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Content Warning & Disclaimer

Trigger Warning: This book contains themes of domestic violence, emotional and psychological abuse, drug addiction, and survival in an abusive relationship. While the story does not include gratuitous descriptions of violence, it does explore the mental, emotional, and physical toll of long-term abuse in a realistic and sensitive manner.

If you are sensitive to these topics, please read with caution. If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, resources are available to help.
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Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. While the events and characters in this book are inspired by real-life experiences that many survivors endure, this story is not based on any specific individual or case. The intent of this novel is to shed light on the reality of domestic abuse, honor the strength of survivors, and highlight the importance of finding support and freedom.

If you need help, please consider reaching out to domestic violence hotlines, counseling services, or support groups in your area. You are not alone.

Redemption doesn’t always come with bright lights or angel choirs. Sometimes, redemption arrives quietly. like a whisper you almost miss. A moment of stillness. A hand you didn’t expect. The choice to stand up when staying down feels easier.

Redemption is messy. It’s not reserved for saints or the spotless. It’s for the broken, the bruised, the ones who thought they'd gone too far or lost too much.

It’s not earned through perfection, it’s received through persistence. It starts when you forgive yourself enough to believe there's still more ahead than behind.

Some days, redemption looks like saying no. Other days, it looks like finally saying yes to healing, to letting go, to loving yourself just enough to try again.

You don’t have to be who you once were. You don’t have to stay where you’ve been.

Redemption isn’t a second chance, it’s the moment you realize you’re worthy of one.
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CHAPTER 1
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Leon thought with the capture of the trafficking gang, the black car incident was over. But a week after they returned from Utah, the SOB zoomed through town like nobody’s business. Leon was bound and determined to find out what this black car was doing in Redemption. Every single attempt to capture had been met with failure. It’s as if by magic, the darn thing would disappear off the face of the earth. He and his deputy had scoured every inch of Redemption, including the outlying homes and farms. Nothing. They had cameras posted on all roads leading in and out of Redemption, but again, nothing. Leon was not superstitious but was beginning to wonder if this car was a spirit having fun with their town.

“Jena” he radioed the deputy. “You see anything yet?”

“Nothing, sir.” Jena replied. “It’s like a ghost floating off into the sky. There is not on single trail to follow. I know he came out this way, but then he was just gone.”

“Come back to town. We’re going to have to figure out something before someone gets hurt.” Leon sighed. “Meet me at Goodluck.”

They signed off and Leon did a little cruising through the smaller neighborhoods. He stopped in at the home where the kids were staying to say goodnight to everyone. It was a chaotic affair as the little ones ran and grabbed a leg and the bigger ones wanted to hear about the black car. He kissed, hugged, and shook hands with each of them, talking the whole time. As he bowed out, he saw Paulie smiling. The younger ones seemed to be recovering well from their trip and the tragic events that took place.

“Well, Uncle Paulie,” he smiled back. “What seems to be the reason for that silly grin on your face?”

“Well, Uncle Leon,” Paulie countered. “Could be the same reason you have the same silly smile. I just realized how much you really do like kids. You seem to be right in your element with them.”

“As do you my friend. As do you.” Leon smiled again. “Make sure all the kids are accounted for and don’t wander off by themselves. The black car made an appearance again tonight. No luck in finding it.”

“You don’t think it’s the kid’s family trying to find them?” Paulie asked.

“I doubt it. Remember, this started before they came. It’s just getting out of control, the driving through town at high speeds. And it weird because it just disappears each time without a trace.” 

“That’s disturbing. We’ll just make plans for indoor activities tonight.” Pauline said.

“Great. I have to go meet Jena and Archie at the café. There has got to be a solution to this. Since I’m not tired, and he’s on night shift, we’ll just try to work something out tonight. Call if you need anything.” 

“Night Leon.”

Leon left amidst the moans and groans of the children’s protests, but Lucky quickly caught their attention and he slipped out the door. Heading to café, Leon heard the sound they had come to dread. This time, he didn’t radio, turn on lights, complete silence. He saw the car come out of one of the side streets to the north. Waiting until they passed, he then silently as a car can be, followed them to the main road. When the black car growled, Leon flipped his lights and gave chase. Right through the center of town, the black car screamed, Leon as close behind as he could manage. He quickly saw in his rearview mirror, another set of lights as they headed out of Redemption.

Leon radioed ahead to Asheville and explained what was happening, hoping to get some troopers on the road before he lost the car. The sheriff’s department said they would send a couple of cars immediately. Leon smiled, now the black car had nowhere to go. Tonight would be his.

His speedometer and was registering over 125 and even as cool as it was, sweat quickly popped up on his forehead. Praying for safety, he pushed the accelerator a little bit more. He was close enough to keep the taillights of the black car in direct sight. He was not going to lose it.

As quick as the blink of an eye, the lights suddenly disappeared. Leon immediately went into panic mode, hitting his brakes, trying not to flip his car. All he needed was to hit that damn car in the dark. Skidding roughly a hundred feet before he came to a complete stop. He radioed what happened to all parties involved. Leon flipped on both floodlights attached to his cruiser and began scanning the road and land around him.

“That dang car cannot just disappear.” He swore in exasperation. He slowly traveled up the road until he saw the lights from the sheriff's cruiser from Asheville. They stopped side by side and waited on Jena to show up. As he slowly made his way east towards Asheville Leon thought he heard the rumble of an engine. Quickly he shut down his car and listened. Sure enough, a faint quiet motor could be heard not too far from where he had stopped. He held his breath as he listened to the sound move away from his location. Without turning lights on, Leon started his cruiser and slowly moved backwards, not daring to turn around in the dark.

Quite suddenly, he heard the motor race and sound like it was heading back to Redemption. Flipping his headlights on, he spun around and gave chase, radioing his deputy and the Asheville deputy. Gunning his engine, Leon saw the taillights of the black car and prayed that he could get closer and that no one was out on the streets in Redemption.

Dakota had decided to do a little night cruising since she was not sleepy for some reason. She had finished her rounds north of town, making mental notes on some things she thought to change and was stopped at the entrance to the housing streets when she thought she heard the all-to-familiar sound of the black car engine. Quickly shutting down her car, she dialed Paulie’s’ phone and told him what she thought she heard and where she was sitting. Yes, she could hear the car coming through town and rather fast. Paulie told her to stay put but she did hear the engine to his vehicle start up. 

The rumble of the black car engine grew as it approached the housing area. Dakota held her breath in fear of being seen, but the car whizzed by straight into the first little neighborhood, followed in seconds by Leon, then the deputy. Just as Dakota was about to pull out, she saw the lights of another police vehicle. She guessed it was the sheriff from Asheville. She then started her car and slowly pulled out, following the entourage that chased the black car. She saw Paulie pull out ahead of her and pulled in behind him. They followed the taillights through most of the neighborhoods and stopped when they saw brake lights ahead of them. Both pulled up and waited until they saw Leon walking the street.

The deputy from Asheville was out also and so all five of them met in the middle of the street, but beside one of the cars. Leon looked pissed as he related what had been going on with the black car to the deputy. At least there were three witnesses to confirm there was a mysterious black car.

“I believe you.” The deputy said. “I am hearing stories of this black car coming from other small communities around Asheville. Not just this side. This vehicle has been impossible to follow or catch.”

“It’s not like we couldn’t catch the SOB.” Leon growled. “The damn thing literally disappears. It’s like the engine shuts down and it’s gone.”

The deputy of Redemption spoke up. “Here’s a thought boss. I wonder if he has some type of special engine that allows for silence while still running. I mean, there has to be some reason it is able to get away or disappear.”

There was a moment of silence while everyone present digested this bit of information, when all of the sudden, the motor of the black car growled and the car flew by them all. The chase was on again. Dakota hung back until the sheriff and patrol officers were gone. She returned to her car and made her way back to town. Before she had driven one block, she noticed a light out on the next block behind Jess’s bakery and decided to investigate herself.

Slowly driving around the block, Dakota noticed a speck of light coming from one of the windows. But it wasn’t normal, it seemed to be vibrating or shaking. As far as she knew, this was supposed to be a vacant building. Instead of stopping and investigating herself, she drove by, noting the address and made a note to call the realtor and have the sheriff check things out. As she drove by, Dakota could have sworn she saw the window shiver. It spooked her just enough that she quickly made a block and headed back to town where she felt safer.

Dakota saw a light on at the Sheriff’s Department and decided to see if the men had made it back. It was Jena, the newest addition to the town. Dakota chirped a quick “Hi” and headed over to the counter where the coffee pot was sitting. She smelled the coffee and curled her nose. It smelled scalded, so she set about making a fresh pot. She heard the chatter from the police radio Jena was listening to and set her ear to hear what was happening while she made the fresh coffee. She rummaged around under the counter to find fresh cups, sugar and other condiments needed for the men when they returned.

“The damn thing disappeared again.” Was heard clearly over the radio. “Where the hell is it going?” It sounded like the deputy from Asheville. “I was right behind the sucker!”

Leon, “That’s what it did earlier. Gone. I cannot find an access road and there’s not one that I am aware of. Floodlights will show nothing either.”

Deputy Tennacy, “It’s almost like it floated away. There’s got to be a turn off of some kind around here. It’s not a figment of our imagination.”

“Shit!” Was heard from Asheville. 

“Let’s shut down and see if we can hear anything.” Came from Leon.

Then silence as everything was shut down. The ladies in the sheriff’s office held their breath for what seemed like forever. Dakota looked at Jena with concern in her eyes. Jena held the same look. They both sighed in relief when Leon came back on the radio.

“Let’s go to the office. Unless someone has a better idea, we’re not going to find that sucker tonight.”

A few minutes later, Dakota and Jena saw the lights of four vehicles pull up to the curb in front of the building. All smiled when they smelled the aroma of fresh coffee. Each man and woman poured a cup and they all sat in chairs strewn around the little office. A lengthy discussion then ensued.

Finally, when no suitable answer could be determined, Archie made a suggestion that sounded very reasonable. “How about having someone with a drone take video and still photos of the road and land around where this car disappeared. There might be something that is just being missed.”

The deputy from Asheville agreed. They then discussed who might have a drone, whose land was it that was being used, and how they could make sure they didn’t miss something. Dakota broke in and told them about the building around the corner and what she saw after the chase had begun again. Archie was assigned to take a look when daylight broke. It was possible that they had a meth dealer in town and they were looking to set up a lab. 

After an hour or so of discussion, and setting up plans, everyone left to get some sleep. Ashville Sheriff’s left with thanks and help offered again if needed. It was two a.m. and the yawns were starting to make their rounds around the room. Jena told everyone to go home, she would buzz if she heard or saw anything.
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CHAPTER 2
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Sarah

Sarah had a wonderful life. She graduated top of her class, both in high school and secretarial college. She loved everything about her first job for an advertising firm and wanted to be able to work in a big city like New York one day. Growing up in small-ville Minnesota, she dreamt of living a life somewhere more exciting. For Sarah, it ended up being in Nevada, working for an ad agency, only as a secretary. They offered training, so she took the job and began working her way to becoming an ad exec.

Being so far from family was scary at first but Sarah quickly learned her way around Carson City. The classes she took for advertising were in Reno, but she managed things so her schedules wouldn’t conflict. She was happy and even though she had four long years of college to get the degree she desired, per her contract with the agency, as long as she put in at least 30 hours weekly, 70 percent of her tuition would be paid for. So, Sarah became their personnel manager, working 40 hours a week and attending night classes in Reno to get her degree.

A couple of years later, Sarah met Jason Winters. He was in college for agriculture and one of their business classes threw them together. They ended up having dinner one evening, on a Friday night after class, and shared their life stories and future dreams. Sarah was enchanted with Jason and his desire to be a major cattle rancher in Nevada. She thought it was kind of exciting but found him personally more so.

They didn’t see each other except for class for a few months after that. Schedules got busy and Sarah was now trying to apprentice where she worked. Her weekends were for resting and light studying.

One weekend, Sarah went with Jason to the farm he owned. He still lived with his mom, so Sarah figured she would be safe. The “farm” turned out to be around 500 acres of hay, vegetables, and livestock. Jason inherited the land from his father and would get the house when his mom passed. To Sarah, she didn’t seem the type that would be leaving this world soon, unless by accident. A strong and handsome woman, she shared how wonderful the farming life was, and talked about her part, which was tending the livestock, gardens and keeping the books. Sarah was amazed that in this day and age people still worked like this. She thought it could possibly be a wonderful life.

During her third year at the agency, Sarah was surprised at work with a huge bouquet of flowers. Within the flower was a box, and in the box, a ring. As she stood in shock, Sarah heard Jason propose behind her, in front of the whole office. She felt very uncomfortable but with all the expectant looks, she just smiled and accepted. As much as she would have liked to be on cloud nine, Sarah felt nervous and edgy all day. To settle herself, she finally accepted her commitment and the congrats that came with it.

They married in the spring of Sarah’s fourth year in Nevada. Not big, just a couple of her friends, her parents and Jason’s mother. The small wedding was held at his ranch home just outside of Carson City. Everyone loved the ranch, but no one was invited to stay. After a small dinner, her parents and friends went back to the city and the newlyweds left for a weekend in San Francisco. Neither could be away from work for more than a couple of days so that was where they chose to go.

Their lives quickly fell into a routine. Sarah had a twenty-minute drive to and from work, so she would rise a little early to make breakfast for Jason and his mother, who lived on the ranch. In fact, in the same house, which was a bit unsettling for Sarah. Miriam, Jason’s mother, told her she had bought the ranch with her husband the year Jason was born. She designed the house and planned on dying in it.

“Now babe, since you work, I think it would be great to let Mom keep up the house. I know the wife is supposed to, but I know you will be busy. What do you think?” Jason’s statement was encouraging, but Sarah thought they might be living alone.

So, she gave in and commented. “Sure Jason. She needs a place, and I guess here is okay. It will let me keep my focus on work a little more, and not have to rush home for supper and such.” Jason looked at Sarah oddly. “I mean, I will be home every evening as quick as traffic allows, and we won’t have to find another house for your mom. This one is big enough for two families, I think.” Jason was still looking at Sarah oddly, then seemed to catch himself and smiled charmingly.

“Sarah.” Jason began. “I didn’t mean for mom to ever move out. This has been her home since she married dad. I just don’t you rushing around trying to make breakfast, lunch, and dinner every day. Mom is here, she can just keep doing what she has been doing.”

“Oh.” Sarah commented again. “I didn’t mean to assume that she would move out, or maybe I thought we would work the farm together. But that is fine. We’ll all get used to each other soon enough.” Sarah wasn’t sure how she felt about Jason’s mom living there but felt she really didn’t have a choice in the matter, so she just accepted what she had married into.

Not long after they married, Sarah was asked to join the team as an ad executive, which she happily accepted. The very same night she told Jason, she got her first taste of his type of abuse, selfishness. “As long as it does not interfere with your duties as my wife, I will allow it.” Was his first comment. Sarah looked at him in shock.

As Sarah gained new clients, there were many times she would arrive home later than expected. This meant less time with Jason, but more income into the household. One evening, he commented about the lateness of Sarah coming home. Mrs. Winters was sitting beside him, glaring at Sarah.

“I have new clients.” Sarah explained. “It hasn’t been that often that I’m late. I have to meet with them, which sometimes lasts all day. Then I have to take the drafts to the ad department before the day ends, explaining and waiting while they work. I come straight home after that. I don’t even take clients to dinner, which I need to, and will probably start to having to do soon. You could join me for those. It would be kind of like date night.”

Jason just stared at Sarah. She couldn’t tell what his mood was, but that of his mother seemed upset and angry over something. It seemed to Sarah it was something she had done, but she really had no clue.

Jason finally spoke. “I don’t mind your working. It gives you some freedom and your own money. I don’t mind if traffic makes you late. That’s understandable. What I mind is the fact that you stay at your office and don’t think about calling to let me know if you are going to be late. Mother works hard to have dinner ready each evening, and I stop my work to be here when you should be home. A little common courtesy would be nice.”

“Jason. I do call. Your cell and the house. You don’t have your voice mail set up, and there is no answering machine on the house phone.”

“You should keep calling until someone answers.”

“I don’t have time to do that. We have deadlines, new clients coming in, revisions to make. When I do take a break, it’s for about ten minutes. If I know I’m going to be late, I do make every attempt to let you know.” Sarah was upset that they had ganged up on her, even if Mrs. Winters never said a word. She knew that the woman had complained to Jason.

“It’s not enough!” Jason’s voice rose. “I thought you might just find a point where you had set hours and would be home at a reasonable time. If I knew when you were taking the classes that this is how life would be, I would never have allowed you to take them!”

Sarah stared at him incredulous. “Wouldn’t have allowed? Are we living in the dark ages?” 

“Young lady.” Mrs. Winters chimed in. “When I was your age, women stayed home and took care of their families. We supported our husbands, had their children, and helped them as much as we could. Farming is not a weekend job. It is every day, all year long. You need to learn to be more supportive of him.”

Sarah couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Were they calling her down because she chose to work outside the home? Because she wanted the freedom to be her own person? “Wait a minute.” She stared at them. “You are okay with me working certain hours, but not enough to draw better clients and make a great income? I get better pay and have more opportunities than most men. I don’t understand where this is coming from. You told me to go for the gusto before we got married so I did. And by the way, I support you in every way I can when I am here. I think we need to finish this discussion in private Jason. Let me change, and we can talk while we finish chores. Would that be okay? Or, we can go to the bedroom and finish this conversation there.”

“Why can’t we hash things out now?” Jason questioned. “Mother lives in this house. She keeps things working here because you’re not here long enough to. She manages the barns, the gardens, and the animals, so she’ll find out soon enough about our conversation. Let’s just settle things now.”

“No Jason.” Sarah took a stand. “This is not a discussion I wish to have with or in front of your mother. This is a discussion between a husband and wife and should be kept that way. Either we talk now somewhere, or later somewhere, but not in front of Mrs. Winters.”

Jason stormed out of the room, slamming a door somewhere. Sarah nodded to Mrs. Winters and went to hers and Jason's bedroom. Within seconds of Sarah closing the door, Jason strode in, mad. He took about four steps to where Sarah was standing and hovered over her. She tilted her head back to stare up at him, not backing down.

“You will never speak to me that way again!” He told Sarah through gritted teeth. “This is my house. This is mother’s house. We decide what happens here.”

“Jason.” Sarah replied back. “I thought this became my house too when we married. I didn’t realize it was yours, hers, and nothing for me. Did I miss something in our marriage vows?”

This went on and on with no end. Sarah realized she would be the one to back down, even though she felt she was right in her thinking. With it being their first three years of marriage, maybe they just needed to give a little here and there until things worked out.

“Look Jason.” Sarah softened her voice. “We haven’t had much of a chance to really get to know each other in the last three years. I apologize for my harshness. Guess I was just tired. I have an idea if you are willing.”

“And what would that be?” Jason spit out.

“Let’s you and I take a week and just get away from everything. I know the crops are doing well, and you have a hand that can help Mrs. Winters with the other work. I can get Jerry to fill in for me at work. We don’t even have to go far, but let’s just you and I go someplace alone.”

“I can’t take that much time off.” He informed her.

“You can’t or won’t.” She replied. “You run this farm. Bosses can do things like that. It won’t hurt this time of year to be gone for a little while.”

“I’ll give you a weekend.” He stated. “That is all I have.”

Sarah couldn’t even get him to give something she felt they needed to make them happy again. She settled for a weekend, hoping it would bring them together and make them stronger. 

Life got a little worse when Sarah’s mother was diagnosed with an aggressive cancer and couldn’t stay alone. Jason moved her to a small bedroom on the bottom floor, so the woman wouldn’t have to navigate stairs and Sarah wouldn’t wake anyone at night if she needed assistance. This worked out quite well as the day nurse could sit in the kitchen or parlor that was close to her mother’s room and stay out of the way of Jason and his mother. 

Things worked out fine at first, but then the complaints began from Mrs. Winters. The nurse wouldn’t help with household chores, something she wasn’t hired to do. The nurse wouldn’t do laundry when Jason’s mother wanted her to. The nurse was using the wrong food, cleaning supplies, et cetera. Sarah found solutions and tried to make things work, but it was never enough.

Finally, with no help from Jason, Sarah used her savings to build an in-law suite to the back of the house connecting to a porch. Mrs. Winters complained about this, stating it ruined the old farmhouse. Nothing was said about the fact that it actually raised the value of the property.

So, for five years, Sarah lived in a world of everything being wrong or inconvenient because of her sick mother. Eventually even her mother’s friends stopped making the trip to visit because of feeling so unwelcome. It broke her mother’s heart. The cruelty of Mrs. Winters and Jason knew no bounds.

Upon her mother’s death, both demanded the extension be destroyed and the area made to look like it used to. At Sarah’s expense of course. Soon after her mother’s death, Sarah became pregnant, and Mrs. Winters had a stroke.

The barn hand called Jason and he called Sarah telling her to meet him at the hospital. Mrs. Winters was in the hospital, unable to communicate well, and move her left side. The doctor seemed to think she would recuperate well with rehabilitation. Unfortunately, she refused to stay in a center and ended up at home with a part-time nurse.

Sarah was then informed by Jason that she would be required to stay at home now and help with Mrs. Winter’s and the farm. After arguing that they could hire staff for her, and an extra hand or two to help around the farm, Sarah reluctantly agreed and resigned from her firm. She felt like she was falling down a well and there was no way out. Jason was not giving in anything, so Sarah became a housewife and caregiver. And, to top things off, as little as Sarah and Jason made love, Sarah was surprised she was pregnant at all. She was glad she was healthy enough to carry the baby and work the farm.

Mrs. Winters did indeed recuperate quickly. Sarah had taken over all the manual labor jobs with the garden, small animals, and housekeeping. But when it came to allowing Sarah to manage the farm accounts, both her and Jason nixed that idea. Even when Sarah asked to see the books, she was told it was none of her business and if she need money for anything to tell them and they would allow her a budget. Sarah wondered at this, but to keep the peace, left it alone for the time being. She worked up a budget for her part in the farm and handed it to Mrs. Winters, who questioned everything, but allowed it. This peeved Sarah to no end.

Sarah’s beautiful son, in her eyes, was born Jason Sinclair Winters, Jr. As much as Sarah did not want him to be a junior, she also did not want to fight with Jason Sr or his mother, so she gave in to their wishes once again. Jason Jr was the apple of Sarah’s eye. The perfect son as far as anyone in the house was concerned. Sarah was content for a time taking care of him. Jason Sr and Mrs. Winters lavished Jason Jr with anything they thought he wanted or needed. He was never left alone for a minute. Sarah resumed her household and farm duties as soon as she was able, leaving Mrs. Winters to care for Jason Jr as she worked. Mrs. Winters took over most of the duties of motherhood that should have been Sarah’s. Sarah felt like she only good for a milk nurse until Jason Jr began solids, then she was left out of their little circle altogether.

As usual also, the moment Sarah mentioned going back to work, Jason and Sarah fought and Mrs. Winters became “weak” again. Jason Jr was well taken care of by Mrs. Winters, Sarah said. She could go to work part-time and be home in the afternoons. This was not accepted by Jason Sr and so Sarah felt like she had been moved to the status of the new hired hand on the farm. Good for chores, cleaning and whatever the “family” wanted.

At three, Jason Jr discovered books, but the only time Sarah got to spend with him was reading a story when she put him to bed. Mrs. Winters made sure only she read to him during the day, finding some little thing for Sarah to do to keep her busy. At four, he started pre-school and Sarah only got to read to him occasionally at night. By the time Jason Jr reached middle school, Sarah new that she had given birth to a genius. And his grades reflected this. Every six months, he was moved up a grade and at age twelve, he was being promoted to a junior in high school.

Sarah was in constant contact with his teachers, as Jason Jr would finish his work and proceed to get into some trouble of some sort. Moving him up in school did not solve this problem either, as the work seemed too easy there also. Against the wishes of her husband and mother-in-law, Sarah put Jason in accelerated classes, and by the time he graduated high school, Jason Jr was close to having a masters in Astronomy. She was amazed at the intelligent creature that came from her body, even if the others of her household would not let her raise him the way she saw fit. She won the education battle.

When Jason Jr was twenty, Sarah and Jason Sr had been married twenty-three years. During that time, Sarah was ignored by her husband, her mother-in-law treated her like a servant. and her son began treating her like an imbecile, which she was not. Mrs. Winters never relinquished her hold on Jason Jr, and every time Sarah mentioned going back to work, she was just weak enough that Sarah had to stay to supervise the farm. 

Sarah was forty-three and Mrs. Winters had lorded over her for the twenty-three years of marriage to her son. From the time they woke, Mrs. Winters made sure that Sarah was constantly busy. Never once was there a friendly comment, unless Jason was around, and then only if he had thanked Sarah for something. Due to his grandmother mostly raising him, Jason Jr had developed a lack of respect for Sarah. Even though she was constantly around, Jason Jr left little doubt that he thought she was worthless and brainless. 

The three of them would speak to Sarah as if she could not comprehend a single thought on her own. She would watch them have family time together, which should have included her, and a strong resentment started to grow toward her husband and mother-in-law. Jason Jr was being taught by them that Sarah was a nothing as far as they were concerned, and because he saw them treating her that way, thought there was no wrong in it. At forty-three, she was a stranger in her own house. At forty-four, as Jason prepared to go off to college, no kind words were left for Sarah. Jason Jr did the obligatory goodbyes to her, teared up for his grandmother, and hugged his father deeply. Sarah held her tears until they returned home, then she found her hiding spot in the barn and cried until the tears ran out. She felt totally alone.

——
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Sarah felt a heavy weight fill her as she revealed her story to Dakota. She had only been separated from her family as long as Dakota. Dakota reached out and took Sarah’s hand, no words need to be said. Sarah finished her story.

“I realized one day, after thirty years of marriage, that I had inadvertently allowed my marriage to become toxic. I saw things happen throughout the marriage that I allowed and blew off, that should have never happened. And now, thirty years later, watching two toxic people draw me tighter into their twisted, screwed up relationship, I knew there was no chance of recovery.”

“Mine was never a physical-type abuse, although there were a couple of incidents I recall, but more of a verbal mind game. The twisting of words, feelings of guilt, of unworthiness. The list is very long. Small things it seems, but over the years builds to a crescendo that eventually explodes every time there is an argument.”

“And one day, I woke up. I saw the hurt, the incompleteness of my life and knew that I had to change. If life didn’t change, I would shrivel up and die. The shell I had become started filling. As I fought back and drew their anger, it filled me with a sense of who I really was. What I had given up over the years. As the shell filled, the urge to run grew stronger. But the battle on the home front grew also. It was not dissatisfaction, it was growth. Al the arguments, the hateful words, the expected obligation of servanthood was engulfed by a feeling of power and self-worth.”

“Now I had to figure out my next step. Do I just walk away, leave it all behind and start over, or do I plan, save, and let them know why I chose to leave? That was the hard part. I know he loves me in his own weird way. We have a beautiful farm, a life, but living up to his standards is completely impossible. How does a person become that way?”

Dakota felt such kinship with Sarah, she knew exactly how she felt and told her so. The tears were streaming as Sarah finished her story.

“I walked in fog so long that when it lifted, I was surprised. For years, I just moved through life, following instructions, never questioning, content to be led. I buried my dreams deep inside, closing them off to never come true.”

“Now all of the sudden, I am able to paint if I want, sing, write, shout to the trees. My desire to be heard is so strong it takes my breath every single morning. Everywhere I look I see potential for a story. I found Redemption and am able to share with words, music, pictures. The gifts I had tucked away so efficiently are pouring out and I can create the amazing works I used to when I was younger. Walter and Lucky saved me by letting me be the creative director for Redemption. So I will make this place a dream destination for all those in need of healing.”

Dakota was sobbing openly when Sarah finished. Sarah had expressed everything she had felt during her marriage. Again, the two women hugged deeply and in sisterhood of what they had lived through, separate but similar situations. 

“Together my sister,” Dakota spoke hoarsely, “we will make Redemption the town it should have always been and will be again together. We don’t want extreme complicated growth, but to share this beautiful city with people willing to be healers of others. And, you need to move into town. One of the storefronts is available and I personally know the owner so I can get you a good deal.” Dakota smiled and they laughed a cleansing laugh together.

“Oh lordy!” Sarah drew out a note pad, “You have given me an awesome idea for Redemption. I think Walter and the townspeople will like this.” And scribbled some notes.

Dakota wiped her tears, as did Sarah, and the two women parted ways, agreeing to meet in a couple of days to make plans for Redemption. Dakota had never felt more peace than she did at that moment, knowing that the new founders of Redemption, along with the elders, were going to open a new world to a lot of people.
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CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




For Dakota, it was almost officially the holiday season. The weather had turned cooler, even though the days were still long, and Mother Nature threatened heat off and on. For the first time in years, she felt the holiday spirit fill her. She knew she had plenty of time but decided to winter clean the house and pre-prepare for Walter and Lindy’s Thanksgiving visit from their family. About the time she got started, the house phone rang.

“Dakota,” it was Leon. “I just got off the phone with Walter and will be there in a few minutes. I need your social and date of birth.”

Dakota reeled the numbers off, didn’t ask questions and flew to her room to make herself presentable. Obviously, Walter was awake and ready to begin his day. As she stepped out of her room, she heard Lindy chatting with Ellen about her spring garden. With it being close to autumn, the flowers were at the end of their cycle, but Lindy was ready to plant. Ellen just chatted right along as if there was nothing wrong with the conversation. Dakota smiled.

As she entered the kitchen, Lindy saw her and extended her arms for a hug. “Just the girl I needed to see today. It’s time to plant flowers and I need a helper. You ready?”

Dakota returned the hug, trying to figure out how to decline the invitation when Walter chimed in. “Now Lindy, you know we’ve business to tend to today. Leon’s on his way over and we’ll be in a meeting for a while. Why don’t you finish your breakfast and show Ms. Ellen your flower garden and get some ideas for what you want to plant.”

And out of nowhere, Lindy was back to normal. “Walter, it’s darn near too cold to be planting. Where is your mind these days?”

He just smiled and planted a kiss on Lindy’s lips. “You’re right as usual. When we’re done, how about a nice drive around town. You haven’t been out for a while and I’m sure Ms. Ellen could use a few hours to herself.”

Lindy smiled at Walter and agreed, then went back to her breakfast with Ellen and her boys. Her husband had eaten earlier and headed out to the factory he worked at. The boys finished their breakfast, gave their mom and Lindy a quick peck on the cheek and headed off to school. 

Leon gave a “whoa” as the boys barreled out the kitchen door and off to the school downtown. It was nice to hear their chatter and know that their education was in an environment that promoted learning instead of competition. The two new teachers were amazing in keeping all the different ages busy during their time at school. Dakota knew she was going to have to make a trip over and meet the couple that engaged the youngest of Redemption. For now, it was leaving the warmth of the kitchen for the dining room and their meeting.

Leon had managed to set up everything in the time Walter and Dakota got coffee and a breakfast plate for him. They chatted about the growth of Redemption and general small talk while he devoured his plate. As much as he liked Paulie and Evie’s cooking, Walter’s was just out of this world. Setting the plate to the side, he sipped his coffee and pulled the paperwork close.

Dakota was excited to hear what Leon had come up with and Walter seemed the same way. He and Walter had spent days in Leon’s office downtown, without Dakota, and finalized all the paperwork for Dakota to become part owner and heir to the town of Redemption. Leon even went as far as to hire an outside legal team to make sure there were no loopholes, errors, or anyway that anyone could fight this and win. They were proud of what they came up with.

“So, young lady,” Walter leaned back in his chair, “I just want to make sure that this is really something you want to do. Ownership is a big responsibility. Trevor J has been with us every step of the way and knows the ins and outs of what we are doing. You will never be alone in this endeavor, you know that, right?”
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