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“I love it,” Sarah said to the realtor.

The house was a tiny mountain cabin just above town. It was the best of both worlds, isolated and connected. 

The previous owner had painted the two-bedroom, one-bath in a lovely mix of cool colors. A breakfast peninsula divided the living room and kitchen, making the rooms feel open and big, though the whole house was only 900 square feet. But the real selling point was the bathing room with the claw-foot bathtub. It was separated from the toilet and sink in their own tiny room. A previous owner, it appeared, had sacrificed a walk-in closet for it. Above the tub was a window looking out over the town to the mountains on the other side of the valley. It was perfect. 

All Sarah’s stuff fit in a small moving truck, mostly clothes, some bedding and kitchenware, TV, the quality bookshelves she’d saved up for before they met. She left most of the books in their condo. They were all Chris’s anyway. The unread cannon of dead white guys that said, “I’m intellectual.” He’d relegated her books, mostly female authors, to boxes in her mother’s back-yard shed when they got married, never to cross the state line. “They’re too pop,” he’d said. There were a lot of “crazy ladies.” She’d pick them up on the way. After she’d made the decision to leave, she’d read a book about trusting her own legitimacy. In it, the author suggested getting rid of the books that were for other people, books that were meant to say something about her as opposed to revealing something to her. 

Chris had a regular golf trip with his friends every year; it was the perfect opportunity to leave. Moving out of their place took a weekend, though the planning had taken nearly a year. She’d hired a lawyer who’d advised her on how to set herself up to disappear. She’d been hiding money from him. She’d gotten a new phone and bought the house through convoluted trust so her name was nowhere on it while he thought she was visiting her mother. 

When she finished loading up the truck, she left the divorce papers and her cell on the table. They were straight forward. He got everything, and she got freedom. She didn’t think he would sign them. He wouldn’t let her go, at least not until he found someone else to replace her. Regardless, she was determined to start a new life.

She locked the door behind her; the apartment was in perfect shape, as he insisted she keep it, save the books stacked where they had been on shelves.

Planning her escape had been stressful, but the stress of living with him had already made her twitchy, caused her hair to thin, and emaciated her body, so he hadn’t noticed. She’d thought about going somewhere she’d never been before, but decided leaving would be hard enough without culture shock too. It was risky to go back to her home state, but she felt safe in the mountains, and she picked a town few people ever heard of. 

She diverted off the Interstate, taking back roads for a while. She was sure he was following her, or had someone watching her. She reminded herself that he couldn’t know anything. She second guessed the town she’d picked, sure that he would find her and come after her, but it was too late. The house was bought, and she loved it. She thought of her new house, and how safe it made her feel. She sped, wanting to get there, wanting to be gone. Then she slowed reminding herself speeding tickets would lead him to her. 

Past the first state line, she dumped their wedding album in a gas station dumpster. She’d intended to leave it wanting no reminders, but realized it might inspire him to look for people from her past. She didn’t talk to anyone who’d been at their wedding anymore—he’d made it too uncomfortable—, but didn’t want to chance it. 

The farther she got without incident, the more confident she became that she might pull off her escape.

The new house came with some furniture, and she unpacked the necessities right away, the programming of putting everything in its place still controlling her like a wind-up doll. She had to fight the urge to unpack everything as quickly as she could. Chris hated boxes and clutter and had insisted they get the condo settled immediately. And he never allowed her to rearrange. Everything went where he wanted it. 

Every time she opened a box, she reminded herself that she didn’t have to empty it right now. When she did put something away, she’d say aloud, “this doesn’t have to live here forever.” She left boxes purposefully unopened for as long as she could tolerate. She filled cupboards and closets and then threw those same things back in boxes, fighting with her programming for supremacy like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. It was exhausting. She’d spend one day unpacking and then the next two or three sleeping or lazing in the bathtub unable to focus or think. 

When she did have energy, she’d come up with new plans for her life. She’d spend a day galvanized looking for technical writing jobs or grad schools. But each day filled with a new potential future was followed by an evening feeling defeated, disheartened, depressed, and exhausted again. She worried she’d made a huge mistake leaving Chris. That she would not be able to support herself. And she’d hide in her bed. And then a few days later, she’s get up sure she’d made the right decision and everything would work out.

She obsessed over her phone, at once happy it was silent, and then insane with loneliness because it was silent. She knew he didn’t have her new number, but constantly checked it expecting him to call or text. Every day she thought about reaching out to him, so she’d know how he’d reacted, so she’d know what to expect. She felt like a recovering addict living minute to minute, but every option—knowing, not knowing—left her in fear. She reminded herself she had a plan and texted her therapist instead. They met over video chat a few times a week, and by the end of the second month, Sarah started to settle down.

She recycled the last box on the day of the first snow. The fresh cold air caused a shudder in her that felt like an old furnace finally dying. She grabbed a blanket, cup of coffee, and her notebook, sat outside in a bright blue Adirondack chair left on the deck by the previous owner, and started writing. The silent fall of flakes buried the detritus around her while she dug up the debris of her past.

She decided she would use this first winter without him to hibernate and recover. She’d saved enough money for a few months, and still had some regular gig work to keep her afloat. She splurged on a new mattress, and bought some miscellaneous furniture off the local trash and treasure social media group. She put art on the walls and furniture where she thought she wanted it, trying out new formations, and reconfiguring around cold spots. The previous owners left a weird clay lamp with four protruding faces around it. She’d tried to utilize it, but it gave her the creeps, so she put it in the attic with a few other items they’d left. But mostly she slept or took long baths eating and watching TV while soaking.

Worried about her being alone, Sarah’s mother called one of her high school friends, and gave her Sarah’s number. Sarah, Megan, and Tayrn had been best friends all through high school and stayed close even though Sarah had gone out of state to college. They’d been each other’s bridesmaids. Both Meg and Tayrn married their high school sweethearts, Meg first right after graduation, and Tayrn two years later after she finished community college. 

Sarah didn’t answer the first time Meg called, not recognizing the number and sure it was Chris. She hadn’t added a voice mail greeting, so Meg’s message was tentative, unsure she had the right number. It was weird to hear her friend’s voice. But it had been so long, Sarah wasn’t sure what she could say. She didn’t call Meg back, but programmed her number into the phone. 

Meg tried again few days later, and this time Sarah answered. The conversation was awkward at first, catching up on over a decade of distance. They talked like people on first date set up by mutual contacts. Meg was still happily married and had two children nearly ready to graduate high school. She was a teacher and still saw Tayrn all the time. They’d moved to the same suburb in the city along the foothills. Meg caught Sarah up on Taryn’s life too. She had adopted her niece, now in college, and had a daughter about to enter middle school. She owned her own salon and did the books for her husband’s construction company. 

Meg called once a week, and Taryn started calling too. They fell back into their old friendship like no time had passed, especially because Sarah would not talk about Chris. 

Eventually, Sarah let Meg and Tayrn come visit. She wasn’t necessarily ready to be social, but they’d been asking, and she found herself wanting their connection.

“This place feels like you,” Meg said nosing around.

Sarah made a half smile, but didn’t say anything. They ate a big pasta dinner, opened a couple bottles of wine, watched female buddy comedies, and talked about the old days sitting on pillows on the floor. Having Meg and Taryn there made Sarah feel unexpectedly safer. She loved her new house, but it felt different with them there. She noticed that she weirdly felt relief like when Chris was gone and she had their place all to herself. 

When they’d finished the second bottle of wine, Tayrn said, as if confessing, “Trish came to me after her funeral.” She watched Sarah for her reaction.

Sarah looked at Meg, who grinned.

“I’m sorry I missed the funeral,” Sarah said. The weight of all she’d missed settling on her.

“I know. It wasn’t your fault,” Tayrn said looking Sarah in the eye as if she could drill the truth into her.

Sarah focused on her wine and her regrets. “I should have been there for you.”

“It’s ok. We knew it was coming. We tried to get her help after they busted her lab, but she just couldn’t stop.”

“Addiction’s a bitch,” Meg said.

“But Lily’s ok? No long-term side-effects?” Sarah asked, taking a drink, and looking up.

The cops had raided Tayrn’s sister’s trailer when Tayrn, Meg, and Sarah were in high school, and Lily was two. They’d given the baby, naked, to Tayrn’s parents because the meth contaminated everything.

“She’s fine. She has some learning disabilities, but we got her help and now she’s studying archeology.”

“Oh good.” Sarah said taking another drink. Meg and Tayrn waited. “Wait, Trish visited you? Like as a...?”

“Ghost, yeah. She apologized and thanked me for taking Lily.” Tayrn smiled. “I’ve always been a little psychic, so I leaned in to it after Trish’s spectral visit.”

“Can you?” Sarah asked Meg.

“No. I can feel energies, but can’t tell specifically what they are. Do you remember when Melissa got locked in your closet when we were kids?” 

“Yeah, she said she saw skeletons and like some sort of portal. Wasn’t that the same slumber party that Carla went all catatonic and wouldn’t let go of her sleeping bag?”

“Oh yeah,” Meg said.

“I don’t remember that,” Tayrn said. She opened a third bottle of wine.

“You hadn’t moved here yet.”

“Do you think it was real?” Sarah asked.

“I don’t know. I think Melissa just wanted the attention. But Carla? That was weird. And she stuck with it way longer than I could have. She was so sweaty. But it could have been something mental. Did you hear her parents were like raging alcoholics? That will mess a kid up.”

“So weird,” Sarah said.

They sat silently for a bit, then Taryn whispered, “The thing I hate him the most for is that he took you away from us.”

“I’m getting pretty tired. What say we go to bed?” Sarah said and started to get up. All night she’d changed the subject or left the room when they brought him up. 

“No! We haven’t seen you in so long! I’m not ready to let you go,” Meg said wrapping her arms around Sarah and pulling her back down. 

Sarah relented, and they stayed up well into the night talking.
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The rest of the winter, Sarah slept twelve hours a night and napped every day, moving from her bed to her couch and back. She rarely left the house, except to grocery shop and get her mail. Every night, she triple-checked her locks and closed the curtains, reassuring herself that she was safe. She thought about checking on her divorce, but decided the only way to move on was to let go of him regardless. She took long baths and ate scrumptious foods from meal kits, and became a sort of amateur herbalist making herself teas to support her healing, mentally and physically. Slowly, her nervous system calmed. Her hair thickened, her weight began to reflect good health, and her mind cleared. Though the sense that Chris was out there looking for her never went away.

Meg and Taryn came up a few more times. The second time they brought Sarah a box of beautifully illustrated Devine Feminine cards.

“What are they?” Sarah asked.

“A house warming present,” Meg said.

Sarah gave her a no-duh look.

“Oracle Cards,” Tayrn said. “You ask a question or just say you want to listen, and then shuffle them until one speaks to you.”

“They’re all the Goddesses,” Meg added. “Meggan Watterson is my fav.”

“Thanks,” Sarah said. She looked at each of the cards and felt a deep sense of being loved. The card with Saint Catherine Labouré fell on the floor. She picked it up and read, “The Patroness of Miraculous Healing. I am ready to heal. I am worthy of the miracles meant for me.”

“Yeah, you are,” Meg said.
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As the seasons turned the corner, Sarah too came out of her stupor like another pathetic fallacy. She started exploring her property, content in the containment and protection of invisible plat lines. She planted some wild flowers and moved rocks around making pathways and walls. She’d work in the alpine landscape loosely called a yard, and then spend two or three days feeling like she’d been hit by a truck. It was all she could do to not sleep all day. She returned to her desk and tried to write. But her brain didn’t always seem to work, and when she was able to she felt like she was playing catch up with herself. She went to see Dr. John at the clinic—the only doctor in town—to ensure she didn’t have an autoimmune disease or some other ailment. He couldn’t find anything wrong and suggested it was psychosomatic, which both made sense and irritated her. He told her to get some exercise and offered to prescribe her antidepressants. She declined the prescription; sure her fatigue and brain fog would pass.

She talked to her therapist, though now only a couple times a month, and consulted her oracle cards meditating on their messages of healing. And she forced herself to walk around town for the healing benefits of exercise and because she was afraid that her paranoia would turn into agoraphobia. 

Every time Meg and Tayrn returned, they taught Sarah something new about the metaphysical. Sarah like it for the spiritual aspect. The feeling of new goddesses taking care of her.

“There is something here, and it’s not benevolent,” Tayrn said on their third visit. “I wanted to say something before, but I wasn’t sure you’d be open to it.”

Sarah eyed them both sceptically. “What? Like a ghost?”

“Or poltergeist, maybe,” Meg said.

“Not Chris? Can alive people poltergeist you?”

Tayrn shook her head. “No. These are just regular ghosts. But you have a bunch. This place is like a party.”

Sarah cringed.

“But only one really lives here. She wants to be called Adelle.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow. 

Tayrn continued. “She likes being around people. She’s harmless.”

“I’ve felt these weird cold spots, not necessarily by windows or anything, that make no sense. Was that them?”

Tayrn nodded.

“Can we get rid of them?”

“We can clear the visitors out,” Meg said. “And put up protections to keep them out.”

“You can ask Adelle to leave, but she’d like to stay. She can help protect the house,” Tayrn said.

“Ok,” Sarah said to the air. “But just don’t let me know you’re here.”

Tayrn pulled salt and a bundle of sage from her bag. Meg grabbed a bunch of stones from hers. Tayrn showed Sarah how to use the smoke from the sage to cleanse the house. Walking around each room asking the goddesses to clear and bless it and waving it in a zig zag across windows and doors and stating that “none who are not light and love may enter.” At first Sarah felt silly, but she went along with it. Meg followed them putting salt across each entry and placing crystals in window and door sills. 

“There! That’s much better. Can you feel the difference?” Meg asked.

“Yeah,” Sarah said. “But I feel. I don’t know. It’s probably just me and my new pal paranoia.”

“No. There’s something else here,” Meg said.

“Adelle?”

“Yes, but not her,” Taryn said looking around.

“I think it’s an elemental,” Meg said. 

“What’s that?” Sarah asked.

“Like a spirit that comes from the earth or water. It’s mad because it’s stuck in the house.”

Sarah remembered the lamp in the attic. “Could it have come in in like a clay lamp? There was this super creepy one left in a closet. I didn’t know what to do with it, so I put it in the attic.”

“Yes, that’s it,” Tayrn said.

“Oh my God, it’s infecting everything up there. You’re going to have to get rid of everything,” Meg said.

Sarah didn’t know what an elemental was and getting rid of everything to get rid of the ghost or whatever was seemed a bit extreme, and like a pain the ass. She was going along with all this woo woo, but she wasn’t sure how much she believed. Although, she could feel some sort of negative energy. “Perhaps we just start with the creepy lamp,” she said.

Meg and Tayrn agreed. Going into the attic seemed like a huge chore and the thought of it weighed Sarah down. She felt heavy, low, like after a fight with Chris. They opened the attic hatch, which was easier than Sarah had expected. And the room was bigger than Sarah remembered too, and not nearly as full or cramped as she’d remembered. Meg called the effect a glamor. Whatever was up there was making them think it was worse than it was. Sarah pulled the lamp out and took it outside and set it by the road. Tayrn poured a salt circle around the edges of the attic to keep other entities out, and Meg burned sage to clear the bad energy.

Inside the house felt cleaner, lighter. Sarah felt some of her stress melt off her shoulders. 
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Willing Springs was a cute old mining town with Victorian houses in variations of care. Unlike her old neighborhood with its four approved shades of beige, the homes here were brilliant greens and blues and purples and yellows. The walks did improve Sarah’s mood, but she could not completely relax into the town. She was always aware of who was around her and on guard to see Chris. She thought if he hadn’t found her house, but had somehow found Willing Springs, he would be downtown. So, she avoided Main Street.

Sarah forced herself to go write at the local coffee shop hoping a change of scenery would lift the brain fog. Being alone was not as cathartic anymore. There was only one coffee shop in town. It was warm and cozy and reminded Sarah of her mom’s old neighbor’s living room. It had so many plants it felt like a nursery, and among the greenery were bookshelves filled with homemade crafts for sale. There always seemed to be at least one gathering of locals chatting around the biggest table in the center of the room. Sarah made it an out-of-house office, always sitting in a corner or tucked away at one of the two small window tables, but she liked chatting with the baristas. Being recognized reminded her she still existed, and listening to their stories distracted Sarah from her own. 

At her mother’s insistence, Sarah joined an in-person book club. The library offered one for true crime and one for cookbooks. She joined the former. She’d never been a true crime fan before, but reading about murderers somehow soothed her. Once a month, she emerged from her cocoon and met with mostly women to discuss that month’s murderer. The darkness in the books made her paranoia and fear seem less consuming. She saw Chris in the murderers they read about, and felt vindicated in the extreme measures she went to leave him. Going to the book club made her feel less crazy. And leaving the house for those couple hours made it that much more comfortable when she returned.
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By mid-summer, Sarah remembered how much she liked being in the world. She’d made a couple new friends through the book club, Jenny and Samantha. They hiked most weekends and danced in the backroom of the less-divy of the two bars when Samantha’s boyfriend DJed. During the week, she wrote and gardened as much as one can in an arid environment covered in rocks, revelling in her cocoon. She could still easily not leave the house for days. It was her turtle shell. And whenever she was out for more than a couple hours, she felt the pull to come home. It was part contentment, part her safe space. 

She was coming back to life in fits and starts. She’d have a good productive week, and socializing would fill her up. But then the next week, she’d feel dull and exhausted and couldn’t work at all. And her brain seemed unable to imprint memories. She tried to tell herself it was all part of the healing process. But she felt demoralized. She’d imagined that being free of Chris, she would return to the vivacious woman she’d been before. She’d finish her novel, have a brilliant social life, be active, and not have to nap all the time. She wondered if her energy before Chris was a fluke of youth, or if her new state was permanent damage. She glommed on to pop-psychology memes and articles about giving herself space, taking time, redefining what success looks like. But the ennui turned to malaise. She spent more time lying in bed or in the bathtub playing games on her phone. She listened to podcasts to make herself feel like she was doing something. Some days she would give in and spend the day watching TV. 

She started to project her frustration over her physical state onto the house, and it started to grate on her. She rearranged. It helped, but only for a time. She worked at the coffee shop more often. She began meeting her friends and then staying out when they went home. She didn’t want to be in the house anymore. She didn’t want to watch TV or clean or be alone. But inevitably the bartenders would close up, and she’d have to go home, ready to pass out. 

Sometimes when she came home, when she’d been gone all day, the house would be cold, though the thermostats registered the usual temperatures and it had been warm outside all day. She didn’t notice the temperature feeling different when she stayed home, though. She wondered if her body heat made that much of a difference. She assumed it was her, her body feeling the temperature differently like in the morning when the bedroom feels colder after leaving the warm bed. 

Hangover days and when she was sick, she didn’t mind being home so much. Her bed was comfortable. The house was warm. And, she did have all the streaming channels. She didn’t have any energy to spend, so curling up on the couch was pleasant. But once she felt better again, she would get antsy. She’d try to work or go outside. But she was blocked and nothing seemed to help. The house felt suffocating, so she’d leave and go walk around town or hang with Jenny and Samantha. And then every time she came home it felt as if the heat had been turned off. She wondered if it was Adelle, but she never felt the ghost anymore. 

Sometimes when she was struggling to work, she swore she could hear Chris whispering that it was futile, that she wasn’t good enough. She reminded herself that it was wrong, that he was wrong. But it felt true. 

Then the plumbing started acting up. The shower water wouldn’t heat up, but only sometimes. She swore it only happened when she wanted to go out. 

Her friends made annoying comments about life as a homeowner. And the plumber couldn’t find anything wrong. “Water heaters don’t act up on a monthly schedule like women,” he said, laughing at his joke that Sarah did not find amusing. 

Weird things happened so often she started to feel like the house was punishing her for leaving. 

The door locks would stick so she literally couldn’t get out, or the door wouldn’t close somehow unaligned to the frame
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