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S

Chapter 1

ara caught the distasteful gaze of  her professor out of  the
corner of  her eye. When she turned her head to acknowl‐
edge his nonverbal communication, his eyes turned dark.

He had a look about him which said, ‘Either you wake yourself
up, or you walk yourself  out of  this class”.

Sara decided to walk out. She packed up her bag and grace‐
fully walked down the long aisle between the rows of  seats. She
gently pushed open the lecture hall door and let herself  out. She
hadn’t intended to fall asleep during the lecture, but lately, she
hadn’t been sleeping well. She often had nightmares or night
terrors that consumed her, and regretfully, they usually included
aspects of  the dark fantasies that were buried within her. Sara’s
nightmares began at home before she graduated from high
school and after she lost her mother.

Her mother, Maddison and her stepfather, Jack Walkins, had a
good marriage for the first year or two they spent together. Her
mother had met Jack a year after Sara’s birth father had passed.
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Her father’s death was sudden, caused by a large brain tumor
that went unnoticed for many years.

Maddison had married Jack on the rebound. She was
distraught at losing her chance for a happily ever after. That’s
what Jonas had been to her. They’d meant everything to one
another. After he passed, Maddison wasn’t the same. She slept
with multiple men and didn’t always come home. Sara had been
fourteen when her father died, only fourteen when she learned
she had to care for herself.

Sara never blamed her mother for her actions. She’d lost her
soul mate. Everyone coped with loss in different ways. When
Sara’s grandparents had passed, her mother had gone on an
eating binge and put on ten pounds. Sara understood how detri‐
mental death could be, not just to the dead, but to the living.

Maddison and Jack only dated briefly before tying the knot.
If  Sara remembered correctly, they dated for approximately six
months. Sara didn’t care for Jack. He looked at her eerily…
always staring at her, his eyes piercing holes into her skin. There
was something off  about him from the beginning, but she could
never pinpoint it.

Sara tried to avoid him as much as possible, and she only ever
spent time with him when her mother was present. She just had
a bad feeling about him. Jack always appeared cold and distant
as if  he did not care about anyone but himself. He was a selfish
person, at least in Sara’s eyes, constantly doing things that made
him happy rather than thinking about Sara’s mother.

Sara’s father had always been warm, passionate, and kind,
and he had loved her mother dearly. Sara could sense the differ‐
ences between Jack and her real father, and she didn’t like it. She
wouldn’t say anything to her mother, mostly because there was
nothing really to say. Other than being distant and selfish, Jack
had never done anything truly abhorrent. Her mother seemed
happy, and because Jack was the one to bring her happiness, Sara
kept her thoughts to herself.
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Shortly before Sara’s seventeenth birthday, in her grade
eleven-year, Jack’s attitude took a turn for the worse. Jack became
physical towards her mother, slapping her, hitting her, whenever
she didn’t answer him the way he wanted, or when she didn’t do
something he’d asked her to do. Neither Sara nor Maddison
knew what prompted this behavior because there had been no
prior signs that would point to him having an abusive personality.
Yet, his violent behavior went on for quite a while.

Her mother would leave home with bruises sometimes, and
Sara became accustomed to yelling at Jack, and separating them
when the fighting became unbearable. She did not understand
why her mother stayed with Jack. It was clear either the love was
gone, or it was never there to begin with. She knew Jack hated
her, and wanted to hurt her, but her mother never let him
near her.

Eventually, Maddison found out he had been drinking heav‐
ily. She tried to blame his behavior on the drink, but Sara didn’t
believe it. He was violent because he wanted to be. He had a
need for power, and he fulfilled that need by hurting those
around him. He must have always been this way and was simply
good at hiding it. There were a few times when he took a swing
at Sara when she wouldn’t or couldn’t tell him when Maddison
was coming home. Luckily, he had been too drunk to punch her
or hurt her, and she was able to get away.

After a short while, Maddison’s attitude started to change.
She returned to her promiscuous ways, leaving the house at odd
hours, sometimes not returning at all. She blamed her absences
on work and travel, but Sara knew she rarely traveled for her job.
Maddison worked for the Vice President of  a food distribution
company, as a personal assistant.

Jack became suspicious, watching her leave from the
bedroom window, sometimes following her when she would leave
the house. Sara didn’t blame her mother. Jack had this coming.
They started to argue more frequently, and Sara would sit at the
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top of  the stairs leading to the foyer, to see if  she could make out
their words. She didn’t feel bad about eavesdropping. She needed
to know if  she had to come down the stairs to intervene. Those
stairs became her hiding place.

One day, Jack left the house, shortly after Maddison. From
what Sara knew, Jack followed her to another man’s home. She
was having an affair, and he caught her in bed with him. Jack
beat the guy up pretty bad, at least that was Jack’s side of  the
story.

Maddison swore up and down she had only been intimate
with the man once. Jack didn’t believe her. Sara would sit and
listen to their fights from the top of  the stairs, and she knew her
mother was lying. Her mother wasn’t the one-night-stand kind of
woman. If  she was sleeping with someone, it would happen more
than once. Sara could attest to that because before Jack came
along, her mother received phone calls from the same men over
and over. There were many men, but she rarely saw a man’s
name on the telephone screen she hadn’t come to recognize.

Shortly after the huge blow-up about the affair, things died
down for a while. Maddison would still sneak out of  the house,
but not nearly as often, and she was much more careful. Jack
continued to drink, and eventually, he started to find ways to hurt
Sara when her mother wasn’t around.

He never injured her face. She never had wounds on visible
parts of  her body, unless you counted her arms. She always had
bruises on her arms from where he would grab her. She did tell
her mother, but her mother simply told her to stay in her room
while she was out. After a few heart-to-heart conversations with
her mother, begging and pleading her to leave Jack, Maddison
promised to visit a divorce lawyer and have him out of  the house
during Sara’s last year of  high school. She said they would take a
trip to Paris, and while they were gone, she would arrange to
have him escorted out. When they would return, they would
come home to an empty house, and fill it with love and happiness
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again. Unfortunately, she was never able to make good on that
promise.

During Sara’s last year of  high school, right after she turned
eighteen, her mother went missing. Sara never had the opportu‐
nity to celebrate the memorable birthday with her mother, and
she would forever regret it. Maddison had left the house early in
the morning on a summer day, sun shining in the sky, and she
didn’t return. This wasn’t completely unusual, so no one
expected foul play until the following evening when she still
hadn’t returned home. Jack didn’t think there was anything to
worry about, because he figured she was out screwing someone
and would come home when she was good and ready. Sara knew
something was wrong, and she went to the police station. A
missing person’s report was filed, and the police located Maddi‐
son’s phone by using a tracking device that had been installed by
Jack. Sara knew about this because she had overheard the police
speaking to Jack about it when they located Maddison’s phone,
but couldn’t find her body.

Both Jack and Sara were called into the police station. They
were each questioned about her mother’s possible whereabouts.
Jack was all too quick to mention the man she was supposedly
sleeping with. Jack couldn’t even remember where the man lived,
even though he had been the one to follow her there. Sara
wanted to focus on her mother’s disappearance. She wondered if
it was possible her mother left, to get away from Jack. But would
she really leave Sara all alone? Sara hated the thoughts that
swirled in her head. But she couldn’t shake them. Perhaps if  she
used this opportunity to tell the police about Jack… her mother
could come home – home to a house without Jack.

When the police spoke with her privately, she gave them
any information she could about her mother’s potential where‐
abouts. Then, she started telling about Jack’s abuse, how he
hurt her mother, hurt her, would drink, and become violent.
She even told the police her mother may have ran away
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because of  this and she may return home if  Jack were gone.
The police informed her because she had no bruises to show,
no evidence, it would be her word against his. The police
didn’t believe her story. They called in a social worker to
conduct a few tests. The social worker examined her thor‐
oughly, the police checked the databases for previous arrests of
Jack Walkins, reports about domestic abuse and they found
nothing.

They did not believe her. Sara thought it would be customary
for them to place her in foster care or something, but they didn’t.
When she asked, they refused, explaining since she was eighteen,
she was legally an adult and could move out if  she felt Jack was a
threat. Sara felt both abandoned and frustrated by their indiffer‐
ence to her situation. She couldn’t just move out. She had no
money, nowhere to go, what if  her mother came home to find
Sara had run away?

When they arrived back home, Sara realized Jack knew what
she had told the police. He was angry. She saw a look in his eyes
she had never seen before.

“You trying to get me in trouble? You want me out? I am the
best thing that ever happened to your mother and if  she is gone,
then you’ll live under my rules.”

Sara discovered his ‘rules’ included assaulting her. She was
mortified and devastated. It took her weeks to heal from his
bruises, and at least a month before she was able to go to the
washroom without pain. She took a week off  school until her
bruises had faded enough, they could be covered with makeup.
She stayed at Bonnie’s for the next while.

She didn’t know why he’d done what he did to her. She was
confused and she was broken. She tried to pretend like it didn’t
happen. She treated it like a bad dream. But deep down… she
knew it wasn’t a dream. She thought about going to the police,
but she was scared, scared of  them not believing her again. She
didn’t want anyone to think it was consensual. She couldn’t risk
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having people look at her with pity. She wouldn’t allow it. She
would internalize her bruises, her shame.

Sara would sit in the park close to her house when Jack was
at home, and a few times she fell asleep there. She tried to stay
out of  the house as often as possible. She knew she could handle
it because soon, she would be attending university. She would be
free… soon.

Jack’s ruthless behavior continued for months and it was
during this time Sara devised and perfected her escape route
from the stairs to the bedroom and out the window. She had a
rough time at school. She had issues keeping her grades up, but
she knew she needed to so she could get into a university and
hopefully find a way to move out.

Her mother had been missing for months. Eventually, the
police declared her dead. They found some sort of  remains,
which they identified as Maddison Hopewell’s. They never found
her actual body, and they never found her killer. They did rule
her death as murder, but they had no other leads. The police
suspected her promiscuous behavior had her surrounded by
dangerous people – the wrong kind of  people.

The anger, frustration, sadness, and despair Sara felt during
that time was immense. She was angry with her mother for
leaving her. She was sad she had lost her last real parent. She was
in despair because she was going to be stuck with Jack until she
found a way out. She was angry at being weak, and not going to
the police immediately after the assault. She was frustrated the
police hadn’t done their job finding her mother alive. Sara was
angry.

Jack hadn’t had a job when he met Maddison, and he still
didn’t have one. He was on some disability allowance he received
every month, and he used most of  it to go out drinking. He
normally didn’t return home until much later in the afternoon.
So, Sara would do her homework on those stairs, the top stair,
and sometimes, she would wait there for hours.
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Sara never talked to anyone about Jack. Only Bonnie. She
talked to Bonnie. She would sleep over at Bonnie’s every chance
she had, so long as she knew Jack wouldn’t make a big deal about
it. When he wasn’t drinking, he was only half  terrible to be
around. She could handle him when he wasn’t drinking. It was
when he was drinking she had to be worried.

Bonnie tried to force Sara to go to the police. Sara
completely refused, listing every reason under the sun, and even‐
tually, they moved onto plan B. They were going to apply to
University and rely on the government financial aid. Her moth‐
er’s inheritance would only be released to her once she turned
twenty-one – coinciding with her final year of  university. They
would have to make it through until then.

It was around this time, during her last year of  high school,
just when she thought things couldn’t get any worse at home…
she met Tom. Tom saved her. At least for a little while.

It’s an amazing thing what pain and torment can do to a person.
The pain of  what you’ve endured can be so excruciating, so
unbearable, you allow your mind to enter a dream-like state. In
this dream-state, you allow all your hurt, all your anguish… to
disappear. You push the pain so far away from your physical
body it no longer exists. You create a life where your past has no
meaning, and no say, in what you do. You build walls for safety,
and you allow yourself  to pretend no part of  you is damaged.

Which is exactly what Sara had done. She hadn’t realized it
had already been a year. An entire year away, alone, far from
Tom. It felt like a century ago that he had her, his hands on her,
all over her.

Sara remembered a time when all she had wanted was his
hands on her. Now, the thought of  such a thing repulsed her –
sent shivers down her spine. She hated herself  for feeling
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anything for him at all. But… Tom had saved her, from a
different kind of  pain. For a while, he was her white knight,
dressed in armor. It was too late when she came to the realization
he was simply a boy in tin foil. Yet, she had to admit it wasn’t
all bad.

Tom introduced her to a world where pain was part of  plea‐
sure, the two intertwined, inseparable. That world became her
world, and for a time… she liked it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t long
before all he left her with was pain. Singular, excruciating pain.
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