You made a terrible choice, or a terrible
choice was made for you. When you asked for
love, you were given the Beast instead.
This is the ritual to survive.

As dawn breaks, wake. Use no alarm clock.
Wake because the sun touches your face and
be silent. Be utterly silent.

Marie snaps her eyes open and stares at the ceiling, the crack
along the center is in the paint, not the plaster. She reminds herself
of that now as she does whenever it’s raining. She rolls her eyes, but
not her head to look at the clock. 4:10. Which is okay. She holds her
breath.
If you are lucky, you will hear silence.
If you are slightly unlucky, you will hear
snoring. If you hear anything else, close
your eyes and pray. Today your ritual will
be unsuccessful.

Snoring.
The best sound she can hope to hear on a Wednesday. She slides
as carefully out of the bed as she can manage, padding across the
floor to the door.
Know of the floor under your feet, the
hinges on the door, and any other part of
the architecture that might be on the side
of the Beast. The house will betray you if
you’re not careful. And if you don’t know
which floor board will groan when you put
your weight on it, how did you even get
this far?

She only cracks the door as much as she needs to slip through to
the hallway. The floor near the middle of the flight of stairs down
makes a lot of noise. She will step along the edge of each stair by the
wall, but first she glances left down the hallway. Amy, her four-yearold is still sleeping, but she’ll be awake soon. There isn’t any winning
with toddlers, there is just preparing for the fight you’ll lose.
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Three large eggs. She’d tried to get him to switch
to egg whites, his blood pressure worried the doctor.
Marie rubs her wrist which hadn’t been fully broken
and was mostly healed now.
Three large eggs. A piece of bacon; rubbery not crisp. A half glass
of orange juice; fresh squeezed. Newspaper. Clean linen on the table;
nothing disposable or plastic. She searches the table setting for the
flaw. Something has to be wrong. Something is always wrong.
When the Beast wakes, it will come for its
offering. Know only that your best efforts
are meant to keep it content. The Beast
has replaced what they promised you, and
there is no getting him back.

Coffee! How could she be so stupid? She fills the tank of the
coffeemaker— it has to be crisp cold water. He can taste when she
uses hot to speed up the process. No sound on the stairs. Maybe
she’ll have enough time before—
She is out of sugar.
He can’t take coffee without sugar. How is he supposed to get
through the day without coffee? Buy some insultingly expensive
millennial pisswater at some lousy chain stores?
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She stares at the coffeemaker as it sizzles and hisses, the drops of
brown fluid popping as the first few boiling drops plop onto the
calcium-white stained bottom of the pot. Plop, sizzle, pop pop. The
groan of the floorboard at the top of the steps he never bothers to
avoid. Even if it often woke up Amy.
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She snaps her eyes to the stairs, then back to the coffee pot. Her
will drains away as panic fills her.
“Started the coffee late.” He tells Marie as he lumbers in, sits
down, and picks up his paper. Paper, bacon, eggs, orange juice,
coffee. She has that long.
“I forget. Did you say you were meeting Mark for coffee before
your department thing? I didn’t want to waste it if you weren’t
drinking it, anyway.”
He snarls. “The department ‘thing’ was last week. I swear to fuck,
Mar, it's like you pay no fucking attention around here.”
Marie’s plastic smile falters, and she looks back at the coffee
maker. Bacon gone. Egg two eaten. She’s running out of time.
Amy cries upstairs.
You know what you
have to do, Marie.
Complete the offeri
ng.

“Oh Jesus, again? There’s something wrong with her.”
“Babies cry. I’m sorry. I’ll go get her.” Marie starts for the door.
“Leave her. I’m not finished with my breakfast.” Marie stops in
her tracks and stares at the stairs she should climb to get her
daughter. Amy is four. She can get out of her big girl bed herself.
But she doesn’t. She cries in the morning.
You have no allies. Make an offering.
Anyone can be an ally to the Beast, Marie.

He's eaten egg three. Marie watches him slurp the last of it,
glancing at her. “What are you staring at?”
“Huh? Uh. I like the way your mustache is growing in.”
“You like it?” He asks, wiping egg from his mouth with a linen
he drops on the table. It lands in a way that’ll get egg on the
tablecloth too. Both will have to be washed. Marie nods to his
question.

“I’m going to shave it.”
She turns away to look at the coffeemaker. The stream of scalding
coffee is finished, the pot filled with the semi-translucent brown
liquid. Now it’s to the final few drops, hitting the top of the liquid
and creating ripples across the surface.
You’ve done this ritual. You know the only
sane way out is a real offering. Or let
the Beast rage on his terms.

Amy lets out a higher pitch shriek, calling out for
Marie.
“I’ll just get her, then you can finish your
breakfast in peace.”
“No. It's not normal, Marie. Her carrying on like
that. You know that right? You wanted to have a
baby so damn bad, and—of course—the kid is
fucked in the head.”
She squeezes her eyes shut, back to him, facing the coffee pot.
“I’m done my juice,” he says. Her stomach bottoms out and she
feels dizzy.
Only one thing to do, Marie. Make the
offering. Finish the ritual. To survive.

“I’ll get your coffee.” She tells him, reaching out for the pot with
a trembling hand. The coffee inside is hot enough for steam to roll
off the top. He didn’t take milk in his coffee, just sugar. “It’ll be too
hot. Let me give it a minute so you can drink it safely.”
“I”ll blow on it. What, do you think I’m brain damaged like your
fucking brat up there?” As if she heard, Amy wails again.
“She’s just afraid to come down on her own.” Marie says, her jaw
unexpectedly set itself before she could speak.
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“What the fuck's she got to be afraid of?”

Marie only dares to stare at the pot of coffee in her hand.

“You gonna give me my coffee or do you want to piss me off
this early? You wanna start the day off that way, Marie?”
Do yo
u?

Marie closes her eyes, takes in a breath, and turns to the counter. Her
hand ‘slips.’ Just like her baby ‘slipped’ a year ago, and the pot tips out
of her hand. It spills down across her bare belly and bare legs.

Knowing it was going to happen didn’t stop the scald. She screams,

it sounds organic, which helps keep up the appearance of an
accident.
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The pot hits the ground and shatters into a dozen calcium-white
stained shards.
“What the fuck is wrong with you, you stupid bitch?” Amy
wailed. Marie stands trembling, her hands shaking in the air in front
of her.
He smiles, but only for a moment.
The Beast is pleased,
the offering accepted.

“Jesus. I’ll get something on the way. Clean this fucking mess
up. I don’t know why I put up with you and your head case of a
kid.” Marie’s husband leaves the room.
She waits until he left, gets Amy her breakfast, and a few hours later, goes to an
ER.
“I guess I’m just clumsy.” She tells the admitting nurse, who’d long ago stopped
asking six incidences ago.
They shrug and mutter. “You're gonna run out of things to break, cut, or burn.”
None of it was what she’d been promised.

As dawn breaks, wake. Use no alarm clock.
Wake because the sun touches your face and
be silent. Be utterly silent.

