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“Always let the quiet speak.”

-Marsena Shane

This book is dedicated to my ex, who thought he was a cat.
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Elara

1988 

The hum of cicadas was a relentless pulse against the thick, humid air of Brea, California. June Park, usually a sanctuary of dappled sunlight and the distant murmur of children, felt different today. The usual sweet scent of honeysuckle was tinged with the cloying, metallic tang of fear that Elara carried with her like a second skin. She sat on her usual bench, a weathered cedar plank peeling under the relentless sun, her fingers tracing the worn grain. Each groove was a memory, a silent testament to the hours she’d spent here, escaping the suffocating atmosphere of her home.

Marcus. The name itself was a coiled spring in her chest. He was a man built of sharp edges and volatile emotions, a former industrial worker whose hands, once capable of building, now seemed only to grasp, to control, to hurt. His frustration with a world that had seemingly left him behind manifested in a relentless barrage of criticisms, a constant chipping away at Elara’s spirit. The sales phone room, a labyrinth of ringing devices and demanding voices, was his current battleground, and she was the casualty of his simmering rage. He’d always been jealous, possessive, his gaze a constant interrogation. Elara had learned to become small, to anticipate his moods, to make herself invisible. But invisibility was a fragile shield, easily shattered.

But she didn’t have to be invisible, here at June Park.

The shadows of the oak trees stretched long, reaching across the manicured lawn like grasping fingers. Elara watched a lone Batman kite, a splash of defiant black and yellow against the pale blue sky, dip and sway. It was a simple thing, a child’s toy, yet it held a certain freedom that Elara envied. Her own freedoms were so few, so fleeting. A stolen hour here, a hushed conversation under the guise of a grocery run. These moments were like drops of water in a desert, sustaining her, but never truly quenching the thirst.

And then there was Bartholomew the Cat. The blackness of him, so profound it seemed to swallow light, had been a comforting presence, a warmth against her skin during the long, silent nights. His purr, a rumbling engine of contentment, had been the only music in their house that wasn’t laced with anger. His accidental death, right on Halloween evening, still felt like a raw, open wound. 

She’d decorated her front yard and attracted droves of the neighborhood’s trick-or-treaters as but had a terrible argument with Marcus over the money she’d spent on the occasion where he slapped the left side of her face and pushed her backwards into their junipers when she made a move to slap back, and Bartholomew followed her as she picked herself up and fled past the unperceiving crowd to June Park.

A Pino’s Pizza delivery driver, Styx’s Come Sail Away blaring from the open front windows, a moment of inattention, a screech of tires.... 

Marcus’s cruel laughter, and a week afterwards his dismissive shrug as he’d tossed the small urn containing Bartholomew’s ashes into the back of the hallway closet, had been a fresh layer of pain. 

“Just a damn cat, Elara,” he’d sneered, his eyes cold and unfeeling. “Get over it.” 

But Elara couldn’t. Bartholomew had been more than a pet; he had been a confidante, a silent witness to her struggles, and his absence left a void that echoed with profound loneliness. She sometimes imagined his soft fur, the gentle weight of him on her lap, a phantom warmth that offered a fleeting solace. She’d kept the urn, a heavy, tarnished silver vessel, hidden away where Marcus had tossed it, a tangible link to a love that felt pure and uncomplicated, a stark contrast to the twisted affections of her marriage.

Elara sighed, the sound lost in the drone of insects. The park was usually a place of quiet contemplation, a respite from the cacophony of her life. But today, even here, the edges of her peace felt frayed. 

Marcus’s temper was a storm cloud perpetually gathering on the horizon, and she never knew when it would break. He had a history, whispers of things he’d done, things he’d gotten away with. The neighbor’s dog, found drowned within the confines of a metal garbage can filled with water with the lid pounded shut. The unexplained fire at a Los Angeles mansion, the home of the owner of the once industry-leading Dent Foods, where Marcus had been on his way to a solid career as a journeyman glass mold maker until the plant closed down. No more glass pasta sauce bottles for him, no sir. Now, he was reduced to a phone room sales manager at Transnational Distributing, where he screams at the sales reps. He was a man capable of great destruction, and Elara lived in constant, simmering fear of becoming its ultimate target.

She closed her eyes, trying to summon the memory of Bartholomew’s soft rumble, the feel of his sleek fur beneath her fingertips. She pictured him, a silhouette against the moonlight, his emerald eyes glowing with an ancient wisdom. It was a futile effort, a desperate grasp at a fading comfort. The grief was a heavy cloak, and she felt its weight pressing down, suffocating her. She yearned for something more, something different. A connection that didn’t demand she shrink herself, a love that didn’t come with conditions or veiled threats. A whisper of hope, fragile and almost forgotten, fluttered in her chest. A hope that perhaps, somewhere, there was a world where she didn’t have to be afraid. 

The sun beat down, and the cicadas sang their monotonous song, a soundtrack to Elara’s quiet desperation. She remained on the bench, a solitary figure in the vast expanse of the park, lost in her own private landscape of loss and longing.

The absence of Bartholomew was a heavy cloak. It had been months since the Halloween season, but the memory was still as sharp as a broken shard of glass. Marcus, his face contorted with that particular brand of cruel amusement he reserved for her deepest pain, had been watching when the pizza guy, distracted by a blaring radio and a sudden swerve, had clipped Bartholomew. Elara had screamed, a guttural sound that had ripped through the night, but Marcus had only sneered. He’d even made a joke about the pizza being half-price for the trouble, a chillingly mundane observation that had cemented her silent vow. Bartholomew’s death, like so many things, had been a wound Marcus refused to let heal. He’d even continued ordering Pino’s Pizza every week or so just to annoy her, and if the delivery driver happened to be the same one who killed her cat, he’d invite him in for a beer.

The sprawling oak tree stretching above her offered a canopy of dappled shade, a cool kiss on her flushed cheeks. She continued tracing the grain of the wood with her fingertips, the rough texture a grounding sensation. It was here, in this pocket of quiet, that she could almost hear him. Not the frantic meow of hunger or the contented purr of contentment, but a deeper, more resonant presence. A warmth that had once filled her life with an uncomplicated, fierce love. She closed her eyes, trying to conjure the feeling of his weight on her lap, the rumble of his purr vibrating through her bones. It was a desperate, futile attempt to reclaim a piece of herself that Marcus’s constant barrage of negativity had chipped away. He fed on her sorrow, thrived on her fear, and his possessiveness was a suffocating blanket. He checked her phone, questioned her every move, his paranoia a thinly veiled excuse for control. The park was her only escape, a brief exhale before she was sucked back into the suffocating vacuum of her marriage.

But, after a short while further, being sucked back into the vacuum was inevitable.
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Marcus

The hum of the refrigerator was the loudest sound in the cramped kitchen. Elara stood by the sink, the lukewarm water swirling around her chapped hands as she rinsed a chipped plate. The faint scent of lemon dish soap did little to mask the underlying mustiness of the small house, a smell that had become synonymous with her life. Outside, the relentless California sun beat down, but inside, a perpetual twilight seemed to reign. Marcus’s presence, even when he was out of the room, was a heavy, suffocating blanket.

He shuffled in, the worn terrycloth robe he favored clinging to his stocky frame. His eyes, perpetually bloodshot, scanned the room, landing on Elara with a familiar, unnerving intensity. He’d been pacing the living room earlier, the sound of his heavy footsteps a counterpoint to the drone of the afternoon TV news littered with “Coming up next on Three’s Company,” every five minutes, punctuated by his guttural sighs and muttered curses. Now, he stopped by the doorway, his arms crossed, a muscle twitching in his jaw.

“What’s for dinner?” he grunted, the question laced with accusation rather than inquiry. It wasn’t about the food; it was about her compliance, her subservience.

Elara’s grip tightened on the plate. “Chicken. I was thinking baked chicken, maybe some po...potatoes.” Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, the way it always was when she spoke to him.

Marcus snorted, a harsh, disbelieving sound. “Chicken? Again? Don’t
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