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Chapter 1

Marie and the Tea
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When Marie was a kid, she refused to sleep with her arm hanging over the side of the mattress.  Her sister, who slept one bed over, had convinced her a monster lived under there, and that monster would drag her to hell if she let her limbs drape down.  So Marie was very careful to bundle her hands beneath her chin, clinging tightly to the bedding while she repeated her prayers, over and over, until sleep descended.

Now it was happening all over again: same room, different Marie.  Or maybe she was still the same Marie.  Maybe she was still the same frightened child she'd been back then.

She couldn't remember the last time she'd prayed, though.  Not seriously, at any rate.  Not the sort of prayer she expected anyone to hear, much less heed.

Suddenly single, she was another incarnation of that same kid who'd slept in this very bed decades ago.  Marie's bedroom was still a child's room, in some sense.  Her parents could install a revolving door for all the coming and going she and her siblings did.  

Most recently, her sister—yes, the same one who'd warned her about the monster under the bed—had inhabited this room with her two young daughters, Marie's lovely nieces.  They'd come to stay with Mama and Pa after escaping Abusive Ex.  The three of them have since moved out, moved clear across the country, because Abusive Ex kept paying them violent visits and Pa's heart couldn't take it. 

Abusive Ex once called Mama a witch and she chased him down the sidewalk, rapping him on the head with a corn broom.  “Call me a witch, will ya?”

As Marie stared at the ceiling, trying desperately to sleep, she wondered if perhaps she should have stayed with Shawn.  Shawn wasn't abusive like her sister's ex-husband.  He wasn't a bully.  He wasn't even a bad man.  If he'd been a bad man, she wouldn't have gotten involved with him in the first place.  She'd like to believe that.  She really would.  But who knows?

When Marie was a child, this bedroom had awful wallpaper everywhere.  When it started to bubble, she and her sister pulled it from the gypsum board. Like picking a scab: impossible to resist. 

She couldn't even remember what the initial argument was about.  With Shawn.  She only really remembered what it turned into, because that's what ultimately ended their relationship.

Marie would never be able to sleep.  She just kept replaying the same moments over and over in her mind.  If only she had meds of some sort.  She'd never taken sleeping tablets.  She'd never needed them.  All her life, she'd fallen asleep the minute her head met the pillow.  Even if she had something on her mind that was not so pleasant, she could still close her eyes and lose herself in dreams.

Now every time she closed her eyes, she saw the expression on her husband's face when he said those words that cut her so deeply.  When he said those words that led to... well... this.

Moving in with her parents hadn't been Plan A.  But, in truth, it was comforting to be home again.  She loved listening to the two of them blast each other every hour of the day.  Mama nags him to do something productive, Pa shouts “I'll get around to it,” Mama yells, “You never get around to it!  I gotta do everything on my own around here!”  She calls him good for nothing, he dismisses her with a sound that goes “ehhhhh,” and then he gets back to reading the paper and Mama does whatever needs doing.

It was always understood—by Marie, at least—that her parents were expressing affection when they got each other riled up like that.  Shawn never shouted at her, and she always felt their relationship was somewhat hollow because of it.  She used to yell at him, until he told her it was hurtful and asked her to stop.  She found she could, if she tried.  Still, it seemed strange not to express the anger she felt.  

Didn't Shawn feel angry too, sometimes?  What did he do with those emotions?  In Marie, they calcified.  She resented him for all sorts of things.  If she'd had the freedom to shout when she wanted to, she'd have vented those ugly emotions and they wouldn't have built up over time.

The impending divorce was not solely Marie's fault.  That's what she chose to believe.

Even though she left Shawn, not the other way around, his words ultimately led her to realize they could no longer stay together.  It was truly impossible.  He said he respected her, but he didn't respect her—not the fullness of her, not every aspect of her identity.

Shawn pretended to be progressive and liberal-minded, but when it came right down to it, he was The Man Who Came to Dinner.  No, wrong movie.  Guess Who's Coming To Dinner.  That's the one Marie was thinking of.  Except Shawn was the parents and that meant Marie would be his daughter, which didn't make total sense.  And Guess Who's Coming To Dinner was a film about race, whereas theirs was a disagreement over a different aspect of identity.  So perhaps the comparison wasn't at all apt, but Marie still thought it was.  She felt it was.

Marie slipped out of the twin-sized bed she'd slept in as a kid.  There was a nightlight in the hallway, which made her childhood home easier to navigate in the early morning hours.  As she walked by her parents' bedroom, she could hear them both snoring: a surprisingly comforting sound.  

Her parents seemed so at ease with each other, not like her and Shawn.  There was something about her husband that made her feel humiliated about the most basic of human experiences—burping, farting, all that.  When her parents did those things in each other's presence, they laughed and made fun just like kids would do.  That's how it ought to be.  Bodies were funny.

Not to Shawn.  He was always too embarrassed to acknowledge his own humanity.  It made Marie feel ashamed of hers, too. 

She tried to get down the stairs without causing them to creak, but found little success in that venture.  Oh, what difference did it make?  Her snoring parents were heavy sleepers.  She was used to living with Shawn, who woke with the beating of a moth's wings.  She couldn't get away with anything in that house.

But in this one, she was able to turn on the kitchen light and dig through the varieties of tea her mother kept on hand.  Plenty of the usual suspects.  Her mother was something of a tea collector: bought every variety but only tried one bag.  

Lost among the supermarket brands, one blend stood out.  Marie stiffened when she caught sight of it.  She couldn't say why.  What felt so auspicious about the baggie filled with twigs and leaves?  Was it the handwriting on the simple white sticker?  The words “Tea for Sleep”?  That wasn't her mother's writing, nor was it her father's.  Had Mama bought this tea from someone?  Or received it as a gift?  As medicine?

Marie would give it a try, of course.  Desperate times and all that jazz.

Once she'd turned on the kettle, she chose the mug with the butterfly design.  She'd pretty much claimed that as her own since she'd moved in.  As for her actual belongings, the things she needed for day to day existence had come with her.  Pretty much everything else was still at the house, with Shawn.  Maybe he hoped that, if she didn't take her stuff, that meant she would soon come back.

Did he want her back?

Did she want him?

No.  But sometimes.  But no.  But sometimes.

Marie poured boiling water over the loose tea at the bottom of her mug.  There were no instructions about how much to use, but she spooned in about as much as you'd find in a teabag.  The tea brewed very weak.  Maybe it was supposed to look that way.

She waited a while before taking a sip.  It would be very hot, and she'd learned over the years not to burn the roof of her mouth being overly ambitious.  

Though the idea of returning to that bedroom of sleepless nights didn't appeal to her, neither did the thought of standing alone in the kitchen.  She brought her mug upstairs, slowly, careful not to spill.  After setting it on the night stand, she got into bed and sat with the mug cupped gently between her palms.  

If it was cool enough to hold, it was cool enough to drink.

The tea tasted unusual.  Earthy?  Was that the word?  Twiggy, maybe.  It looked like sticks and leaves.  It tasted like sticks and leaves.  But it did the trick.  She soon felt her muscles growing slack, so she set her mug down and cozied into bed.  Yes, sleep was coming.  She could feel its blank darkness descending upon her.  The anticipation gave her a giddy feeling.  She'd never felt so excited to lose consciousness.  

Marie slung her arm over the side of the bed.  There were no monsters under there.  She was a big girl now.  She knew the truth.  All those years, she'd allowed herself to be frightened of something that never was.  

Adults didn't have time for such frivolity.  There were enough real-world terrors out there.

Slumber descended, at long last.  Marie's body felt warm while the air felt cool.  It entered her lungs rhythmically and left in long, full exhales.  

Life had never felt so peaceful.  

If only she could feel this way in her waking hours: so relaxed, so calm.  

As she fell deeper into sleep, Marie grew increasingly aware of her arm hanging off the side of the bed.  She wasn't accustomed to sleeping this way.  She thought about lifting her hand onto the mattress, but got no response from her sleep-addled body.  

No worries.  It wasn't a big deal.

Only, she felt something quite unusual.  What was that sensation?  Pins and needles?  No.  It felt as though something were touching her forearm.  Now touching, now gripping.  Now gripping, now pulling.

Something snaked itself around her arm.  Snaked?  No, wrapped.  Wrapped?  No.  Yes.  Hard to describe the sensation accurately.  Felt like twigs, perhaps.  Twigs?  Fingers. 

Marie managed to roll her heavy head to one side.  When she gazed down the side of the bed
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