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Author’s Note

Fashioned to Be Free hit close to home for me. While writing Kat’s story, I couldn’t help but think about my own brother, Robert Terrence “Terry” Rutledge. I didn’t find out he was sick until it was almost too late. That truth stayed with me—the feeling of being robbed of time, of missing the chance to say what I needed to say.

I understand how Kat felt. I’ve been there.

Through her journey, I pray this story speaks to anyone who knows the sting of grief, the ache of abandonment, or the quiet wounds that come with church hurt. If that’s you, I want you to know you are not alone. You were never alone. God has seen every tear, every unanswered question, and every moment you felt forgotten.

His desire is simple—He wants you healed. He wants you free.

Thank you for trusting me with your time and your heart. It means more than you know.

I pray that as you close this book, you open your heart to the freedom God has for you. May His peace settle over every place that still aches
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Chapter 1 – Kat's Story
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The morning was cool, and the sun was just beginning to rise over the horizon. Kat moved easily through her kitchen, long legs carrying her across the floor with grace that came from years of standing tall in rooms that weren’t always built for her.

She wrapped her hands around her favorite mug and smiled. The image on the front was simple but bold—a dress taking a bow, frozen mid-curtsy, as if acknowledging applause. Beneath it, the words read: I was made for this.

Her friends had given it to her for her thirty-fifth birthday.

Kat took a slow sip of green tea, the steam brushing her face. In the early light, her dark brown skin glowed softly, rich and deep, her natural curls still loose from sleep. Her eyes—deep brown with flecks of amber—followed the sun as it climbed, unhurried.

She loved mornings like this. Quiet. Honest.

Graceden had become her safe place, a small town that didn’t demand she shrink or explain herself. Here, she could breathe.

Atlanta had been different.

Fresh out of South Savannah Fashion Institute, Kat had chased ambition north, landing a job designing window displays at Nehele’s—a well-known department store tucked inside one of the sprawling malls in the Atlanta metro area. It was a place where people dressed up just to shop, where glass, lighting, and fabric told stories before anyone even stepped inside.

For a while, it felt like she was finally stepping into the life she’d been created for.

Then Nima came into her world.

Her daughter’s arrival hadn’t been planned, but she had been welcomed with a love Kat hadn’t known she possessed. Holding her changed everything—how she saw the future, how she measured success, how deeply she understood strength.

Dylan had been part of that chapter. They’d been dating when Kat found out she was pregnant.

The moment she told him, he disappeared.

It was as if he’d fallen off the face of the earth—gone from MySpace, gone from Facebook, gone from her life—leaving Kat to face motherhood and heartbreak on her own.

So, Kat started over.

She found an affordable storefront in Graceden; she had always dreamed of owning a boutique. She packed her bags, moved, and planted new roots. Her business took off quickly. People couldn’t get enough of her designs.

After Nima was born, Kat’s mother retired and moved closer to help.

After finishing her tea, Kat stepped outside, the cool morning air wrapping around her like a quiet welcome.

Now, as she reclined against the massive oak tree just a few feet from her front door, she could honestly say that moving to Graceden had been the best decision she’d ever made—for both her and her baby.

A slight chill rolled through the morning air, and she pulled her housecoat tighter around herself.

Not far off, a mama bird fed her baby in a nest tucked between two branches. Kat smiled at the simple beauty of it, then pushed away from the oak tree and headed back inside, pulling the door closed behind her.

Upstairs, she heard movement.

It might’ve been a teacher workday, but she knew good and well Nima wasn’t the type to sleep in.

Seconds later, Nima appeared at the bottom of the stairs with a gym bag slung over her shoulder. Her curls were pulled into a loose puff.

“Morning, Mom,” she said, voice still scratchy with sleep.

“Morning, baby girl. Off for a run?” Kat asked, already knowing the answer.

She thought about how long Nima had been running. She started track at eight—what began as a way to burn off energy had turned into a passion. Nima wasn’t just fast. She was focused. Running grounded her.

“You want breakfast?” Kat offered.

“I want to run light,” Nima said, heading toward the fridge. “I’ll grab a yogurt and an apple.”

Kat grabbed one for herself too and had just peeled the lid back when her phone buzzed.

Fiana. FaceTiming.

“Hey,” Kat answered. “You okay?”

Nima popped into the frame. “Hey, Auntie Fiana!”

“Hey, baby girl!” Fiana grinned. Her face glowed.

Nima blew a kiss, hugged Kat, and called out, “I’m off for my run!” as she slipped out the door.

“She is so beautiful,” Fiana said, still smiling.

“Thanks,” Kat replied, tilting her head. “But seriously—what’s going on?”

Fiana’s eyes sparkled. “I need to talk to you, Angie, and Jennifer. Can you loop then in? I’m driving.”

Moments later, Angie and Jennifer’s faces appeared on screen, each wearing identical expressions of concern.

“You okay?” they asked in unison.

Fiana nodded.
“I want to apologize again—for how everything ended,” she said quietly. “When Seymore showed up at my parents’ house... I had to process that.”
The name still landed heavy in the room.

Seymore had been her brother’s best friend for most of her life—a familiar face, a trusted one. But what no one at that dinner table knew was that Fiana had been quietly carrying a secret of pain and trauma for years. So when he showed up at Sunday dinner as if nothing had ever happened, the weight of that secret finally broke her silence. 

“I didn’t mean to leave y’all hanging,” Fiana continued, her voice tight but steady. “I just... couldn’t deal.”

Kat shook her head immediately, her curls bouncing with the motion.
“Girl, you don’t owe us an apology,” she said. “Not for surviving.”
Angie’s face softened as she studied Fiana—pretty eyes clouding, lips pressing together as she replayed the words I couldn’t deal. She knew what it was to carry pain behind a polished exterior. To smile when something inside was still bleeding.

“You did exactly what you needed to do,” Angie said finally. “And I’m proud of you for it.”

Jennifer hadn’t
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