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"Some journeys begin with leaving. Others begin with finding home."


To Bear, who taught me how to stand on my own, and to the courage it takes to leave, to heal, and to build again.
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1. The Breaking Point
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The kettle began to whine. Anya flinched before it reached full shriek, silencing it with a practiced flick, her nerves frayed like exposed wire. Her forty-two-year-old hands moved like clockwork—silent, precise, anticipatory. She'd learned the language of quiet long ago, every movement a translation of survival, each gesture carefully calibrated to avoid notice. The last time she'd let the kettle scream, Mark hadn't spoken to her for days. Just sat at dinner, eyes narrowed, lips curled like contempt given shape, his silence heavier than any shouting could be.

She plated his breakfast like she was defusing a bomb.

Three eggs. No salt. Ten minutes exactly—she'd timed it on the stove clock, watching the secondhand sweep through its arc. Two slices of dry toast, edges crisp but not burned, arranged parallel on the plate. Chilled water in a glass, never iced, condensation carefully wiped from the rim. She didn't taste the food anymore. She tasted routine, tasted fear, tasted the careful choreography of a life lived on eggshells.

Her reflection caught in the window above the sink—gaunt cheeks, tired eyes, hair pulled back so tightly it tugged at her scalp like a warning. Once, she'd laughed barefoot under the stars, spun in summer dresses on her parents' porch. She'd grown her own food in a garden that sprawled wild and beautiful. Painted wildflowers across the backs of grocery receipts with colors that sang—lupines, daisies, bursts of purple and gold that made her heart feel expansive. That woman had disappeared beneath the weight of carefulness, buried under years of learning what Mark wanted before he asked, anticipating his moods like reading storm clouds.

Mark entered the kitchen with silent grace. Bathrobe cinched, slippers muffling his steps on the linoleum. He said nothing at first, just lowered himself into his chair, the newspaper already waiting at his place, its crossword puzzle beckoning.

She held her breath.

"You didn't finish the crossword," he muttered, his voice flat but edged with something that might have been accusation.

"I left the last four like you prefer," Anya said quietly, her voice steady despite the pulse hammering in her throat.

He sniffed. Sipped his coffee. No grimace. A relief that made her shoulders drop half an inch. She turned to the sink, running the water scalding hot—no dishwasher, Mark said they were too noisy, that she needed the purpose of handwashing. The sting on her wrists grounded her, a small rebellion that proved she was still real, still capable of feeling something, even if it was just pain. She'd hummed once while doing dishes. Just a hum, barely audible, the ghost of a song her mother used to sing. He'd stared until it stopped, his eyes boring into her back like a physical weight. She never did it again.

Mark's chair scraped against the floor. Anya's hands stilled in the soapy water. "You're sure about the crossword?" His voice was sharper now, questioning. "You've been... off lately. Quiet in a way I don't like."

Her throat tightened, but she kept her hands moving, scrubbing a plate that was already clean, the circular motions almost meditative if she didn't think about why she needed the meditation. "Just tired," she whispered, the lie bitter on her tongue, her heart pounding like a trapped bird beating against her ribs.

He got up and walked over to her. Leaned in close, breath warm against her ear, a mockery of intimacy that made her skin crawl. "You sure?" His voice was soft yet dark and sharp, like velvet stretched over broken glass.

She nodded, not trusting her voice. 

He snorted, stepping back, but his eyes lingered, searching for cracks in her careful facade. "Don't let it become a habit," he said, his voice low, almost unsteady, a crack in his usual armor that somehow made him more frightening, not less. He turned to the crossword, pen tapping the table like a countdown, each tap a pulse of her fear, a metronome marking time in a prison of her own making.



The morning stretched ahead like a minefield. Anya moved through her tasks with the precision of a soldier in enemy territory. She scrubbed baseboards no one noticed, the grout between tiles already spotless but requiring her attention anyway. Folded laundry twice—once for neatness, once to ensure perfection, each towel a perfect rectangle, each shirt's arms aligned just so. Vacuumed curtains that hung untouched, the fabric releasing barely any dust, but the ritual necessary, nonetheless.

Noon meant trash, a task that forced her outside where sunlight felt criminal, where the world continued its oblivious spinning while she suffocated inside her own home.

She stepped onto the porch, blinking against the brightness that seemed accusatory in its cheerfulness. Across the street, a delivery driver waved—young, cheerful, his grin a spark of warmth in her shadowed world, a reminder that somewhere, people still smiled without fear. Anya ducked her head immediately, heart racing, her fingers tightening on the trash bag.

Harmless—but dangerous.

Mark would say: Men notice weakness. Don't be seen. You're inviting trouble, letting them think you're available, that I'm not taking care of you properly.

She hurried back inside, the trash bag heavy in her hands, her breath shallow and quick. Through the window, she watched the driver continue down the street, whistling, unaware that his simple gesture of friendliness had sent her into a spiral of anxiety.



Lunch was a sandwich, crusts trimmed off with mathematical precision, each cut a surrender to his control. She ate standing at the counter, barely tasting the bland turkey and cheese, her mind elsewhere. Her burner phone, hidden in a hollowed book in the guest room—a survival Bible with notes scrawled in the margins, a bus schedule taped to page eighty-six—sat silent, waiting.

A voicemail from Elena blinked on the screen when she checked it, her thumb hovering over the play button before she deleted it without listening. Her chest felt heavy with guilt, but listening meant risk. Calling back meant "stirring drama," Mark's accusation whenever she mentioned her sister. Ignoring it meant "neglecting family," another sin in his catalog of her failures.

No win, only loss.

She returned to cleaning, attacking the guest bathroom grout with a toothbrush until her knuckles ached, scrubbing away at invisible dirt while memories of another life slipped through her fingers like water. A home filled with jam jars catching sunlight, messy bookshelves overflowing with paperbacks and photo albums, music on Sundays—her father's jazz records, her mother's off-key singing, Elena's laughter echoing through rooms that felt alive. That life had been hers. Before Mark. Before she started trading joy for peace, she learned that peace in this house meant erasure.



She remembered how they'd met, the memory surfacing unbidden as she scrubbed. A coffee shop tucked between a bookstore and a florist, the scent of espresso mingling with rain on pavement. He'd stood in line behind her, holding a small bouquet of sunflowers—bright, unapologetic things that had seemed almost too bold for his quiet demeanor. His eyes had been gentle then, like dusk over water, and when he offered her the flowers without a word, she'd felt something shift inside her, like a door opening in a house she hadn't known she'd been living in.

Their first date was a walk through Lincoln Memorial Garden, where the trails wound through native prairie grasses and whispering oaks. He'd lingered over the names of plants like they were poetry, pausing beside a patch of goldenrod to say, "Some things are meant to be touched slowly." She hadn't known if he meant the flowers or her, but the air between them had hummed with something unspoken, something that felt like promise.

The second date was a bookstore café in downtown Springfield, where they read aloud to each other from dog-eared paperbacks. He chose F. Scott Fitzgerald. She chose James Baldwin. Between sips of chai and shared silence, she began to understand the way he listened—not just to words, but to the spaces between them, to the things she didn't say but felt.

On the third date, he took her to the planetarium at the local college. They sat beneath a dome of stars, his hand barely grazing hers as constellations bloomed overhead. "I like the ones that don't make sense," he'd whispered, his breath warm against her temple. "The ones you have to imagine into being."

Later, in his apartment above the old hardware store—where the floors creaked and the windows framed the quiet hum of a town settling in for the night—he cooked her dinner. Roasted vegetables, saffron rice, and a stew that tasted like memory, like comfort, like home. "Your soul's old, like mine," he'd said, not as a compliment but as recognition, as if he'd found a familiar constellation in her. When he touched her hand, it wasn't casual. It was reverent, like he was reading a sacred text written in the lines of her palm.

She hadn't known then what kind of story they were beginning, only that it felt like one worth remembering. Then the shift came, so gradual she didn't notice until she was already caught. "Your friends drain you," he said one evening, his voice gentle but firm. "They don't get you like I do. You come home exhausted from seeing them." And she'd believed him, started declining invitations, telling herself it was her choice.

"Your job exhausts you," he continued weeks later, his hands massaging her shoulders after a long day. "You deserve rest. Let me take care of things." She'd quit, grateful for his concern, not noticing how her world was shrinking to fit his vision.

Her art supplies disappeared during "decluttering"—he'd explained they were taking up too much space, that the smell of paint gave him headaches. Her parents' photos were replaced with sterile prints he chose from a catalog, all muted grays and blacks, nothing that spoke of life or love or memory.

"You're lucky I understand you," he whispered one night, holding her close in a way that felt less like an embrace and more like possession. "No one else would. You're complicated, difficult. But I see the real you, and I love you anyway."

And she'd believed him, her world becoming a velvet cage, beautiful on the surface but suffocating in its constraints. Her wildflowers—both the real ones in her garden and the painted ones in her journals—fading to ash under his control, under the weight of his version of love.



Mark came home early. The door slammed like a gunshot, shattering the kitchen's fragile quiet. Anya froze, dishcloth in hand, her pulse a frantic rhythm against her ribs.

"Where is it?" he demanded, his voice a blade, eyes wilder than usual—a crack in his usual composure that sent ice through her veins.

"What?" she asked, voice barely a breath, stepping back as he stormed toward the bookshelves near the pantry.

He yanked her journal from its hiding place behind the cookbooks—a nook behind a flour sack she'd thought safe, thought private. Her stomach plummeted, a stone sinking in dark water.

"I saw the receipt," he sneered, holding the journal like evidence of betrayal, his fingers trembling slightly—not with fear, but with a rage that seemed to fray at the edges, threads of his control unspooling. "Thought I wouldn't notice you bought another one?"

He flipped it open, reading aloud with venom dripping from every word, his voice louder than usual, almost unhinged: "I wish I could disappear. I wish I could breathe without fear." His lips curled in mockery honed to a razor's edge. "What's this, Anya? Your little sob story? Painting me as the villain?"

His hand shook as he held the journal, a flicker of desperation in his eyes, as if her words threatened the very foundation of the reality he'd constructed around them, the narrative in which he was protector and she was protected, in which his control was care and her compliance was gratitude.

"It's private," she whispered, her voice trembling but edged with defiance—a spark she hadn't felt in years, hadn't dared to feel. "That's mine."

"Private?" He stepped closer, towering over her, his breath hot and uneven, carrying the faint scent of coffee and something sour, something wrong. "Nothing in this house is private. Everything you are is because of me." His voice cracked on the last word, a fracture in his usual calm, revealing something raw and wounded beneath, a man grasping at a slipping leash, watching his carefully constructed world threaten to crumble.

Anya took a step back, her shoulder brushing the counter, but he advanced, closing the distance until she could see the veins pulsing in his neck, the red creeping up from his collar.

"You're fragile," he hissed, his face inches from hers, eyes darting as if searching for her rebellion, trying to find the crack in her facade so he could seal it. "I gave you everything—a home, stability, protection from a world that would destroy someone like you. This is how you repay me?" His hand tightened on the journal, knuckles white, his control unraveling in the tremor of his grip, in the slight shake of his shoulders. For a moment, something flickered across his face—was it fear? The realization that she was slipping away, that words on a page could undo years of careful conditioning?

"It's just—" she started, but the words died in her throat.

She froze, chest tight, unable to speak, her breath caught in a vice of fear and anger and something new, something that tasted almost like courage. Then, in a sudden burst of rage that made her flinch back against the counter, he threw the journal into the fireplace.

The flames roared to life immediately, pages curling and blackening, her words consumed by fire—her confessions, her memories, her tiny rebellions all turning to ash. Anya's heart lurched, a silent scream trapped in her throat as the smoke rose, acrid and bitter. Her father's favorite quote, copied in her careful handwriting, disappeared first. Then the list of things she missed about herself. Then the sketch she'd made of the lake at The HideAway, the memory of safety turning to smoke.

Mark snatched his work ID badge from the counter—the reason for his unexpected return—and stormed out, slamming the door so hard the windows rattled in their frames, the sound echoing through the house like an aftershock.



Anya stumbled to the pantry corner, her legs barely holding her weight. She collapsed against the shelves, pressing her fists to her eyes as silent tears spilled down her cheeks, her breath coming in shallow gasps. The smell of burned paper lingered in the air, mixing with the scent of flour and old coffee, a memorial to everything she'd tried to hold onto.

Her fingers brushed against something tucked behind the flour sack—a shoebox, hidden in the shadows where she'd forgotten about it months ago. Curious, trembling, she pulled it out, her hands shaking so badly she nearly dropped it. Inside were pieces of a life she'd almost forgotten: faded photos of her parents, her father's fishing knife with its worn leather grip, pressed wildflowers brittle with age, a pinecone from her first solo hike in the Ozarks, and a birthday card from Elena, the last one before Mark had "misplaced" the subsequent ones. At the bottom lay a matchbox, gold-embossed with ornate lettering: "The HideAway Retreat."

She clutched it tightly, her breath shallow, the cardboard edges grounding her in the present even as memories flooded back—a cabin by a lake, laughter echoing across water, tea sipped on a wooden porch, a woman with silver hair and kind eyes offering warmth without questions. It was a lifetime ago, a weekend trip with Elena years before Mark entered her life and rewrote its boundaries. The HideAway. She'd almost forgotten its name, forgotten that places like that existed, forgotten that she'd once been the kind of person who could visit them without permission.

She didn't open the matchbox, just held it close, a shield against the chaos, its three matches unlit but alive with possibility, with the promise of light in darkness, of warmth in cold, of escape from a house that had become her prison.

In the guest room, moving quickly before courage deserted her, she rummaged through the closet and pulled out a new notebook—its pages blank but heavy with promise, with the weight of words not yet written. She sat on the floor, back against the wall, and wrote, her hand shaking but resolute, her handwriting barely recognizable:

I am not crazy.

She tucked the notebook and shoebox into the air vent behind the bed, a seed buried deep, hoping it would grow into courage, into action, into the woman she used to be before Mark convinced her she was someone else entirely. The matchbox stayed in her hand, its weight a whisper of The HideAway, of a life she might reclaim, of a self she hadn't yet lost completely.



The next morning, Mark handed her a grocery list and the car keys without ceremony—a rare freedom, a temporary parole from her usual confinement. His silence was heavy, loaded with unspoken warnings, but he needed groceries and he needed her to get them, so the keys appeared on the counter beside her coffee cup.

Anya slid into the driver's seat, staring at the dashboard for a long moment, the silence heavy and unfamiliar. No music—he'd removed the radio months ago, said it was distracting. No calls—her phone, the real one with her name on the account, stayed on the kitchen counter where he could monitor it. Just the hollow hush of tires on asphalt, the mechanical hum of the engine, and her own careful breathing.

Her hands gripped the wheel, knuckles white, steering through a fog of fear and faint hope. Every turn felt momentous. Every red light was a chance to keep going, to turn the wrong way, to not come back. But she did what she always did—she followed the route he expected, parked where he would approve, walked into the store with her list clutched like a permission slip.

Inside, fluorescent lights buzzed like judgment overhead. She moved through aisles with practiced stillness, gaze lowered, steps silent, a ghost among the living. Near the cereal, a child waved, grinning, sticky fingers clutching a colorful box decorated with cartoon characters.

Anya hesitated, then lifted a hand, a small wave back, a smile creeping onto her face like an uninvited guest. It felt like trespassing, like a defiance of Mark's rules that could somehow be detected, reported, punished. Her reflection in the freezer door startled her—a woman smiling, looking almost alive.

At the exit, a flash of green caught her eye—a flyer pinned to a corkboard above the hand sanitizer station, slightly crooked among advertisements for piano lessons and lost cats.

Farm stand seeks seasonal help. Gardening experience preferred. Contact: greenhousedreams@email.com

Her heart thudded, a pulse of possibility. The flyer was simple, unassuming—black text on green paper—but it spoke of earth and growth, of hands in soil, of work that didn't involve walking on eggshells. It spoke of purpose that belonged to her, not to Mark's vision of who she should be.

Her fingers trembled as she pulled out her burner phone, the one tucked in her purse beneath the wallet Mark checked, hidden in a zippered pocket he didn't know existed. She snapped a photo, quick and quiet, her breath caught in her throat, her eyes darting to check if anyone was watching this tiny act of rebellion.

At the checkout, she offered no small talk to the cashier, just the exchange of goods and glances, her shoulders tense until she was back in the car with the receipt in hand. Back home, Mark demanded the receipt before she could set the bags down, his eyes scanning each item, checking prices against what he'd written on the list, looking for discrepancies, for lies, for evidence of her independence.

She handed it over, her face a mask of compliance, but inside, the flyer's image burned—a green thread weaving through the ashes of her journal, a spark like the matchbox in her pocket, a life beyond Mark's control that might, somehow, still be possible.



That night, his snores filled the house like a metronome, steady and indifferent, the soundtrack to her captivity. The dog lay curled by the door, breathing slow and faithful, twitching occasionally in dreams of running.

Anya sat cross-legged on the guest bed, unfamiliar sheets tucked around her ankles, the room's shadows her only companions. In her palm, the matchbox's frayed edges pressed into her skin, leaving temporary marks like stigmata. Its three matches were slender sticks of borrowed courage, possibilities she hadn't yet lit.

She closed her eyes, and the memory surged with unexpected clarity: The HideAway's lake at sunset, pines whispering secrets to the water, a dock where she and Elena had dangled their feet and talked about everything and nothing. The woman with silver hair—Ruth, that was her name—who'd welcomed them with tea and questions that felt like invitations, not interrogations. The cabin that smelled of cedar and safety, where she'd slept without checking the locks three times, without listening for footsteps in the night.

Her burner phone flickered to life in her hand, the screen dim and scarred from being dropped. She typed "The HideAway Retreat" into the search bar with trembling fingers, each letter an act of defiance.

The site loaded slowly, her rural internet connection stuttering, but eventually the page appeared, cabins against alpine water, pine trees leaning into a sky so blue it hurt to look at, a tagline that made her throat tight: A sanctuary for those ready to begin again.

She tapped the email icon, her heart pounding so hard she could feel it in her fingertips, in her temples, behind her eyes. Her finger hovered over the keyboard. What could she possibly say? How did you ask strangers to save your life?

She started typing, deleted it, started again.

The cursor blinked, waiting.

But fear folded her chest inward, compressed her lungs, and made her fingers freeze. She closed the screen before she could send anything, the words unwritten but burning in her mind nevertheless.

Not yet. She wasn't ready to run, wasn't ready to believe in the possibility of escape, wasn't ready to trust that there was a place where she could be safe.

But as she lay awake beneath the ceiling—a blank canvas that had never cradled her dreams, never offered comfort, only indifferent white paint—she felt a shift, slow but undeniable. The matchbox pressed against her heart, tucked into her shirt pocket like a talisman.

She wasn't ready to run. But she was beginning to remember which direction to face. And sometimes, she thought as sleep finally claimed her, sometimes that's enough. Sometimes knowing the direction is the first step toward taking it.

In the darkness, the matchbox seemed to glow with its own light, three matches waiting for the moment when she'd be brave enough to strike them.
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2. Breaking Away
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Mark's absence was a rare gift wrapped in anxiety, a sliver of time Anya could steal, though the cost of being caught would be catastrophic. Thursdays were his "business appointments," which meant polished shoes buffed to a military shine, collars ironed until they could cut paper, and cryptic text messages to someone named Mr. Baxter that she'd glimpsed once on his phone screen before he'd caught her looking and she'd learned not to look again. She didn't ask questions. She'd learned years ago that curiosity was a spark that could ignite his temper, that questions were accusations in disguise, that her interest in his life was either invasive or insufficient, depending on his mood.

The moment his car's engine faded down the gravel drive—she counted to thirty, listening to make sure he wouldn't circle back for something forgotten—she moved. Carefully. Quietly. The way she'd learned to move through her own house, like an intruder who might be discovered at any moment. She drew the front curtains halfway, just enough to catch headlights if he returned early, but not so much that the neighbors would notice the change and mention it to Mark in passing. Each detail mattered. Each small choice could be the one that gave her away.

Her steps were soft as she crossed the hall toward the guest room, the floorboards threatening to betray her with their familiar creaks. The guest room was the only room he didn't frequent unless they had company, which they never did anymore—she'd managed to drive away everyone who might visit, or so he told her, with her awkwardness and her silences and her inability to be a proper hostess.

The burner phone lived hidden in a hollowed book, one she'd carved herself years ago with a kitchen knife during a rare afternoon alone. A survival Bible, ironically, its pages excavated to create a secret chamber. Notes in the margins mapped her fears and hopes. A folded bus schedule was taped to page eighty-six—she'd memorized the routes but kept it anyway, a paper promise of escape. A SIM card lived taped to page ninety-four, a backup she prayed she'd never need.

She powered the phone on, her thumb cramping from how tightly she gripped it. The screen took forever to load, the cheap device protesting its awakening.

The HideAway Retreat's website loaded with agonizing slowness; the internet was spotty in their rural bubble, every second of loading time feeling like an hour. But eventually the page appeared—rustic cabins set against alpine lake water that looked crystalline even through the grainy screen, pine trees leaning into sky that seemed impossibly vast compared to her small world of kitchen and bedroom and acceptable movement.

The tagline sat at the top of the page like a whisper she hadn't heard in years, words that felt like they were written in a language she'd almost forgotten how to read:

A sanctuary for those ready to begin again.

Her throat constricted painfully. Begin again. The phrase implied an ending, implied permission to close one chapter and open another, implied that the life she was living now didn't have to be the final word.

She clicked "Contact Us," her finger trembling against the cracked screen. No phone number—good, she couldn't risk a call that might show up on some bill, some record. Just a plain message box and a promise that felt almost too good to be true: No questions asked. We listen. We welcome.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. What could she say? How did you condense years of fear into a few sentences? How did you ask for help without sounding dramatic, without sounding like you were overreacting, without hearing Mark's voice in your head saying you were making him out to be a monster when all he'd ever done was love you?

She typed:

Hello.

The cursor blinked. She added:

I'm reaching out to ask if you have space.

Another pause. Her heart hammered. She continued:

I'm leaving something behind. I have nothing but fear and a backpack. I'm not sure I'm brave enough. But I want to be.

She stared at it for a full minute, reading and rereading, wondering if it was too dramatic, too needy, too transparent in its desperation. Wondering if they'd read it and think she was exaggerating, if they'd seen too many women like her who backed out at the last minute, if they'd even bother to respond.

Her thumb hovered over the send button. In her mind, Mark's voice: You're fragile. You can't survive without me. Where would you even go? Who would want you?

But another voice, quieter, her own voice from years ago, the woman who'd painted wildflowers and hiked alone and laughed without checking first if it was appropriate: Send it. Just send it. What's the worst that could happen?

She hit send before she could change her mind.

The screen flashed briefly—Message sent—and then returned to the main page, those cabins and that impossible sky mocking her with their serenity.

She powered off the phone and tucked it back into its hiding place, her hands shaking so badly she almost dropped it twice. Then she stood in the guest room, breathing hard, feeling like she'd just committed a crime, feeling like she'd just done something brave, feeling like she might throw up.

Through the window, a bird sang. Life continued, oblivious to her tiny act of rebellion.



She'd never thought of herself as a thief, but grocery money had become her rebellion, her tiny acts of resistance against Mark's control. The grocery money was Mark's domain—he counted it, allocated it, checked receipts with the thoroughness of an accountant hunting for fraud. But she'd become an expert in sleight of hand, in the small magics of survival.

One twenty slipped from the stack he left on the counter, folded and tucked into her jeans pocket when he was in the shower. Another bill extracted from a refund he never questioned, her story about the defective product so smoothly delivered he'd nodded and gone back to his crossword. She'd gotten bolder recently—rounding down at the store by a few dollars, writing the higher amount on the receipt in handwriting that matched the original, pocketing the difference in coins and silent triumph.

Her stash lived inside a rusted coffee can tucked behind the lentils in the pantry, a spot Mark never looked because he'd decided years ago that lentils were "poverty food" and beneath them. She'd lined the inside with a washcloth to muffle the clink of change, to keep her secret from singing its metal song when she moved things around.

As she counted the bills now—some crisp and new, others creased and worn from passing through many hands—her fingers trembled with the weight of what this money represented. Not just escape, but proof that she'd been planning, proof that some part of her had been preparing for this moment even when her conscious mind was still in denial. Two hundred and forty-three dollars.

It wasn't enough to disappear forever. It wouldn't buy her a new life, a new identity, safety from a man who knew her social security number and her mother's maiden name and every detail that could be used to track her. But it was enough to begin. Enough for a bus ticket. Enough for a few days of food. Enough for the hope that once she got to The HideAway, they might help her figure out the rest.

She'd begun packing slowly, over weeks, piece by piece, like layering a painting from background to foreground, building up the image of her escape one careful stroke at a time. Socks stuffed into a knitting basket that Mark thought held only yarn. A toothbrush inside a drawstring pouch hidden beneath expired spices in the back of the cabinet. A bus schedule folded into the pages of a cookbook he'd never open—he didn't cook, considered it women's work, beneath his dignity.

Her "Go Bag" was nestled inside the dog crate—an old winter blanket thrown casually atop it, the kind of messy casualness Mark tolerated only because the dog was his dog, chosen by him, and therefore the dog's space was outside Anya's domain of required perfection.

She lifted the flap now, checking her essentials with the systematic care of a soldier preparing for deployment:


	Toothbrush

	Socks (three pairs, because her feet were always cold)

	Jeans (her most comfortable pair, worn soft)

	Burner phone

	Folded map (a backup in case the phone died)

	Emergency cash ($243, wrapped in a grocery receipt)

	Taped email confirmation (once she got it)

	And the matchbox—wrapped in a scarf like treasure, like something sacred



Three matches. She hadn't lit one yet, hadn't even opened the box. But she held it often, during moments when Mark's voice got loud in her head, when his eyes followed her movements like a predator tracking prey. The matchbox was a prayer she didn't know how to say, a promise she didn't know how to keep, but it was hers, and that mattered.



She hadn't known the schedule could slip out. Hadn't remembered the coat's frayed lining when she'd shoved the paper into the pocket in her panic to hide it weeks ago. The hole in the lining was old, something she'd meant to fix before Mark noticed but had never gotten around to, and the bus schedule had slipped through like water through cupped hands.

It landed on the closet floor. Mark found it while rummaging for his winter gloves, though it wasn't even cold yet—he was planning ahead, always planning, always three steps ahead of everyone around him, anticipating needs before they arose so he could meet them and prove his superiority.

His face was a mask of ice as he stormed into the kitchen Tuesday afternoon, the crumpled paper pinched between two fingers like it was contaminated. Anya was making tea, the kettle just starting to whistle, and she turned off the heat before it could scream, before he could add that to his list of her infractions.

"Planning a trip?" His voice was flat, laced with menace, his control fraying like the edges of his collar that she hadn't ironed perfectly that morning.

Anya froze, the teacup trembling in her hand, tea sloshing over the rim and burning her thumb. She barely felt it. "No. It was in that old coat. Must've grabbed it ages ago and forgotten," she said, scrambling for a lie that would satisfy, that would make sense, that would turn his suspicion back into the casual contempt she'd learned to navigate.

His gaze sliced through her, cold as frost, sharp as the knife he used to cut his steak in precise, measured pieces. "We've never taken a bus."

"Maybe from before we met," she offered quickly, pulse pounding in her ears like drums, like warning bells, like the sound of her own panic trying to escape through her skin. "Stuck in there with some old receipts. You know I used to take the bus to visit Elena before..." She trailed off, letting him fill in the blank: before he'd convinced her that Elena was toxic, that visiting her sister was choosing drama over peace, that real love meant choosing him over everyone else.

He said nothing, his silence heavier than words, heavier than the accusations he could have thrown, heavier than anything physical he'd ever done. Dinner was a battlefield that night, her fork trembling with each creak of his chair, each rustle of his newspaper, each sip of water that seemed loaded with meaning. She ate mechanically, tasting nothing, her mind racing through every possible hiding place he might search next, every secret he might uncover.

That night, she locked the bedroom door for the first time in months—a risk, because locked doors implied secrets, implied distrust, implied she had something to hide. Her breath came shallow as she listened for his response. His footsteps stopped outside, lingering like a threat, like a question, like a promise.

They didn't move for what felt like hours. Just stood there, his presence a weight against the door, against her chest, against the fragile hope she'd been building coin by coin, dollar by dollar.

When she finally heard him walk away, his steps heavy with something that might have been anger or might have been hurt—with Mark, it was impossible to tell, and the distinction didn't matter because both would be her fault—she exhaled slowly, silently, and added a new note to her hidden journal:

Tuesday. He found the schedule. Clock is ticking. Need to move soon.



Thursday brought groceries—a routine trip, Mark's list precise as always: apples (Granny Smith, not Red Delicious), toothpaste (the brand he'd decided was acceptable), a can of beets to replace the one hiding her stash. The car keys were handed over without ceremony, but his eyes held a warning: I'm watching. I'm always watching.

The checkout line hummed under fluorescent lights that made everything look slightly jaundiced, slightly wrong. Anya kept her gaze down, counting bills with fingers that wouldn't stop trembling, hyperaware of every person around her, wondering if Mark had somehow followed her, if he was watching from the parking lot, if this was a test she was already failing.

"Everything okay?"

The voice was soft, cutting through the murmur of shoppers and the beep of the scanner. Anya looked up, startled. The cashier was a girl, maybe nineteen, with bright eyes shadowed by tired lids and a silver nose ring that caught the fluorescent light. Her name tag read "Lila" in cheerful red letters, and she was looking at Anya with an expression that made Anya want to cry—concern, real concern, the kind that didn't come with conditions or expectations.

Anya nodded, too quick, the movement almost frantic. "Fine," she whispered, her throat tight with unshed tears, with words she couldn't say, with a desperation that probably showed on her face no matter how hard she tried to hide it.

Lila tilted her head, her gaze piercing yet gentle, as if she saw the weight Anya carried, as if she recognized the particular brand of exhaustion that came from living in constant fear. She bagged the groceries slowly, her hands deliberate, each item placed with more care than the minimum wage job required.

Leaning in, she murmured just loud enough for Anya to hear, "If you ever need a place to go... I live off Briarwood. Green house, tire swing out front. You could knock. No questions."

The words landed like a lifeline Anya didn't dare grasp, like a rope thrown into drowning water that she was too afraid to grab because grabbing meant admitting she was drowning, meant admitting she needed help, meant acknowledging that her life had become something that required strangers to offer sanctuary in grocery store checkout lines.

Her legs shook as she walked to the car, grocery bags heavy in her arms—not from their weight, but from the weight of Lila's kindness, from the weight of knowing that strangers could see what she'd been trying to hide, that her carefully constructed facade of normalcy was transparent to anyone who knew how to look.

In the driver's seat, she sat still for several minutes, unable to turn the key, unable to start the engine that would take her back to Mark's house, back to the performance of being his wife. Tears came quietly—no sobs, just a silent tremor that shook her shoulders, just water on her cheeks that she wiped away with the heel of her hand before starting the car.

The schedule. The matchbox. Lila's offer. The email she'd sent to The HideAway, still unanswered. They were threads in a tapestry she was too afraid to weave, but the threads existed now, and that had to mean something. That had to count for something.

She drove home slowly, carefully, practicing her face in the rearview mirror—neutral, pleasant, unthreatening. The face of a woman who had nothing to hide and nowhere else to be.



Elena's name flashed on the burner phone's cracked screen late Thursday night, a ghostly pulse in the dim guest room where Anya had retreated under the pretense of organizing Mark's old tax documents. The phone sat in her lap, vibrating with the urgency of her sister's call, and Anya stared at it like it was a live grenade.

They hadn't spoken in years—not since Mark's words had carved a chasm between them, dismissing Elena as "drama" that drained Anya's energy, as a toxic presence that kept Anya from being her best self. Voicemails had piled up like unanswered letters, each one a risk Anya rarely took. Mark had tracked her calls once, early in their marriage, when he'd "accidentally" picked up her phone and scrolled through her history, his questions casual but pointed: Who's this number? Why did they call twice? What did they want? She'd learned to keep her phone where he could see it, to answer no calls he hadn't pre-approved, to let Elena's voice disappear into voicemail limbo.

But now, with him downstairs watching television, the volume loud enough that she could hear the canned laughter of whatever sitcom he'd chosen, the house held a rare, fragile pause. She had maybe six minutes before he'd wonder what was taking so long, before he'd appear in the doorway with that look of casual surveillance that always preceded interrogation.

Her thumb hovered over the play button, trembling with the weight of a choice she wasn't sure she had the right to make. Elena's voice, once as familiar as her own heartbeat, was now a stranger's echo, tied to a life before Mark's rules, before the woman she'd been got buried under the woman he needed her to be.

She pressed play, the sound low and tinny, barely louder than the blood rushing in her ears.

"Anya, please." Elena's voice cracked, heavy with years of silence, thick with emotion that sounded like it was barely contained. "I know you're scared. I know you think silence is safer. But you're fading. I can feel it, even from here, even through all this quiet. I see your Facebook posts—they're just pictures of food and sunsets, nothing that's really you, nothing that sounds like my sister. If you leave—even for a day—I'll come meet you. Just say the word. Please. I miss you. I love you. I'm not giving up."

The words landed like a stone in still water, rippling through Anya's chest, stirring up sediment that had been settled for years. Elena's worry, raw and unfiltered, stirred memories of lakeside laughter, of secrets shared under starlight before Mark had rewritten her world, before she'd learned that loving him meant choosing him over everyone else, that loyalty meant isolation, that his version of love required her complete devotion and nothing left over for anyone else.

She clutched the phone, her knuckles white, guilt and fear warring within her in a battle that made her chest ache, that made breathing feel difficult. Listening felt like defiance; responding felt like a step too far, like opening a door she'd spent years keeping locked because opening it might mean acknowledging how desperately she wanted to walk through it.

She saved the voicemail—she couldn't delete it, couldn't erase Elena's voice even though keeping it was dangerous—and slipped the phone back into the hollowed book, its pages a silent witness to her longing, to the sister-shaped hole in her life that Mark's love had carved out and filled with nothing.

Downstairs, Mark called her name. "Anya? What are you doing up there?"

"Just finishing the filing!" she called back, her voice steady despite the tremor in her hands, despite the tears threatening to fall. "I'll be right down!"

She wiped her eyes, checked her face in the small mirror on the wall—no evidence of crying, no signs of weakness—and headed downstairs to sit beside her husband and pretend to watch television while her mind stayed upstairs with her sister's voice, with the impossible choice between the life she had and the life she wanted.



She had rebuilt the journal from memory, this time hidden in the air vent behind the guest bed, the metal grate loose enough to remove without tools but secure enough that casual observation wouldn't reveal its secret. Each entry was small, coded in feeling rather than specific details. No dates that could establish a timeline of her planning. No names that could implicate anyone who'd helped her. Just emotions, mapped like constellations across the pages.

That night, she wrote:

Tuesday.

He searched the drawers again. Looking for what? Evidence? Proof that I'm not who he thinks I am? Or proof that I am, and that's the problem?

Asked if I'd been 'acting strange.' Said the lighting in the guest room made me look reckless.

Reckless.

For a lamp.

For existing in a room with different wattage.

I am not reckless.

But I am ready.

The reply came. Tomorrow I'll read it. Tonight I just need to breathe.

The pen shook in her hand as she wrote, her handwriting barely legible, pressure making the letters dark and urgent. She pressed her palm flat against the page until the shaking stopped, until her hand remembered stillness, until she felt solid enough to close the journal and hide it again.

She didn't cry. Not anymore. Crying was a luxury from a life where tears could change outcomes, where sadness could be comforted, where hurt could be acknowledged and soothed. In this life, tears were ammunition Mark could use—proof of her instability, evidence of her fragility, justification for his control.

She slid the journal back into the vent, replaced the grate, and climbed into the guest bed where she'd been sleeping more often lately, claiming she didn't want to disturb Mark with her restlessness. He'd allowed it, perhaps relieved to have the bed to himself, or perhaps strategic—it was easier to track her movements when she was isolated, contained in a space he could monitor.

Through the wall, she heard him moving in the master bedroom, the creak of floorboards, the sound of a drawer opening and closing. Searching for what? More evidence? More proof? Or just establishing his territory, reminding the house and everyone in it who was in control?

She pulled the blanket up to her chin and stared at the ceiling until the sounds stopped and the house settled into the quiet of late night, and even then she didn't sleep, just drifted in that space between waking and dreaming where fear and hope tangled together until she couldn't tell them apart.



The response came three days later, just past midnight when the house was deep in sleep and even Mark's snoring had settled into a steady rhythm. The burner phone lit up on her pillow with a quiet buzz that made her heart leap into her throat. She'd been half-awake, drifting in and out, her body unable to fully relax even in sleep, always waiting for the sound of his footsteps, for the door to open, for something to go wrong. The phone's vibration pulled her fully conscious, and she grabbed it quickly, muting it before it could buzz again.

She flipped it open, the screen's glow harsh in the darkness. Read the message once. Then twice. Then three times, her eyes filling with tears she couldn't quite explain—relief, fear, hope, terror, all of it mixing into something that felt too big for her chest to contain.

We're glad you reached out.

You are welcome here.

We don't ask questions.

We'll keep the cabin ready.

You are not alone.

—Ruth, The HideAway Family

Five sentences. Forty words. But they rearranged something fundamental in Anya's understanding of what was possible. They were an answer to a question she'd been afraid to ask, a yes to a plea she'd barely been able to articulate.

You are not alone.

She read that line again and again until the words lost their shape and became just feeling, just truth, just a hand reaching across the dark.

Her hands shook as she navigated to the printer in the guest room closet—an old office printer Mark had relegated there when he'd upgraded his home office, a forgotten piece of technology she'd kept functional by occasionally printing recipes she claimed to want to try but never did, just to keep the ink from drying out, just to maintain her access to this one tool that might someday matter.

She printed the email on the old printer, the machine's whir sounding catastrophically loud in the silent house. She held her breath, waiting for Mark's footsteps, for his voice calling out asking what she was doing, but the house stayed quiet, his snoring undisturbed.

The paper slid out warm from the printer, the words now physical, now real, now something she could hold. She folded it carefully and taped it to the inside lining of her Go Bag, beneath the layer of clothes where even a thorough search might miss it.

That night, she opened the matchbox for the first time since finding it. The lid stuck slightly, the cardboard swollen from age and humidity, but it opened with a soft scrape that sounded like a door unlocking.

Three matches. Simple wooden matches, their heads dark red, their sticks pale and unblemished. She picked one up, held it carefully, feeling its weight—nearly nothing, almost insubstantial, yet somehow heavy with meaning.

She didn't light it. Didn't strike it against the box's rough edge. But it glowed in her imagination like sunrise on snow, like windows thrown open after years of being shut tight, like the possibility of warmth in a life that had been cold for so long.

She placed the match back in the box, closed it gently, and wrapped it again in the scarf, tucking it into the Go Bag where it belonged, where it would be ready when she was, where it waited like a promise she was learning to believe she deserved to keep.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windows. Inside, Anya lay in the guest bed and breathed—just breathed—and for the first time in years, breathing felt like enough, like progress, like the beginning of something she didn't yet have words for but could feel building in her chest like dawn approaching after an endless night.

Tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that, she would be brave enough. She had to believe that. The HideAway was waiting. Ruth was waiting. A life where she could be herself was waiting.

All she had to do was take the first step.
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3. The Miles Between
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Glacier Falls, Montana — The HideAway

Ruth Evergreen stepped out onto the porch before the sun had risen, boots barely crunching on the frost-laced boards that age and weather had smoothed to a worn patina. The lake was hidden beneath low fog, a blanket of white that made the world feel suspended, caught between night and day, between what was and what might be. The trees stood patient and quiet like old friends waiting for news, their branches dark silhouettes against the slowly lightening sky.

The email had arrived at 4:17 AM, pinging softly on the old computer in her office, the sound muted enough that it hadn't woken her but loud enough to pull her from the edge of sleep where she'd been drifting.

A message from someone called wildflowernew21.

She'd read it three times before replying, sitting in her flannel nightgown with a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, the office space cold before the morning fire was lit. The pain wasn't hidden in the message—it trembled through each line like a pulse, like a heartbeat that was struggling to keep rhythm.

I'm leaving something behind.

I have nothing but fear and a backpack.

I'm not sure I'm brave enough.

But I want to be.

Ruth had read hundreds of emails like this over the years, each one a variation on the same desperate theme: Help me. Save me. Give me a place to land. She didn't ask questions. The truly broken never lied in their introductions—they were too exhausted for lies, too raw for pretense. They told the truth in these first messages, before fear convinced them to minimize, before shame made them backtrack, before the voice of whoever they were leaving started speaking through them again.

She'd clicked reply immediately, her fingers finding the keys with the muscle memory of countless similar responses:

We're ready.

No forms. No explanations.

Just a porch light, and a cabin with warm quilts.

Come when you're ready.

—Ruth

She'd added the signature she always added, the one that had become the retreat's unofficial promise: You are not alone.

Now, hours later, with morning mist in her lungs and chamomile tea cooling in her hands—her first cup of the day, the one she always took on the porch before the community woke—she looked down the path toward the lake she couldn't quite see through the fog. Her eyes traced the memory of the curve of the dock, the slope where Kai would fish later, the garden beds waiting for Maria's hands to wake them from their winter sleep.

A new guest was coming. Wildflowernew21. The username suggested someone young at heart, despite whatever age the calendar might claim. Someone who still remembered wildflowers, who'd chosen them as an identifier even while drowning in fear.

And that changed everything. Every new arrival shifted the community's energy, brought new stories to be woven into the quilt, new pain to be held, new hope to be nurtured. Ruth had learned over two decades of running The HideAway that you couldn't prepare for a new guest, not really. You could ready the cabin and stock the pantry and freshen the quilts, but the person who arrived was always a surprise, always brought weather you hadn't predicted, always taught you something about survival you thought you'd already learned.

She sipped her tea and watched the fog begin to lift, revealing the lake in strips and patches like a secret being slowly told. By the time the sun fully rose, burning away the last wisps of white, she'd know which cabin to prepare, which quilt to pull from storage, which wildflowers to cut from the garden's edge for the windowsill.

Someone was coming. And The HideAway, as always, would be ready.



Western Illinois — Tuesday Evening

Anya plated Mark's dinner with trembling precision that had become as natural as breathing, each movement choreographed through years of practice and correction. Pasta, the sauce warmed to exactly the temperature he preferred—hot but not scalding, never boiling which made it taste "cheap" according to his refined palate. Garlic bread with edges trimmed off because he'd once mentioned that crusts were "pedestrian," and she'd learned that casual comments from Mark were actually orders disguised as preferences.

Her chest felt like it held a ticking clock, each beat of her heart a countdown to something she couldn't name but could feel approaching like a storm on the horizon.

The book sat on the coffee table, spine facing upward, surrounded by his curated magazines—Forbes, The Economist, publications that spoke to the image he cultivated of himself as a man of substance and intellect. She had read the book that morning in the guest room, finishing the last pages while he was at work. Borrowed it from the library under the pretense of needing cleaning supplies, telling the librarian she was looking for organizational tips. It had felt safe then, in the library's quiet anonymity.

Now it looked accusatory, sitting there in plain view like a confession she hadn't meant to make.

The Way Back to You: Reclaiming Yourself After Emotional Harm.

The title was embossed in gold lettering, subtle but readable, impossible to miss if you were looking. And Mark was always looking, always cataloging, always noting what was out of place or unexpected or potentially threatening to the order he'd established.

Mark entered the room, his movements slow but sharp, each step deliberate. His tie was loosened, his shirt sleeves rolled up—his after-work costume that was supposed to signal relaxation but never quite softened the edges of his presence.

"What is this crap?" he said, voice slicing through the silence, the word "crap" delivered with particular emphasis, with the kind of contempt he usually reserved for people he considered beneath him, for behaviors he found offensive, for anything that challenged his worldview.

Her pulse flared, a sudden spike of adrenaline that made her hands shake. "Just a library book," she said, trying to keep her voice neutral, trying to sound like this was nothing, like his reaction was an overreaction, like she hadn't known this exact moment would come the second she'd left the book visible.

He picked it up, his fingers handling it like it was contaminated, like touching it might somehow infect him with whatever ideas it contained. He thumbed through pages, his movements growing more agitated with each flip. Found her notes in the margins—she'd written in pencil, light enough to erase before returning it, but dark enough to see. Circled words jumped out: voice, choice, safe, wild again.

"You think you're some victim now?" His tone pitched upward, mockery sharpened to a razor's edge. "Fantasy therapy? That's what you spend time on? Reading books that tell you you're oppressed?"

She reached out instinctively, a gesture meant to placate or explain or somehow defuse what was building in the room like pressure before an explosion. "Mark, it's just a—"

He tore the first page from the book. The sound was violent, worse than shouting, worse than any raised voice—the deliberate destruction of something that had made her feel less alone, the systematic erasure of words that had spoken to her experience.

He tossed the page at her feet. Then tore another. And another. The sound filled the room, filled her ears, filled the space where words should have been but couldn't form because her throat had closed around them.

"You're done going out," he said, his voice rising with each torn page, his control slipping in a way that was somehow more terrifying than his usual measured coldness. "No errands. No library. No more of these ideas that make you think you're something you're not." He moved toward her, chest puffed, his physical presence suddenly overwhelming in a way it usually wasn't, his body language aggressive in a way he usually kept carefully controlled. "You don't need independence. You need control. You need me to help you see clearly because obviously you can't manage it on your own."
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