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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.

For everyone who’s fallen, broken, wandered, or lost their way, and still had the courage to rise, to change, to seek forgiveness, and to receive it. 

This is for you. Redemption isn’t a destination. It’s a decision. Every single day.

––––––––
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Some don’t believe they deserve a second chance. Others fight like hell to earn one.

But the truth... Redemption doesn’t wait for perfection, it begins the moment you stop running from yourself.
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CHAPTER 1
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Home

Dakota knew she could drive straight through to Redemption but decided to take her time and check out the scenery between New York and North Carolina. She decided she would pick a restaurant out in a couple of the towns before she headed home to Redemption. Home, that word just warmed her heart. Knowing that she really did now have a place to call home. 

Her first stop was Easton, Pennsylvania, where she stopped in at the Sette Luna to check out their Tuscan cuisine. She figured since she owned property in Italy, and was serving Italian cuisine at her New York restaurant, she might get a heads up on the types of foods Italians ate. Dakota delighted in the pastas and sauces, had a great chat with the chef, and decided to check deeper into Italian cuisine for both New York and Redemption. 

The next morning, she stopped in Harrisburg Pennsylvania when she was ready for breakfast. Her early morning habits had her on the road before the sun, and she arrived at a little place called Roxy’s. They had outdoor seating, which suited her perfectly. Summer and breakfast outside. Perfect. She didn’t speak to anyone there except her waitress, but she loved the idea of outdoor seating, and planned to implement this if she ever owned her own a restaurant again. Well, technically she did own a restaurant, but outdoor seating in her part of New York, not gonna happen.

Once breakfast was complete, Dakota hit the road again. It was a beautiful summer morning, so she stopped to put the top down and enjoyed the fresh air. She wondered about Redemption and all that might be happening there. She wondered about Lucky and Sarah, wanting to know if they decided to move to Redemption also. From the little Dakota knew of Lucky, she also knew Lucky was a great lady. That lady had some stories to tell, and Dakota felt very drawn to her. Sarah was a little different story. The lady was having a rough start to a new life. She might take a little more time to know. 

Dakota decided her last stop would be in Bristol, Tennessee. Nothing fancy, nothing quick. Just a nice friendly place. With dozens of restaurants to choose from, Dakota chose a place called the Bristol Café and Market. Dakota ordered soup and salad and was delightfully impressed with meal. She then ordered a very chocolatey mousse dessert, totally savoring each blissful, chocolaty bite. She was delighted to chat with the owners, but also with the chef and walked away having made new friends, and the recipe for the mousse. 

Dakota knew at the end of this day, she would be back in Redemption, close to the people she had grown extremely fond of. Eight months had certainly changed her and her way of thinking. At fifty-five, starting life over was going to be exciting. On the last part of her journey, she replaced the top of her car, and turned on some soft music. Just a couple of hours away from Redemption, she could hardly contain her excitement. Walter and Lindy knew she was returning, but she had not specified a day as she really didn’t know when she would arrive. 

During the drive, Dakota had decided that New York City was now, most definitely, part of her past. Of course, she had the restaurant to consider, but she was very confident with the people she had left in care of it. She had no desire to return unless it was to visit friends. She made a mark in her mental journal that this chapter of her life was over and done with and she would not be willing to dwell on the past but use her new life to help others who had lived like her. 

Dakota felt her heart accelerate as she drew closer to Redemption. She had deliberately found the back roads to be able to come in the residential side of town. She wandered through town looking to see if anything had changed since she was gone. She noticed a couple of the middle scale homes now looked like had residents, and it looked like traffic coming from the industrial park. Smiling, she hoped that meant Lindy’s predictions were coming true. 

Slowly she drove through town and saw lights on at the Cox house. Probably Lucky and Sarah, but there was also a third room lit up. Tomorrow might be a good day to go visiting. She drove on and parked her car in the building behind the house, hoping to surprise Walter and Lindy, who should be home, but more than likely already at the restaurant. 

Dakota walked through the mudroom and into the room she stayed before she left. Laying her bags on the bed, she checked herself in the mirror, did a quick touchup, and headed out to the kitchen. She was surprised to find a note on the table and a single yellow rose in a vase. 

“Lindy wanted to head out early, so if you come in early tonight, you know where we’ll be. Can’t wait to hug you darlin’.” 

Tears welled up in Dakota’s eyes, she smiled as she wiped them away, heading to the restaurant. She decided to sneak in the back door and see how business was before she greeted her new family. She saw that the café was filled with most of the town people. Lucky and Sarah were there and several faces she had not seen before. Walter and Lindy were sitting out in the café instead of their usual corner. Everyone was chatting amiably, and the chatter sounded so good to Dakota that she hated to interrupt. 

Suddenly, she was bear-hugged from behind and carried into the café. This startled her and as she struggled, she heard everyone laughing and cheering her home. She immediately turned to see who her captor was and playfully slugged Leon. She returned the hug as tears again welled up in her eyes. 

“We thought you would never come back!” Was Leon’s remark as he escorted her to a table. 

The café was decorated with flowers and signs welcoming Dakota back home. Everyone there came to greet her again with a hug or a handshake. There were indeed quite a few new faces, and this pleased her immensely. 

“Well, well,” came a voice from behind her, “I’m glad to see you back. So many who go back, settle into their old life again and end up back in the same position they were in when they left. You broke free!” Lucky was smiling and extending her arms for a big hug, which Dakota gladly obliged. “I was worried that you might be one of those people who couldn’t handle being without a partner. But guess you are stronger than you look. This couple has missed you like you were born to them. Never have I heard praises sung like they did you. And I know you weren’t with them very long. We are so glad you are back!” 

Sarah came up to Dakota and hugged her tentatively. “I made a trip too and returned. Although it was a little iffy at first. If not for Ms. Lucky, I would not be here today. This lady is something special.” She smiled at Lucky and then back to Dakota. “I was going to stay for the sake of our son, and though he is an adult, he is still very hurt that I’m not trying to “save” the marriage. Growing up is hard to do, but I made my choice to begin again. Glad you are back too, and we’ll definitely be talking soon.” 

Dakota was handed a piece of cake and a glass of lemonade and went to sit with Walter and Lindy. Lindy was in fine form this night, alternating between her Alzheimer’s and real life. She chattered about everything from the grandchildren running around the house to Dakota being gone for so long. It was almost like a total time change back and forth. If one just joined the conversation and didn’t know Lindy, they would quickly become confused. 

After an hour of visiting and chatting with others, Dakota began feeling the effects of the drive and was getting sleepy. She thanked everyone and begged off the rest of the evening. She didn’t get to meet all of the new faces she saw but knew during the course of the days to come she would. As she walked back the B&B, Dakota felt complete happiness. “Now begins Chapter Two.” She said out loud to no one in particular. “Whatever happens from this day forward is up to me and my new family. Good night, Redemption. See you in the morning.” 
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CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Yolanda

As Dakota began her new life the next morning, she decided she would start by driving around the neighborhoods to find herself a home. This excited her tremendously, but in her heart,  she wished she could stay with Walter and Lindy. This house was so inviting and seemed filled with all the love she had missed over the last several years.

She heard Walter and Lindy come and decided to make as well as eat breakfast with them. As she entered the kitchen, it seemed as if the old couple looked a bit tired and frazzled. This worried her. 

“Walter,” she said, “Was the evening rush too much for you?”

“Oh hon, no.” Walter replied tiredly. “Lindy had a rough time last night for some reason. Kept going on about parts of her past with her ex and claimed that someone had stolen her children. It was quiet most of the night at the café, thankfully. Lucy held the place together mostly as I tried to get Lindy to come home with me. That did not work out well.”

“Poor thing. Why didn’t you call me? I would have gladly come and helped both of you.” 

“Well, I knew you were tired from your trip, and I doubt if Lindy would have listened anyway. She just didn’t settle a bit until about three hours ago. I’m going to feed her something easy this morning and get us to bed as fast as I can. This damn Alzheimer’s is tearing both of us apart.”

Dakota felt tears well in her eyes but quickly staunched them. “If you want to just sit at the table, I will get you both something quick to eat. You look like you could keel over at any moment.”

Walter nodded and managed to get a very quiet and tired looking Lindy to sit down. He sat beside her, and they talked softly as Dakota went about preparing them a breakfast. Quick scrambled eggs and toast would hold them over until later. She placed the meal on the table and sat down in an unoccupied chair. 

Lindy just stared at her plate, so instead of letting Walter help her eat, Dakota decided to give it a whirl. The old girl took the food from the fork as Dakota held it to her lips. She would take a bite of toast and sip some orange juice, but it seemed she was doing it rote because her gaze never faltered from something on the table. This worried Dakota.

“Why don’t you let me take her to my room and get a bath while you shower in your room?” Dakota told Walter. “That way you can both lay down at the same time.”

“Oh no young lady.” Walter tried to argue, “I couldn’t let you do that. It’s not your place.”

“Nonsense. I am a grown woman and have offered you a little help. Be gracious and let me do this for you. You certainly have helped me enough in the past year.” Dakota placed her hands on her hips and began giving orders. “Now. Go get me her toiletries, a gown, and slippers. I won’t invade your personal space unless you let me.”

Walter slowly stood and retrieved the items Dakota had asked for. She shooed him to his room and took Lindy to hers. Lindy sat in the chair Dakota directed her to and was unusually still and silent, letting Dakota undress, shower and redress her. It filled Dakota with joy that she could help, but dread because Lindy was so lethargic and almost unresponsive. She met Walter in the kitchen as he was coming to get Lindy and she followed them to the hallway that led to their rooms. Only after they had entered did she turn back to the kitchen.

Dakota cleaned as quietly as possible and then went to the study to email Eloise. That completed, she left to go see what had changed around town while she was gone. One of the first things she felt like doing was to meet again with Lucy and Sarah but first, she would have to find out where they ladies might be. Maybe Yolanda could tell her, so that’s where she headed. The grocery.

“Yolanda.” She called. “It’s Dakota. Just wanted to hug your neck since I didn’t get to see you at the party last night. Yolanda?” 

She heard Yolanda softly call from the back of the house and headed that direction. Dakota saw a young lady manning the counter and wondered what was going on. But, when she walked into the living area of the store, she knew immediately and gasped. Yolanda was in a hospital bed. One of her legs in traction, her face lacerated, and her left wrist in a cast. Dakota rushed over and lightly touched her cheek, careful not to shake the bed. 

Yolanda gave a weak smile and held out her good hand to Dakota. “Sometimes, closing a door is not a good thing. I filed for divorce and he hunted me down. Leon was on the other side of town when I called, and this is what the SOB managed to get away with.” 

“Oh sweetie.” Dakota exclaimed. “I can only tell you I am sorry. I know you need some help. What can I do?” The house hunting would just have to wait. There was a need to fill right now. 

“Well. You could take that scratcher and try to get under that stupid cast. OMG! It is itching so bad right now!” Yolanda laughed out loud. “I have a nurse that Walter hired and a nanny for the girls. Nanny should be back any minute from dropping them off at school, and the nurse is probably grabbing breakfast from the café. I can get Alcina to help me if I really need anything. She’s the young girl probably camping at the counter.” 

Dakota smiled at the feistiness still coming from Yolanda. “She’s camped. Ears full of whatever and nibbling on something. But at least you don’t have to shut down. I’ll help out if you don’t want her here. It won’t be a problem.” 

“No.” Yolanda shook her head. “I promised my baby sister I would raise her if something happened to her. My ex, the day before he came out here, killed her. She truly did not know where I was, and he broke her neck when he threw her against the wall. At least Alcina will have a good, safe place to grow up.” She sighed deeply. “He won’t be coming back. At the expense of my baby sister, he will spend his remaining days in prison if Senor Tibold has his way. I knew he was violent, but not vindictively so. Jaimie, my ex-brother-in-law is coming here to help take care of the store.” 

“Are you sure that is wise, Yolanda?” Dakota asked. 

“Jaime is the exact opposite of Luiz.” She told Dakota. “He feels that right now, it is his duty. But I have tried to explain to him it is not. He seems broken hearted about this whole thing and said he will raise Alcina as his own if he has to. He is a good man.” 

“It certainly sounds that way. I am glad at least you have some family that can help you. If you feel like it, we can talk. If not, we can just sit and enjoy each other’s company quietly.” 

Yolanda was not sleepy, because sleeping was all she had been doing lately. Mornings were her best times right now. They chatted about life in general. Dakota told her a short version of how things went in New York and that now she was able to move on and begin again. 

She shared about being sad at not having children. She thought she would have been good mother, but guessed it was not in the stars. Yolanda assured her that the two she had would make her glad that she didn’t have any children. They laughed and sipped on tea, each listening for the chime of grocery door. 

Yolanda, who had never been sick a day in her life, shared with Dakota and began relating how she came to be in Redemption. She was hesitant at first because of her upbringing and who she thought Dakota was, but quickly overcame that as she saw Dakota was genuinely interested. 
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CHAPTER 3
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Yolanda had started life as a lowly girl in Guatemala. Females were considered just barely above brood mares where she lived. At age five, she watched her mother try to take care of all her older siblings, provide food for the family, and take care of Yolanda’s grandmother who was sick with cancer. Yolanda managed to stay alive by shear will power and instinct. She learned to beg and steal at a very early age and became very adept at not getting caught. The food she stole had helped her family survive, but even at her young age, she knew one day she would get caught. 

At the age of seven, a very wealthy Spanish man and woman came to the city where she lived and talked for many days with her mother. Yolanda was told they were her godparents and auntie on her mother’s side of the family. They had moved away the year Yolanda was born and had now come back to help her mother out. Her momma said she was fine and would not be able to leave Guatemala unless all her children and her their mother were able to go also. This made the couple very sad. But, by the end of their stay, they had talked her mamma into letting Yolanda go away with them. 

This was distressing for Yolanda, to leave her family at such a young age, but the further away she traveled, the safer she felt, even with people she had not known very long. There would be no more stealing for her. She worried if her mother would be able to keep the rest of the family healthy and fed. She did not know that her godfather had provided a way to keep them fed and educated.

They arrived in Guadalajara two days after leaving Guatemala, with a stopover in Tuxtepec for some business for her godfather and shopping for her and her godmother. 

Yolanda had never been outside of Guatemala and the sights, sounds and beauty was almost too much for her to handle at times. She made one attempt to take something she liked but was immediately caught by her godmother and informed that beautiful young girls need only ask for things they desire. Stealing was for tramps and dirty little girls. Yolanda did not speak for the rest of the day, but instead, let her godmother dress her in frilly clothes and turn her from an urchin to a lovely little girl. 

From then on, Yolanda imitated her godmother and auntie who had asked her to call her Viv or momma. Yolanda chose momma, as it was easier to remember. She thought Viv was a very beautiful lady and did her best to please her new momma in any way she could. 

Yolanda was enrolled in the best school Guadalajara had to offer. She had never been to school and had to work hard and diligently to catch up to the other children there. She found she loved numbers and quickly excelled in math and science. Within the year, Yolanda had succeeded in surpassing her classmates in their studies. 

She made one friend that year, and they remained friends throughout high school. They found themselves together constantly and they grew to be closer than sisters. During her friend’s Quinceanera, a few months before hers, they both discovered a heartbreak in the fact that her best friend was engaged to be wed when she turned 17 and would no longer be in school. Yolanda excelled even more in her studies because she now had no one to spend the extra time with as her friend was busy planning a wedding. One she was not happy about. 

Yolanda’s godfather was very tech savvy and stayed away on business most of the time, so Yolanda never got to know him very well. He would be home for holidays, birthdays, and was there for Yolanda’s Quinceanera, which was the first time she had really seen him smiling and enjoying himself. Yolanda wanted to follow in his footsteps and followed the information she gleaned from the servants to know what he was doing. New technology was all she could figure out, so she learned all she could with her limited resources and knowledge.

Viv had found the most beautiful ball gown of the palest pink and as they left the church for the party, Viv told Yolanda she looked like the fairy princess that had won her heart so many years ago. Her godfather patted her hand and told her she looked very beautiful and very grown up. 

As they arrived at their villa, Yolanda was amazed by the opulence that now engulfed the house. Lights, balloons, music, and a room full of presents, all meant for her. The musicians played the music of the time and her high school friends were all enjoying the party. She was as amazed as when she first came to live here. Her best friend hugged her tightly and told her she was so lucky.

Her first dance was with her father who held her lightly and swayed with her to the slow song. She could tell he had been enjoying the liqueur that was there for the adults. He turned her over to one of the boys from her class and that was the last she saw of him for the night. Yolanda had never been so happy. Even Viv seemed to be enjoying the attention and left Yolanda to entertain her classmates.

As the night closed out, Yolanda hugged her momma Viv, and told her to thank her father also. Viv just hugged Yolanda tightly and told her how proud she was of her. Yolanda could smell alcohol on Viv’s breath also and knew, with the help of her medicine, she would be asleep soon. She even helped her momma to her room where the maid took over. 

Yolanda walked back down to the ballroom and just wandered around, enjoying the fact that all of this was done for her. She didn’t remember much of her birth mother or home, but she knew this would never have been possible had she stayed there. Tomorrow, she would get to open the gifts that everyone had brought for her. She swayed to the music still in her head and felt the gown swirl around her. She felt so grown up. 

As the cleaning crew came in, they smiled at seeing the young woman dreaming and the older women remembered their day of being fifteen. For many, it was a simple meal with family and friends, nothing like this. They were happy to see this young woman enjoying her special day. Yolanda smiled at them and retired to her room where her nanny helped her undress and tucked her into bed, leaving for her own quarters. 

Yolanda lay in bed remembering all that she could, committing as much as she could to memory as she could so she would be able to put it all in her journal in the morning. Very soon, she dozed and in her dream state, danced all over again. 
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CHAPTER 4 
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“Oh!” Exclaimed Dakota. “How incredibly beautiful and wonderful that sounds Yolanda. What a wonderful way to enter into womanhood.” 

“Yes.” Yolanda replied, though not cheerfully. “I think I heard the bell. Would you be so kind as to check on Alcina? She’s a bit shy and I don’t know how much she really cares about being here.” 

Dakota nodded and went into the store, careful to pull the curtains to as she left the house going into the store. She saw Lucy at the produce with Leon Tibold standing beside her. As soon as Lucy saw Dakota, a darkness came over her face, but again, Dakota pretended not to notice. She just nodded and went over to where Alcina was seated behind the counter. 

She noticed the young girl had not changed position, seeing that the earbuds were still stuck in her ears, Dakota didn’t think she had acknowledged Lucy or Leon either. Her head was buried in her phone. It was a full minute or so before she even noticed Dakota standing in the same area with her. 

“Oh.” The girl said. “Did you need something?” Barely looking up from her phone, she was still nodding to the music. 

“Alcina.” Dakota introduced herself. “I am Ms. Dakota. A friend of your aunts. Do you think you can shut that down for a minute or two? 

The girl heaved a big sigh, but shut down the phone she was holding, then looked at Dakota expectantly and slightly annoyed, but never said a word. “I wanted to say thank you for coming to help you aunt out here, and that I’m sorry about the loss of your mother. I was about your age when my mom died, and I was left with an auntie also.” Dakota told her. “If you need any help, please call the cafe or the house and I will come. You have a lot to handle right now, and I know things can be kind of tough in a new town and school” 

Alcina looked at Dakota, seemingly trying to decide if she was telling the truth or not. Her life had been mostly with her mom, and occasionally, an uncle or two. She had learned early not to really trust most adults because they will say most anything to make a child feel good. But she felt like this lady was telling her the truth and decided to trust her. 

“I haven’t been to school yet. Auntie thought I might be better for me to get settled a bit, and then I could go with my cousins to their school. Did your uncle kill your mom too?” Alcina asked. 

Dakota was taken aback by the question, and she watched Lucy blanch upon hearing that. Leon just stood very still. “My mother died in an accident. She was trying to get to the hospital where my dad was. He had died from a heart attack, and she was rushing to get to him when she flew through an intersection without looking. At least it was immediate for her.” 

“Kind of like my mom. Uncle Luiz threw her against a wall, and she did not wake up.” 

“I am sorry you had family that did that to you. It is hard growing up sometimes, but without parents, it seems especially difficult. How old are you, thirteen, fourteen?” Alcina told her fifteen in a week. She smiled, already making plans for this girl’s Quinceañera. 

“You have a wonderful friend and substitute mom in your aunt. Even though this happened, she seems to have gotten herself back together and is starting a new life for her and her girls. Now, you must be willing to do the same. You will have difficult days, weeks, and months, but if you talk to someone about your struggles, they can help you get through them easier than trying to handle them yourself.” 

Lucy and Leon walked up to the counter to check out. Alcina did a perfect job in manually entering each item. Dakota made a mental note to tell Walter to update that register. Electronic would be so much easier. Leon chatted a bit while Lucy finished checking out, glaring at Dakota, who tried to smile at her. She still didn’t know what she had done to cause Lucy to throw icicle darts at her. The two left and Dakota turned her attention back to Alcina. 

“How do you handle the bad days?” Alcina asked. “Auntie will be sick for a very long time. She was beaten pretty bad, and the doctor says she has to be very careful for a long time. I can’t wake her up in the middle of the night with bad dreams or to just talk if I can’t sleep. The doctor says she has a long road to travel.” 

“Well honey,” Dakota soothed, “Sometimes the road is just an expression to say a person has to make a lot of changes to make things in their life work better. She has you to take care of her and to help her. And, if she hasn’t told you, there is someone else coming to help. That way you don’t have to grow up so fast, and he can take care of the store while you are in school.” 

Alcina shook her head. “Yes. I know. Auntie told me. It will be good for her to have a grownup around helping. I think she thinks I don’t care or don’t know anything. I just don’t know what to do sometimes.” 

“Tell you what.” Dakota said. “Tomorrow I would like to take to look at the school you will be going to. I will get a note from Yolanda explaining what is going on, then we’ll go get some cool clothes to get you ready. Did you bring your transcripts from your other school? That’s okay. I bet your auntie knows. Does that sound like something you might want to do?” 

“Who will take care of the store. Auntie can’t sit in here.” 

“I’ve got the perfect person, so don’t you worry. You just finish out today, and I will see you in the morning.” Dakota held her hand for Alcina to shake and was rewarded with a big hug from the young girl. That hug sealed a relationship that would build to very strong in the years to come.
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CHAPTER 5
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The nurse had not returned yet, so Dakota sat in the chair next to Yolanda turning it to face her. She wanted to let Yolanda know about her plans with Alcina tomorrow, Yolanda wanted to finish talking and tell Dakota about her brother-in-law, Jaime. 

“To finish our conversation, my girls and Luiz’s brother Jaime are the only family I have left besides that girl out there, so I am really on my own now. I hope Senor Walter will be patient with his payments if the business drops. I cannot get out and visit like I used to, so I don’t know if the new people will know that I am here.” Yolanda teared as she spoke. “Jaime Alvarez would have been a better match for me, but he was already married when I met my husband.” 

“Yolanda.” Dakota declared. “I can just bet that Walter will not have any trouble with your payments, and I know the business will be just fine. Don’t you worry about anything right now but healing. And I mean healing. Your mind also.” 

“Isn’t that the way life usually happens. We find one, but then ... Luiz was so warm and loving. I had met him when I visited Guatemala on my eighteenth birthday. He was working as one of the interpreters for the station I was at. I guess he kept up with me because he came to Florida a year later and found me. I was quite surprised. I thought he was lying about having family there but turns out he wasn’t. His momma, brother and sister-in-law, and some cousins. I was quite taken with all of them. But that is a story for another day. It is almost time for the nurse to be back. I can stand to be alone for a bit.” 

“Why don’t I make some lemonade for the afternoon? I really don’t mind staying until she returns. Be right back.” 

“Lemonade would be good. Mr. Walter just brought in fresh lemons. I would love the company for a bit. Hopefully, I will not fall asleep on you. Seems that is all I am good for these days.” Yolanda laughed and then yawned. 

Dakota went into the store and grabbed a handful of lemons, noticing Alcina was window shopping via her phone at clothes. This made her smile and kind of excited about the next day. She headed back into the back of the house and prepared the lemonade, then returned to the living room. Yolanda was sleeping, so she treaded softly back to the kitchen and prepared a light lunch and dinner for the household. Putting instructions with everything she prepared, hoping the family liked it. 

When Dakota peeked into the living room, she saw the nurse there, and Yolanda struggling to not be in pain as the nurse helped her with her breakfast and sitting up the best she could. Dakota poured a small glass of fresh lemonade for Yolanda, introduced herself to the nurse, and while Yolanda ate breakfast with Alcina, Dakota told them about the conversation between her and Alcina this morning. 

The nurse sniffed once or twice, whether in disapproval or just sniffing, Dakota didn’t care, she was trying to get the young girl into a happy routine. Yolanda approved of everything, managed to sign a letter for the school that Dakota printed off a computer across the room. Yolanda thanked Dakota so much that she finally told her to stop. She hugged Yolanda and Alcina, shook hands with the nurse, and headed out to her car. 

It was almost noon, and she was no longer in the mood to go house shopping, so she decided to sneak into the house and check messages. She managed to quietly get to the study, pop open the computer and get some business taken care of. She had a note from Eloise about her new love and how wonderful it was to travel without worrying about money. She also told Dakota that they would be making a visit to Redemption sometime around Thanksgiving, so get the bird ready! Giggling, Dakota wound down work and looked at the papers she had printed off. 

Shelly and Garrett had sent some paperwork and financial statements for her to go over. Her friends from Vermont sent a letter checking on her. She did get back on the computer to email them and let them know she would give them a call in a few days. With that complete, she heard Walter and Lindy come into the kitchen. She had spent nearly two hours working. Time for a break. 

Hugs and kisses greeted her as they sat Lindy at the table and Dakota helped Walter with lunch. Whatever had happened the night before seemed forgotten as Lindy was her usual chatty self again. She looked a bit haggard, but the sleep they both had gotten seemed to help them recover quickly. They chatted about Yolanda and Walter said he knew of someone that could help until Yolanda’s family showed up. About that time, there came a knock at the front door. Dakota hurried to answer it. 

The man standing outside was perhaps the homeliest man Dakota had ever seen. He even beat Jay for not being handsome at all. The noticeable exception was the twinkle and humbleness in his eyes that showed an inner beauty of high caliber and strength. “May I help you?” she asked. 

The man was dark-skinned with very thick hair, tall and slender. He had a heavy scar over his left eye and one along the bottom of his jaw. He spoke with a deep foreign accent. “I am here to see Yolanda Alavarez. The lady at the café told me to come here first and you might be able to help me.” 

“Please. Come in for a few minutes. Join us for lunch and then I will take you to Yolanda.” Dakota motioned the man inside, closing the door, and he followed her to the kitchen. She introduced Walter, Lindy, and then herself and looked at him expectantly, waiting to find out who he was. 

He was very quick to catch on. “I am Jaime Alvarez. Yolanda is, uh, was my sister-in-law. I finished my business in Miami early and decided to head this way to help her.” Although Jaime had a very heavy accent, his English was perfect. “I know you, Mr. Walter, have hired nurses and helpers for her, and I am very thankful for that. She speaks very highly of you.” Walter replied that it was his pleasure. He stood to shake Jaime’s hands, but Jaime was at the table before Walter could get out of the chair. “Please. Do not rise. I do not want to keep you. I would just like to get to Yolanda and the girls.” 

“I just came from there a bit ago.” Dakota told him. “I won’t mind taking you. I think Yolanda is probably sleeping. She had a busy morning with me and the nurse changing her dressings. Alcina is watching the store. Let me get my car and you can follow me. It’s not far.” She told Walter and Lindy she would be back later, told Jaime to follow her and she would drop him off at his car. 
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CHAPTER 6 
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Yolanda had been thinking of her youth while she rested. She was thinking about her Quinceañera as she drifted off into another nap. 

——
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That night, lying in bed dreaming about her day, Yolanda never heard the door to her room open and suddenly, there was a hand across her mouth and the other holding her body to the bed. As hard as she struggled, Yolanda could not break free. As her eyes adjusted, she saw her father standing over her, eyes red rimmed, and could smell the liquor on his breath. She became very still as she listened to him breathe.

Without a word, he let her go and walked over to a chair near the bed. He then spoke to her, the most she had ever heard him say. “I’m not going to harm you, I just didn’t want you to be frightened. Yolanda, I am very sorry I was never around to watch you grow up. At first it was because I was hardened by not being able to have children of my own. Then, I just became busy with work. Finally, your mother became bitter because I was never home and told me it was just as well I worked so hard. To her, the money became everything.” 

“I love you very much and I can see what an intelligent, beautiful young woman you have become. I am very proud of your accomplishments in school and have already heard that you are making marks good enough to be in college in a year. I’m impressed. You will be a very smart businesswoman someday. I have already set up a college fund for you, either here in Mexico, or anywhere in the United States you wish you go. I attended a college in Miami, you might like it. When you are ready, we will make a trip and visit it. Does it sound like something you would be interested in?” He asked Yolanda. 

“Oh papa! How wonderful that sounds. I know you were very busy, and I can hear you and momma argue some nights. I did not listen on purpose. Is this Miami a good place to be? Is the college big? When do you think we can go?” Yolanda asked of him excitedly. 

The door swung open as he was about to answer, and her mother stormed in the room like a crazed person. “I knew it! I knew it! You are going after our daughter! You want someone younger, and she is the closest female you can find!” 

“What are you talking about Vivian? I was just chatting with Yolanda about ..." and she cut his words and began screaming at him and Yolanda. 

“You both are liars!” She stumbled around a chair heading to him. “I saw her looking at all the gifts tonight. She was practically drooling over them. And you. You couldn’t keep your filthy eyes off her! You just wait for me to be gone before you get together. I know, I have seen it before! Well let me tell you both, it will not happen in my house. I am the mistress of this house, not her, and no one will take that away from me. No one!” 

“Momma.” Yolanda cut in. “No one is doing anything wrong. Papa was telling me about how smart I am and what college he went to. He was telling me how sorry he was that he wasn’t around. That is all.” 

“Viv” he said, “You need to think about what you are saying. What you are implying. She is a child, and I would be insane to try anything even if I wanted to, which I don’t. She is my daughter. You should be ashamed of your wicked thoughts.” 

“Don’t you dare! I come in here and see you watching her and her flaunting herself. I will not have it in my house. I want you out. Both of you. Get out now!” Viv screamed loudly enough the housekeeper was heard running up the stairs. Viv screamed at her. “Go back to your room!” 

Then to Yolanda and her father. “I am going to my room. If you are here in the morning, I will call the police and have you arrested for child molestation, and you,” pointing to Yolanda, “I will have you arrested for stealing. Believe me, it will happen.” 

Yolanda began crying and her father just stared at Viv. Neither of them could believe what was being said. It was like a totally different woman stood in front of them. Whenever they tried to talk her down, she would begin screaming again. Even her housekeeper, a longtime friend, could not talk her down. It was as if her mind had completely been taken over by someone else. 

Finally, she left the room. Yolanda was sobbing uncontrollably. Her father was in total shock. The housekeeper returned to the room and explained something sad to both of them. It seems Viv had been diagnosed with schizophrenia a few months ago. She had been having strange delusions and decided she needed help but did not want anyone to know she was not in control of her faculties. She must not be taking her medication. She might be better tomorrow. 

But Yolanda’s father knew it wasn’t just the disease. He had seen her act this way before the diagnosis. She might be schizophrenic, but she had also become very jealous of any other woman in their lives. She was constantly calling him, having him followed, and showing up where he worked. He knew it was time to leave. So, he told the housekeeper to pack Yolanda’s things and meet him downstairs in one hour. 

One hour later, he and Yolanda were driving away from the only home she knew or remembered. She was starting over again and was just as scared at the first time. They stayed at his sister's house for the rest of that night. The next day, he was with his attorney’s and business partners for most of the day. He then treated Yolanda to a wonderful dinner and shopping for travel clothes. She saw her auntie crying and wondered what was wrong, but did not ask, figuring she would be told in due time. Which she was. 

Yolanda’s father realized he would have to leave the country to be safe from Viv. Her family was well connected, and he was sure in her current state of mind, she would possibly try something drastic. He set up with his attorneys to have her well taken care of. He sold his share of the business and purchased some in Miami at the same time, preparing them all for the onslaught of what he thought Viv might do. 

She of course, began her rantings of him having other women, including their daughter. And during all the court proceedings that followed, Yolanda never wavered from her answer that nothing had ever happened between her and her father. Within six months, Viv was placed in a sanitarium for the mentally unstable, given a private nurse, and spent the rest of her days acting like an actress of old, being the center of attention. 

Yolanda and her father loved the life they had in Miami. Her father remarried a year later when Yolanda was almost 17, and his second wife was so loving it scared both of them. A very astute businesswoman, she made sure the household ran smoothly and that any business entertainment was organized and socially acceptable for Yolanda’s father. She took to the role of mother very seriously, but also realized she was the second mother and stayed friends as well with Yolanda. They almost seemed like sisters at times. 

Yolanda learned the art of business deals by listening to both of her favorite people. Her father was very hard-nosed while her second mother was more enticing. Making the deal sound like something the other person couldn’t live without. And this is how Yolanda met her husband to be, Luiz, and Jaime, his brother. 

Yolanda came out of her dream state when she heard Sheriff Tibold call out a hearty hello to Alcinia. She heard Alcinia timidly say hello back and direct the Sheriff to the living quarters.

Leon smiled as he entered and walked up to Yolanda.

“How are you feeling today young lady?” He asked.

“I am much better now, Sheriff Tibold.” Yolanda replied.

“Please. I have asked you many times, call me Leon. We are all family here.” He firmly told her.

“L... L... Leon.” She stuttered. “I am supposed to have family coming in soon. Then I will be much better.”

“That is what I came to tell you. I believe the brother-in-law you mentioned might be here already. I saw a man at the café and then he went to the big house. I wanted to warn you in case you didn’t want him here.”

“Oh my!” Yolanda exclaimed. “I am not ready. The house is not ready. What will he think of the mess?”

“Yolanda,” Leon sat and held her hand. “I think he will see a woman who survived a terrible ordeal. Perhaps a beautiful woman who is a fighter. He won’t care about the way you or your house look right now. Don’t worry about that. I’ll send someone over to clean. Just embrace him with open arms. He’s having a tough time with what his brother did.”

Tears filled Yolanda’s eyes as she listened to the words spoken by the sheriff. Not in a long time had she felt so much love from another adult human being besides Mr. Walter. He held her hand a bit longer and then told her he had better leave to go check out the town. Lots of new things happening and he needed to make double sure everyone stayed safe. She smiled back and knew what he meant but said nothing. They both looked toward the door when they heard the chime.

As Dakota and Jaime entered the store, Alcina waved to Dakota, and shyly to Jaime. They continued through the store to the living area behind it. Yolanda was awake and chatting with Leon and the nurse about life in general, and compared to her earlier tsking, the nurse seemed quite friendly now. The nurse stood and introduced herself as Ellen Kemp from Asheville. Dakota introduced her to Jaime and stepped back as the man only saw Yolanda and bent down to hug her. 

They spoke in Spanish, tears making them both hard to understand as Dakota and Ellen stood back, trying not to be intrusive during this time. Dakota motioned for Ellen to follow her, and they went to the store, telling Alcina to go back to her aunt and uncle. Which she did. 

Dakota and Ellen sat at a table close to the counter and chatted while the new family cried and talked about the events of the last few weeks. They heard Jaime apologize over and over, and Yolanda tell him nothing was his fault, over and over. The crying softened and became soft talking while Dakota and Ellen got to know each other over a cup of tea. 
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