was relieved when she saw nothing. She checked the linen closets and found nothing. Finally she checked her closet and under her bed. 

Jan was sure that she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep that night. She played countless games of solitaire on her cell phone. Jan checked her social media apps dozens of times. However, finally after about an hour and a half Jan was able to fall asleep. 

In her sleep Jan began to stir and her leg dropped over the side of her bed. In the dead of night a long arm reached from under her bed. Clothed in black and white striped sleeves, the hand softly grasped Jan’s foot. She didn’t wake. Instead she involuntarily pulled her leg back into the bed. About an hour later her arm hung out of the bed. Her palm was softly caressed by the extended fingers on the end of the woman’s long arm. 

This time Jan snapped awake. She quickly looked under her bed, but found nothing. However, she thought she heard footsteps in the hallway. Cautiously, Jan got out of bed and walked towards the hallway outside her bedroom. Quickly she turned the hall light on and saw nothing. She sighed, feeling relieved. She flicked the light off and the silhouette of the woman stood at the end of her hallway. Jan switched the light back on and the woman was gone. She turned the light back off, and the woman stood several steps closer. 

Tears began to fall from Jan’s eyes as she turned the lights on. She had decided that she would leave the lights on and go back into her room. She would lock her doors until morning. When she turned to go back into her room, she was startled by coming face to face with the woman standing next to her. The woman squatted to meet Jan’s gaze. Her cold breath blowing over Jan’s face and neck.

Softly, the woman rubbed a large hand through Jan’s hair. Jan shook with fear and refused to meet the woman’s gaze again. The woman leaned down to Jan, her mouth next to Jan’s ear.

“Hello, Jan.” the woman said in a voice that sounded eerie and animalistic.

The woman walked past Jan and disappeared into the darkness of the hallway. Jan then realized she hadn’t turned the light off. 

Jan sat at her kitchen table for the rest of the night with all the lights on. She was afraid of where she would see the woman next. 

In the weeks that followed, Jan tried to explain to her parents what she had seen. They did not believe her. Instead they sent her to countless therapists and doctors. Jan tried various combinations of medications. She even adopted meditation into her daily regimen. None of those things helped. The monstrous woman continued to appear.

For the next ten years, Jan continued to see the woman at times. She never again spoke to her, but always managed to show up at the most odd times. 

Once in her early twenties, Jan hadn’t seen the tall woman for months and had managed to get into a pretty good relationship. Each time she got intimate with the guy, she would see the tall woman standing in the corner waving at her. Sometimes the woman would stand next to the bed and stroke her hair. Because of this, Jan had spent the next few years avoiding contact with anyone. 

Sometimes, Jan would wake up at night with a feeling she was being watched. A lot of the times she would look around and not see anyone, but there were those other times she would wake and the tall woman would be sitting on the edge of her bed watching her sleep. The woman would continue to smile and stare with unblinking eyes. 

When Jan thought she couldn’t take it anymore, just before her twenty-eighth birthday, she’d decided to take her own life. She swallowed 30 sleeping pills and laid back on her bed and prepared to allow death to take her. As sleep came, Jan smiled, believing she was free.

Minutes later Jan awoke. She had been turned on her side. One of the tall woman’s fingers was down her throat. Jan had thrown up all of the pills. The woman continued to smile. As Jan coughed and gagged the woman disappeared into a shadow in the corner. 

It was at the moment Jan realized she had to try to make peace with the woman who lived in the shadows of her home and slept under her bed.
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My name is Caleb Ryan Aaronson. I like to think that I’m a pretty nice, laid back guy. I work at a hospital in the medical records department. My job is relatively easy, just tedious. While medical records are digital, some hospitals like to have a paper backup. That’s where I come in. I maintain those records. 

Brittany Johns works in coordination and referrals. That department is next to mine. She is the most lovely woman I’ve ever seen. She’s smart, funny, and kind. Plus she eats lunch with me like 3 days a week. We always talk about different topics. Yesterday I listened to her talk about a reality show she loves. I didn’t have much input because I hadn’t seen the show before, but listening to her talk about it was good enough for me.

Brittany and I have been together for 4 years. I told my mother about her on the week of our first date. Unfortunately, mom wasn’t very supportive of my relationship with Brittany. Every time I bring her up my mom looks at me with a sad look and grows silent. She never has anything positive to offer...that bitch.

Each day begins relatively the same for me. I wake up, get dressed, go to my office, get my coffee and wait for lunch with my sweetheart. However, today there was a commotion in the referrals department. Everyone was squealing and giggling. So I wouldn’t look nosy, I just made sure to look in quick glances. I saw Brittany at the center. Everyone was hugging her and marveling at her left hand for some reason. I made a mental note to ask her about that at lunch.

Unfortunately, at lunch that day, I couldn’t find Brittany. The normal table at which she sat was empty. I kept looking for her, but she never showed up. I shrugged it off and finished my sandwich. 

Back at my desk after lunch, I noticed that Brittany wasn’t at her desk in her department. Her friend Maggie was headed to the vending machine so I went to talk with her.

“Hey,” I began. I felt like that could have been cooler, but oh well. What’s done is done. “You guys had a big commotion over there earlier. Everything okay?”

Maggie looked at me surprised. She and I have never talked before. “Oh yeah, one of my coworkers got engaged.”

“Oh wow, that’s cool.” I paused before I asked about Brittany. “I see your friend is gone.”

“Who Brittany? Yeah she’s the one that got engaged. Her fiance is taking her somewhere special for the weekend.”

“You’re fucking kidding me.”

Maggie’s smile dropped and she looked afraid. She should be afraid. How dare she lie on my wonderful soulmate? I felt anger begin to well up in me. I screamed loud enough to wake the dead. Before I knew it I’d put my fist through the glass of the vending machine. Blood poured down my arm and I retracted it.

Angrily I stormed out of the office and got into my car. I had to get to the bottom of this. So I raced across town to Brittany’s apartment building. I saw her car in the parking lot. However, another car sat next to hers that I’d never seen before. It looked like Gerald’s car. Gerald was a stalker that Brittany used to have that I thought was gone. 

I remembered I’d made up my mind that I was going to save her from Gerald. However, I needed to know where he was first. Brittany lived on the third floor so I needed to get to her balcony to get in without alerting Gerald.

Many times I’d come to Brittany’s balcony to watch over her at night. Many times men would try to stalk her or disrespect the fact that she and I were together so I had a routine for how to get onto the balcony. I stored a rope on the side of the building in a maintenance closet. When I didn’t have my key to the maintenance closet I would just use a card from my wallet. Desperate times called for desperate measures. 

Once on her balcony, I jimmied the lock on her door and snuck into her apartment. I tiptoed through her living room and made sure to stay away from the television. There was a loose board over there that creaked everytime I stepped on it. I didn’t want to alert Gerald that I was there. 

As I reached Brittany’s door I heard a moaning sound. I pushed the door open slightly and saw my beautiful future wife naked on the bed. She writhed and wriggled on her bed. I licked my lips as I felt my heartbeat speed up. I was as hard as stone as I watched her. If I wasn’t there to protect her, I would’ve barged in and joined her in her self pleasure.

After watching her for a while and admiring her personality and intelligence, I noticed another sound. This sound was deeper and more gruff. Brittany put her hands down on the bed and began to grind harder. Her own voice grew shallow.

“Hold on,” she said.

“Who the fuck was she talking to?” I asked myself.

“Almost,” Brittany said. “Shit.”

Brittany collapsed. However, two large arms wrapped around her as she fought to catch her breath. It was Gerald; he was here and was forcing her to have sex with him. In a quick motion he pulled her to her stomach and pulled up her hips and entered her again. This was rape.

There was no way I was going to let this keep fucking happening. I backed away slowly and walked into her kitchen and grabbed a butcher’s knife from her sink. With the stealth of a ninja I crept into the room and came up behind Gerald. Before he could realize what was happening I cut his throat.

Blood sprayed all over Brittany’s back. She screamed as she lunged forward. The look of horror on her face made my heart sink. Being forced to see her rapist was too much for her. I grabbed Gerald’s body and pulled him from the bed. I began to drag him from the room. 

“Don’t worry, he can’t hurt you anymore,” I reassured Brittany.

Once I’d gotten Gerald into the bathroom where Brittany couldn’t see him anymore, I was surprised when she slammed the door behind me. I could hear a chair being placed under the door handle. 

“Baby, it’s okay. He’s dead, he can’t hurt you anymore. You can let me out.”

I heard the front door slam closed. Brittany must’ve been scared that Gerald wasn’t dead and that he would overpower me. Repeatedly I kicked the door until it flew open. I ran out the balcony in time to see Brittany get in her car and speed away.

“Good, you get to safety. You don’t need to be here when the police arrive to handle this,” I said to myself. 

Once I arrived at home, my mom was preparing dinner. She was making pork chops and stove top with cabbage. It’s not my favorite meal, but it’ll have to do since I had a long day. Mom smiled at me, but I knew she was about to start on that bullshit again.

“How was your day today?”

“Ma, my day was great. That is until a little while ago I had to save Brittany when she was about to be raped.”

My mom’s face looked horrified. “What?”

“Yeah, get this, the guy believed he had proposed and was going to marry her. By the time I got to her house...” I could feel emotions welling up. “By the time I got there he was already in the act. So I had to do what a nice guy does and I saved her.”

I noticed my mom’s hands trembling. “How did you save her?”

“I had to cut Gerald’s, his name was Gerald, I had to cut his throat.”

“Oh my god, Caleb what have you done?”

“I saved her ma.”

“You murdered a man Caleb.”

“It was self-defense.”

“That’s not how that works. My god Caleb,” Mama slowly backed away as she inconspicuously pocketed her cell phone. I guess she thought I didn’t see that. I’ve really grown tired of her shit.

“Ma, why are you hiding your cell phone?”

Her voice was shaky as I approached her. “I’m just going to check something on the internet.”

“Mama, you’re lying and I don’t like liars.”

Mama paused as she stared at me. Suddenly she turned to run away from me. I shook my head because I knew her
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