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Marissa stared out the window, cradling a World's Best Teacher mug with both hands.  She held it as though it were an injured animal, something fragile and in need of care.  Her cinnamon chai was still hot, even though she'd been standing at the window for what felt like hours.

Her mind always wandered as she gazed across the backyard, watching birds land at the feeder in a vague, noncommittal way.  A wandering mind could be quite freeing, or it could become a trap.  

At the moment, she was in neutral.  She couldn't remember what she'd been pondering moments ago.  Possibly breakfast, possibly the past.  

Perhaps she'd been reflecting on her final workday before winter break, when her students had piled her desk high with gingerly-wrapped Christmas presents, all of which she'd parcelled into the janitor's closet with a note that the custodial staff might keep, enjoy, or discard the gifts as suited their whims. 

Home was more than just a reprieve from the hustle and bustle of the holiday season.  Home was her sanctuary.  Truly.  She didn't know what she'd do without this space to relax in.  

How on earth did she cope with Christmas when she was younger?  Living first with her mother and siblings while they celebrated the season—joyfully oblivious to the crushing anxiety every ribbon and wreath and sprig of mistletoe caused her—and then with Ted, who'd been a perfectly nice guy—she wouldn't have married a jerk—but he never fully understood her aversion to all things Christmas. 

Life was better with Nick. 

They say second marriages tend to be more successful, and that's certainly been their experience.  Nick had also been married before.  His divorce had been amicable.  There'd been mutual agreement that he and his first wife wed too young.  No kids were involved, and so the solution seemed simple.  

His separation story was a mirror to Marissa's: one of the many things that drew her to him, in the beginning.  She felt understood.  Plus, they were both teachers.  They shared a passion for pedagogy.  They worked at the same school, back then, and so she had a chance to watch him for a while and warm up to him slowly.  He never came on too strong.  It scared Marissa when men pursued her forcefully.  She felt hunted, like an animal.  Like a rabbit. 

Marissa sipped her milky tea and watched house sparrows battle juncos for spots at the feeder.  Snow had fallen overnight, coating her backyard in a blanket of winter white.  She'd once heard a statistic saying that shopping malls were more crowded on days like today.  The weather got people in the mood for Christmas.  The population was willing to spend more money when it was snowing.

There were times when Marissa wished she were more like other people.  Maybe she'd make more friends if she enjoyed the holidays.  Other teachers gave her gifts around Christmastime, and she presented them with nothing.  It didn't take long before the rumour mill began its familiar churn.  By mid-January, every kindling friendship disintegrated into cold looks and persistent snubs.  Her coworkers took her for an icy-hearted snob.

If only people could magically understand without the need for her to explain.  Marissa didn't want to tell the world the true extent of her trauma, and she shouldn't have to.

Why couldn't others give her the benefit of the doubt?  

Nick tried to persuade Marissa not to describe herself as damaged goods, but she took a certain comfort in seeing herself that way.  She would never be like other people, whether she wished to or not.

She would never enjoy the holiday season.

Though they'd been married for more than three years, Nick and Marissa had never spent Christmas together.  Long before they met, Nick had become involved with a volunteer organization that builds latrines in various countries around the world.  He didn't provide his services for the accolades, nor yet for the money, since the work didn't pay.  It was just one of the many tasks he took on throughout the year for the improvement of humanity. 

He was a good man, her husband.

This particular jaunt coincided with the winter school holiday, meaning Nick spent every Christmas far from home, leaving Marissa all alone.

No tree to decorate, no presents to wrap, no stockings to fill, no turkey to roast.

In short, no Christmas.

She couldn't have planned it better herself.

If Nick spent the holidays at home, Marissa would be expected to mark the occasion in some small way.  Nick was not exactly a Christmas enthusiast himself—his first wife had been a collector of seasonal knickknacks to the extent that he classified her as a holiday hoarder—but he would probably opt for a small tree and a modest turkey and, at very least, a gift exchange.  

When she told him how triggering the trappings of Christmas were for her, he said he understood, but how could he?  Nobody else did.  Even her own family didn't get it, and they knew all the gritty details.  Nick had a vague notion of what happened to her as a child, but he could never fully grasp the true terror she lived with, even now.  

All these years later.

The shrill scream of a blue jay caused every sparrow in the yard to flee.  The cascade of birds brought Marissa back to the present moment.  She watched them scatter to the leafless trees at the back of the yard while the solitary jay took up residence at the feeder.

In the summertime, the yard felt lovely and private.  Marissa spent much of her time out there, devouring novel after novel, drinking orange juice mixed with sparkling water.  Sometimes she accompanied Nick to his volunteer sessions, but mostly she stayed home.  She felt safe in the backyard.  When the trees were lush with greenery, you'd think you were alone in the world.

Not so, during the winter months.  Once the leaves fell, Marissa became amply aware of the townhouses built practically at the foot of her yard.  They'd been there before she and Nick moved in, so they were nothing new, but she did somewhat resent their proximity.  

Even now, as she watched the birds cluster in the naked trees, she could see Mrs. Jones in the house across the way.  Marissa's birdwatching window looked right into the widow's kitchen, where she stood contemplatively over the stove, stirring a large pot of something-or-other.  

Soup, most likely.  

Nick was more chummy with the neighbours, and he'd reported to Marissa that, ever since Mr. Jones's death in February, Mrs. Jones had been filling her hours with community service.  Preparing meals for those less fortunate—that was her main focus.  She'd always enjoyed cooking for her husband.  Now that he was gone, it helped her to fill the hours feeding the hungry.  Nick admired the woman greatly.  She was active for her age, a pillar of the community.

Circling her fingers along the underside of her mug, Marissa contemplated the woman's kindly expression.  Two lonely ladies separated by two panes of glass and a stretch of yard.  That was them.

Marissa ought to pay Mrs. Jones a visit after Christmas, just to be neighbourly.  

That's what Nick would do, if he were around.

As if in response to Marissa's thought, Mrs. Jones began laughing, then turned to address someone else in the kitchen.  A man.  Marissa couldn't see him, but she could tell from the way the woman's eyes crinkled.  

For a moment, Marissa felt a sense of shock.  How dare Mrs. Jones become involved with someone else so fast?  Within a year of her husband's death!  It was unseemly.  But, then, how long after Marissa was separated did she start seeing Nick?  Only a matter of months, she'd say.  Anyway, it was no crime—a widow taking up with someone who was no doubt kind and lonely, like herself.  All the best to that pair.

Marissa felt like somewhat of a Peeping Tom now that she knew Mrs. Jones had company, so she turned her attention away from the window.  Not easy to stay entertained, this time of year, if you were avoiding Christmas.  She couldn't turn on the radio, because that was all holiday tunes.  She couldn't turn on the TV because of the glut of corny Christmas movies.  

The holidays were everywhere, except inside Marissa's house. 

She read for a while, dozing on and off throughout the afternoon.  Streaming content seemed a safe way to go, but she couldn't find anything that interested her particularly.  

Her mind began to wander in directions it ought not go.

Though it was early in the evening when she decided to go to bed, consciousness weighed too heavily upon her.  She took a pill and let it guide her graciously into sleep.
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It was not yet morning when Marissa awoke.

On high alert.

Why?

She'd taken a sleeping pill.  She didn't usually wake up this way when she'd taken one.  When she hadn't taken one, yes, but with this drug in her system?  No. 

The whole world buzzed around her.  She could hear the air.  She could see nothing but the digital clock citing 3:55.  In all her life, had she ever been awake at this hour?  Not in recent memory, that's for sure.

A thud from the attic.  That's why she'd tunnelled so sharply out of sleep.  A thud from above.

There it was again.  No, not a thud this time.  A footstep.  A creak.

Was she dreaming?  Another nightmare?  How could she know for sure whether she was asleep or awake?  Her mind seemed sharp as a blade, but her body dared not move.  Was fear keeping her in place, or was this the effect of medication?  How could she say for certain?

Who was in her house?  How had they entered inside?  Why were they in the attic?

Marissa's heart pounded.  For a moment, she could hear nothing but the pulsing of her own blood.  She begged her body to relax, otherwise how could she tell what was going on above her?

There.  Another shuffle.  Not a footstep, but a shifting noise.  

The attic was storage space.  Nothing worth any money up there.  Only Nick's sentimental items, childhood memories he'd reclaimed when his parents died.  

Why would a cat burglar be up there?

No, a cat burglar would rifle through the jewellery box, and the jewellery box was in the bedroom with Marissa.  She'd locked herself in, as she did whenever she was home alone, but if someone really wanted to get in they could probably kick down the door.

Was Marissa safer inside or out?

If she made a run for it, would the burglar chase her downstairs and nab her before she got free?  Would she do better to stay put, make not a sound, pretend as though the house were empty until the intruder had gone?

If he'd come for her, he'd have come to her directly.

Anyway, the question was moot.  She couldn't move.  She'd tried and tried.  She could scarcely wiggle her toes, let alone dart for the door.  She couldn't roll over in bed.  

She couldn't even turn her head.

Frozen in place, she listened with acute precision for the next shuffle, the next scrape of boots on a dusty floor.  Even the tiniest noise from above rang in her ears like microphone feedback through a wall of amplifiers.  Her muscles grew so tight she felt locked in her bed, locked inside her own body.

Had life not tormented her enough?

What had she done to deserve this ordeal?

Another sound, now, as though a body were being dragged across the floor.  What on earth was happening in her attic?

Perhaps she was wrong, though.  She couldn't always trust her own perceptions.  Trauma had strange effects on the body and the brain.  Those like Marissa, who'd been affected early in life, could never fully trust their own senses. What she was interpreting as a resonant thud could be no more than a soft thump.  She couldn't be certain of anything she heard.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
4y : . "”v’(;;;'/: 7 «:7»//\
. AYDOMESTIC THAITEER

ALONE
“FOR
C H RI ;( T M/S/






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





