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Jonas lived rigidly within his rituals; they were crucial to him. As long as he stayed within them, he would be safe. And if he was safe, then it meant he could look out for his two younger sisters. They only had each other to rely on. The rituals were there for a reason, set in stone. Follow them to the letter, and everything would be okay. Stray from them, and it could mean their doom. 

Every morning when he woke up, Jonas would immediately look over to his two younger siblings. They all shared the big bed. This cabin was much smaller than their old home, where they’d lived in the city with their parents. The cabin only had one bedroom, so it felt best to just keep everyone together in the one room. Felt safer. Little Tilly always slept in the middle, and Sierra on the other side of her. He’d check to make sure that they were breathing, reassuring himself that both girls were alive. And as soon as he was satisfied that the girls were okay, Jonas would slowly count his breaths, in and out, his chest rising and falling. Focus on his breathing, feel each breath as they slowly came in. Inhale, exhale. He, too, was alive and well. He’d survived another night, which was a great relief to him. 

As he focused on his breathing, Jonas would look around their small bedroom, and count the framed photographs hanging on the wall. When they’d had to leave home in a hurry, Jonas and his sisters had been able to take only a small bag each. They had four family photos, having left the rest of them behind. And those four pictures currently hung on the wall above their bed, keeping them company. Pictures of Jonas, his two younger sisters, and their parents, smiling at the camera. This was their happy little lives before the pandemic began. When life was simpler, before the whole world had changed for the worse. 

Another one of Jonas’ rituals, were to check the locks. Before he went to bed, he’d go to the front door, and check them twice – and then a third time because his hands were shaking too badly to remember if he’d done it right. There was no margin of error for something like this. The windows stayed closed, even on the stifling summer nights. The four walls kept them safe inside, the lock on the door kept the outside world at bay. And only once Jonas was satisfied that they were securely locked inside for the night, he would allow himself the freedom to quietly move through the cabin. Jonas’ footsteps were controlled, counting out each step, knowing which spots creaked. He knew to stay quiet, to welcome the smothering silence. Because silence meant that they were safe, that there was nobody creeping around in their neck of the woods. Here, they lived in isolation. 
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