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Life is tough, my
darling, but so are you.

~ Stephanie
Bennett-Henry

For the fighters
among us who keep climbing to their feet, head hung low, and still
find the strength to carry on.
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In Search of Solace

Pain and anguish dominated Myrtle's life.
Forced to take things into her own hands, she disappeared into the
Kentucky mountains, shrouded in darkness with only the little she
could squeeze inside a bag. Days—and hundreds of miles—later, in a
different kind of tough spot, Myrt finds herself rescued by a woman
who seems too good to be true. Ignoring Myrt’s bruising and
desperation, Vanna offers both a place to stay and a hand up.

Slowly settling into her new, charmed life,
Myrt is rocked when a van rolls to a stop in the front drive and
out steps a stranger. Dark and rough on the outside, he still makes
Myrt feel safer than she’s been in years. Could she offer her trust
to such a man? Her heart?

Bane, taking on increased responsibilities
with the Freed Riders MC out of Northeast Texas, rides to the
rescue for the family of an officer with a friendly club.
Delivering them safely to Baker, Florida—a dead-ass town in a no
man’s land strip of the Gulf coast—is no trouble at all. Until his
relaxing ride runs smack into the most perfect woman he’s ever
seen. Now he hungers to wrap Myrt up safe in his arms.

Myrt, a woman under the protection of that
same friendly club that was the reason he was in the area in the
first place.

Well, this is gonna be fun.


Prologue

Myrtle

Stepping out of the stranger’s car, Myrt
Sallabrook stared around the empty parking lot and campground. The
sighing of the waves sounded through the scraggly trees, and the
desire to see their incessant lapping against the shore ran wild in
her veins. She waved goodbye to the elderly man, who drove off
still shaking his head. As she’d shut the door, he’d claimed once
again it didn’t sit right with him, leaving such a young girl here
alone.

If he’d only known how her life had been for
so long, he’d understand being alone wasn’t the worst thing that
could happen to a body.

Hitching her unwieldy bag higher on her
shoulder, she strode to the welcoming sunshine, ready to experience
something new. Later, she’d find somewhere to lay her head,
somewhere underneath the trees. Once set up like she imagined, the
shelter would be hidden, and it would take someone looking intently
to spot her.

Exactly what she wanted.


Chapter One

Vanna

“Honey, I’m home.”

Truck’s greeting never failed to bring a
smile to Vanna’s face, and tonight was no different. He’d been away
for a few days, visiting mutual friends in Texas. While they’d
spoken on the phone frequently, hearing him through the crackling
ether was no replacement for having his rich tone and reverberating
sense of love wrap itself around her skin.

“In the kitchen,” she called back, raising
her voice. She reached across the table to place her hand over the
trembling one of the girl who sat opposite her. Speaking softly,
she told the girl, “That’s my Truck, my husband, and exactly like I
promised you, you’re safe with us, honey.” Lifting her voice again,
Vanna gave him a couple seconds’ warning. “We’ve a visitor.”

He rounded the corner and came through the
archway leading to the kitchen, glanced at the girl, then arrowed
straight towards where Vanna sat. A moment later, she was off the
chair and in his arms, his mouth on hers in a slow exploration that
had her breaths coming choppy and quick, fingers tingling as she
ran her hands through his hair and cupped the back of his neck,
holding him to her.

“My God, woman. I missed you.” The soft
scratch of his beard across her cheek was familiar, as was the
strength in the arms that held her close. He brushed a kiss along
her jaw, the tender gesture followed by a gentle nip at her
earlobe. “Glad to be home.” Truck settled her in alongside him, one
arm curved around her back as they turned to face the table where
the girl sat. “Hey,” he said gruffly, and Vanna felt his tension
zing through her, transferring as if by magic from where his hand
gripped her hip. “The fuck?” The breathed expletive told her he’d
taken in the girl, every bruised inch of her.

Earlier this morning, Vanna had been headed
towards a loop trail she enjoyed hiking, singing along to the
oldies on the radio as she drove. Pulling into the trailhead
parking lot, she’d noted a crude shelter built just beyond the edge
of the surrounding woods. More a tarp than a tent, it was secured
in an amateurish fashion, with what looked like strips of cloth
tying it to low-hanging tree limbs. It would do nothing to block
wind or rain; a stiff breeze would likely loft it and tear the tarp
loose from its moorings.

On the bare ground underneath had been a
figure, and with the lack of a cook or fire ring nearby, Vanna
wondered if it was a city homeless person, thinking to escape the
rat race for a time. The only problem with that idea was homeless
were typically dependent on the kindness of others for assistance,
needing folks around to survive. Out here, they were alone. With
Vanna’s the only car in the lot, she’d known from
experience—barring a surprise visit from an out-of-towner—it would
stay that way.

So she’d approached carefully, because she
was a woman alone, but with kindness in her tone, hoping to keep
from frightening whoever was bundled up in the pile of fabric
visible under the tarp.

“Hello? Hey, there. I’m only here to
hike, but I thought I’d check on you and make sure you’re doing
okay. You got everything you need?” Vanna stopped about ten yards
from the makeshift tent. Her car was unlocked only a few strides
behind her. Between that proximity, the fact the figure was on the
ground, and the small cannister of mace on the keyring still in her
hand, she thought she’d be able to argue with Truck she was being
safe. Not that he’d need to know about this little encounter.
She grinned, knowing the thought was a lie. She reveled in
sharing her adventures with her husband, and if she was honest with
herself, it was always kind of fun to wallow in the knowledge he
loved her so much he’d promise to do over-the-top things to keep
her safe. That man. “Are you awake?”

The figure stirred, and Vanna quieted,
waiting. Pale, delicate fingers appeared and curled around the
articles of clothing covering their face, tugged them down, and
Vanna found herself staring into the elfin features of a girl who
couldn’t be more than seventeen or eighteen. Deep purple bruising
circled both eyes, the raccoon effect typically the product of a
terrible blow to the head. Green and yellow dotted her throat,
mapping where a hand had brutally gripped. She blinked, and Vanna
noted the red streaks in the sclera of her eyes, more evidence of
trauma.

“I’m not gonna cause any trouble.” The
girl’s bottom lip was split and swollen, but her words were
understandable. Her voice trembled as she restated, “I don’t want
to cause trouble.”

“You’re not, honey. It’s okay. Needed a
safe place to catch a nap. I get it.” Vanna hunkered down where she
stood on the gravel of the parking lot, putting one knee to the
ground. Making herself smaller would lessen the girl’s fear,
something she knew from having a hand in far too many rescues. Ones
that felt just like this one—desperately needed. “Are you hungry? Have you
eaten recently?”

“Uh, a couple of days ago.” The girl
angled into an awkward sitting position, one hip cocked up as if it
hurt to touch the ground. She was close to the tree but not leaning
against it, supporting her weight on an arm propped behind her.
Both of those things spoke volumes to Vanna. “I’m okay, ma’am.
Thank you.”

“A couple of days ago isn’t okay, honey.
I’ve got some provisions in the car. Would you be all right with it
if I got you a few things?” She took in more of the girl’s
condition. Her lips were dry, the skin on her fingers pinched and
wrinkled. Dehydrated, too. “I’ve got a couple of bottles of
water you might be interested in, too.”

“I’m…” The girl bowed her head, breaking
eye contact as she focused on the ground between them. “I’m awful
thirsty.”

“I’ll get you fixed right up.” Vanna
stepped backwards as she stood, creating distance as she rose to
what could be interpreted as a more threatening posture. She
dropped her daypack to the ground, making a marker for how close
she’d originally approached. “Give me half a minute. You here
alone, honey?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s just me.”

Vanna’s gaze swept the lot as she made her
way to the back of the little SUV she drove. Her tire tracks were
the only ones in the dirt of the entryway. It had rained about a
week ago. That meant either the girl had been dropped off before
then or she’d walked in. This particular trailhead adjoining a tiny
sliver of national parkland wasn’t adjacent to any main roads. It
was a long trek from anywhere with a population, one of the draws
of the location for Vanna.

She spoke loudly enough for the girl to
hear, aiming at reassuring her. “And it’s only me. So now it’s just
the two of us.” Hatch lifted, she rummaged around in the two crates
of food items she kept in the car. She ignored the hiker-food goods
for now and focused on what could be termed comfort food. Toaster
pastries and water bottles, beef and turkey jerky, and a package of
gum. Shoving the haul of goodies into a small bag, she grabbed
another bottle of water and a protein bar for herself, picked up a
folded blanket from the other pile of supplies, and walked back
towards the girl, clicking the car fob to close the hatch. A couple
of strides from where she’d left the daypack, she asked, “Is it
okay if I sit with you for a while? The sun sure is hot.” It
wasn’t, but she wanted to give the girl the right of refusal. Vanna
bent slightly and grabbed one strap of her pack. “I bet it’s cooler
up under those trees.”

“Yes, ma’am. Feel free to sit anywhere
you want.”

The girl had attempted to straighten her
sleeping pile while Vanna was by the car, sweatshirts and pants
folded and set aside. It had exposed her legs, which were mottled
with faint bruising, evidence of an earlier beating. Whoever had
put their hands on this girl had done it repeatedly,
systematically, and with a definite intent to inflict harm.

Pulling a sampling of the selections from
the bag, she held them out in offering. The girl eyed the items in
Vanna’s hands. “Thank you for everything.” She accepted each of the
foodstuffs tentatively, as if Vanna might snatch them back at any
moment, resting them carefully in her lap as she reached for the
next. “You’re too kind. This is too much.”

“Oh, honey, I’ve got more where that came
from. I always carry extra with me. Never know when I might get
hungry or meet someone in need.” Vanna retreated a few feet away,
placed her blanket and the pack at the base of a tree, settled on
the cushioning surface, and then leaned back against the trunk. She
opened her water and took a long drink, finishing with a satisfied
“Ahhhh.”

The girl followed suit, sipping more
cautiously, wincing as the plastic opening pressed against her
swollen lip. “This is real good. Thank you.” She plucked at the
seam on the foil packet of the toaster pastries, opened it, and
reached inside to break off a piece. The first bite was quickly
followed by another and another, until the pouch was empty. “I—”
The girl laughed. “My lands. I didn’t realize I was that
hungry.”

“Going without’ll do that to ya.” Vanna
opened her protein bar and nibbled off one corner. “That jerky is
good. The turkey is my favorite. Not too spicy.” She leaned her
head back and stared up through the pine needles of the limbs
overhead, seeing swatches of blue sky mixed with high, white
clouds. “Lemme know if you need help opening it.” One of the girl’s
fingers had swollen into a barely bendable lump, either with a
dislocated knuckle or broken. “Weatherman is calling for rain
tonight. You set up for that?”

“Rain?” The tension in the girl’s voice
had Vanna looking back towards her. She was peering at the sky over
the parking lot, the storm approaching from the west not yet
visible. “With lightning?”

“What they said.” Vanna took another
bite. “Want me to open the jerky for you?” The girl nodded, and
Vanna stood, ducking as she walked out from under the tree. She got
closer, and the girl handed the package back. “I’m Vanna.” She gave
a nod as she unzipped the top of the plastic and then wrestled the
seam of the package open. “Here you go. I’ve got more water, too.”
She handed another bottle of water to the girl, along with the
seasoned meat. “You worried about the storm?”

Making her way back to the folded blanket,
she resumed her position against the trunk of the tree. The girl
finished the bite of jerky she’d stuffed into her mouth before
responding, swallowing hard around the dried turkey.

“Maybe? I sure don’t like ’em.” She
lifted another bite to her mouth, then let her hand fall away. “You
think it’ll get bad? It’s not tropical, is it?”

“No, just a storm front. Probably wind,
lightning, thunder, and rain. It’s the wrong time of year for
tornados.” Reaching into the pocket of her khakis, Vanna pulled out
her phone and unlocked it, smiling at the text waiting for
her.

Headed home to my baby.

Vanna fired off a quick response to Truck,
letting him know she’d received his message, then opened the
weather app she used.

“Looks like it’s strengthened. It’s hours
away yet, though, so plenty of time to get you somewhere safe.” She
glanced at the girl, who was chewing slowly, staring off into the
distance. “You got people around? I can give you a lift pretty much
anywhere, honey.”

“No, ma’am. I got nobody here.” She
restlessly reached out and touched the piles of fabric she’d folded
and stacked to the side, as if in reassurance they were still where
she’d left them.

A tiny thing she could control. This
wasn’t Vanna’s first rodeo in the human rescue department, and
experience gave her insight into the girl’s behaviors. Persistently
calling Vanna ma’am, the sincere gratitude for the smallest of
things, fear of accusation of misbehavior—everything screamed
controlling and abusive relationship. Now to find out if it had
been the girl’s family, or a boyfriend, or if she’d escaped
something else.

“Like I said, my name is Vanna.” The girl
cut her eyes to the side but was clearly listening. “Vanna Reicht.
I live a few miles from here, and I happen to have an empty bedroom
now since my son’s moved off on his own.” And protective as all get
out of his independence, too. The last time she’d shown up at
Kitt’s apartment unannounced he’d spent the hour texting responses
to her questions, illustrating how unnecessary the visit was. In
his mind at least. Hugged her hard when she’d left though. Boys.
She smiled at the memory. “He’s in the city up in Georgia, so the
room sits empty. It would be a safe haven for you tonight, if you
wanted.” The girl was already shaking her head in negation of the
offer, and Vanna held up her palms to stave off the verbal
response. “My husband is headed home now, and if I know that man,
he’ll roll in midnight or later. It’d be a blessing to me if I
wasn’t tottering around the house alone until then. You’d be doing
me a favor, if we look at it like that. I’m not a fan of
storms.”

“I—I don’t like storms much
either.”

Vanna pulled in a relieved breath.
That’s not a no.

“We’ve time. I’m going to go ahead and
trot my happy hiking ass up the trail a couple of miles. I promised
a friend to send photos of this tiny wet weather waterfall that’s
not far. It’s dry right now, at least until that rain comes, and
the rock formations are amazing. When I get back, we can pack you
up and go grab a real lunch.” She shoved the rest of the protein
bar into her mouth and grinned as she chewed. The girl smiled back,
and the expression provided a glimpse of the kind of beauty that
lay behind the bruising. Vanna swallowed, took a drink of water,
and tipped her head towards the girl. “You’re welcome to walk with
me if you want. It’s not a hard hike.”

“I’ll stay here if it’s all the same to
you.” The girl’s fingers danced over the tops of the clothing
stacks again. She glanced up at the awkwardly tied tarp. “I can be
ready whenever you’re back.”

“Sounds like a plan, Stan.” Vanna stood
and shoved her trash into the side pouch of her daypack. She slung
it into place on her shoulders and grinned, tipping her chin up so
a splash of sunlight struck her face, basking in the warmth for a
moment. “I’ll be back in a bit. Shouldn’t be long.” Two strides
towards the trailhead, she paused and partially turned back,
looking at the girl over her shoulder. “Happy to call you Stan, but
give some thought to trusting me with your name, honey?”

“I’m Myrt.” The girl’s smile faltered and
faded, chin dipping towards her chest. “Rhymes with dirt.”

That had led them here, where a child-bride
named Myrtle Sallabrook sat at her table. And now Vanna had to
explain to Truck. Shoulda texted him. “Hey, there, you.” She
snuggled into his side, hoping to pull his attention back to her,
but his gaze stayed fixed on Myrt. Nothing for it, might as well
dive in. “Myrt, this is my husband, Truck. Love of my life,
this is Myrtle. She’s gonna stay with us for a few days.” Vanna had
needed to argue hard with the girl to get her to agree to even that
much. Convinced she’d be a burden, Myrt had persistently demurred,
refusing to consider more than one night until Vanna had asked
straight out for her to stay. No half-baked qualifiers about being
company, or helping Vanna get through the storm—simply a plain
offer to stay with no strings or expectations, and the girl had
accepted with an almost regal nod. Someone prefers honesty over
white lies. “I found her like a sprite in the forest this
morning, and she agreed to grace our home.”

“Who did that to you, kid?” Truck’s arm
behind Vanna’s back was rigid, and Vanna had no illusions about the
anger he was holding at bay. The man’s heart was big as Texas, and
his caring way was one of the things she loved about him. He had an
innate way with children and animals, too, as if they could see
through to the gooey center of him at a glance.

“My husband, sir.” His deft touch proved
true once again, as Myrt answered his direct question, where she’d
easily dodged Vanna’s sideways advances on the same information for
the entire afternoon and evening. “And it’s good to meet you. You
have a lovely wife.” Myrt lifted a hand in an awkward wave.

“The hell he did?” Truck’s voice was low,
growled from deep in his chest. “Motherfucker got a name?”

“Ian Sallabrook. We’re not from around here.
I’m just…passing through, Mr. Truck, sir.” Her shoulders rounded as
she worked to make herself small. Truck caught the reaction as
quickly as Vanna did, but he evidently didn’t notice her cautioning
squeeze of his waist.

“Myrt, look at me.” He’d changed his
approach in an instant, voice now smooth as satin. The patience and
grace that rose from his soul covered his words, and Myrt’s chin
lifted until she was staring at Truck. “The things people do to us
don’t define us, darlin’. We are carved from the whole of our
experiences, and it’s only by those we learn how to change our
future. Was your relationship with your husband one you chose,
including his treatment of you?”

A tear broke free from the corner of one eye
as Myrt slowly swung her head side to side.

Truck continued, “Did you learn from it and
decide to change the direction of your life?”

Her nod, a jerky dip of her chin, was
quicker to come in response.

“And are you determined to create what’s
right for you from the opportunities you’re given?”

Myrt stared at him for the space of two deep
breaths, then slowly and purposefully inclined her head.

“Then you aren’t passing through, child.
You’re home.”

Vanna was overwhelmed with emotion at his
oh-so tactful handling of the girl, how he'd settled her when she’d
been ready to bolt. God, how I love this man.


Chapter Two

Myrtle

Soft light filled the room as Myrtle blinked
awake. It took her only a moment to remember where she was and how
she’d come to be living in a fairy tale, a made-for-TV movie of
rescue and redemption.

Born in the type of deep backwoods in
Eastern Kentucky that the rest of the world had forgotten, the
seventh of fourteen children and female, she’d always known she was
disposable. Her mother had been her father’s fourth wife, and when
she’d passed on, Myrt had understood her time within the family was
limited. When Mr. Sallabrook’s wife had died from cancer, it had
taken him a single day after shoveling dirt on top of her casket to
come to Myrt’s daddy and ask for a helpmeet. Clearly defined duties
marked the boundaries of expectation. Cleaning, cooking, working
the garden and barn animals, and—unspoken—holding tight to the
rails of the footboard as he took her from behind.

In the years she’d lived with him, they’d
never shared a bed. Sallabrook was shepherd for a holler flock of
fundamental holdouts, their beliefs a far cry from the gentle Jesus
teachings of the white-steepled church Myrt had attended as a
child. Cohabitation was against his God’s laws, and without much
room in the small cabin perched high in the slope of a
mountainside, her sleeping pallet was most often constructed on the
porch or in a barn stall. Myrt found herself happier the farther
away she was from the old man, and his peculiar way of interpreting
the Bible had made that easy.

It hadn’t been bad for the first couple of
years. She and Mr. Sallabrook had settled into a routine easily
enough, and as long as she followed his rules, everything had
seemed fine. It was just sometimes the rules changed, and she’d
fall afoul of them before knowing the ground had shifted
underfoot.

The final year had been different. People
had been moving away from their family hollers in greater numbers
than ever before, and there’d been less money tithed to Sallabrook
as their spiritual leader. The current bruises decorating her body
all stemmed from an innocent question about an unexpected blank
space in his home where a sewing machine had always stood. His
first wife had been a skilled seamstress, turning out all of her
mister’s suits by hand.

He’d drunk a quantity of ’shine from a
parishioner one night and talked for hours about the myriad ways
his first missus had cared for him. How her quilts and handmade
clothing had sold for hundreds of dollars up in Louisville, her
skills turned towards supporting him and his causes. Then he’d
looked at Myrt, the edges of his lips curling up, the expression he
wore telling her without words how lacking he found her.

That’s why she’d known better than to ask
about the sewing machine. It had held a continued place of
reverence in the cabin, and she’d carefully dusted the casing
dozens of times, ensuring the wooden panels shone with polish from
her efforts. The empty space where it had stood seemed larger than
it should have, divots in the floorboards pressed deep from the
steady pressure of the machine’s weight. The words had tripped off
her tongue, as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

And Sallabrook had lashed out. And lashed
out. And then lashed out again with feet and fists, fingers tangled
in her hair as he dragged her from one side of the room to the
other and back, Myrt’s feet trying and failing to find purchase
against the floor. He’d shoved her legs out wide, and for the first
time since her father had passed her into his care, rose above her
as he thrust hard, tearing his way into her while face-to-face, his
reflexively contorted expression terrifying, all teeth and eyes and
hard hands holding her down.

Before that day, she’d toyed with the dream
of freedom. Keeping nickels and dimes in a sock she’d wedged into a
cubbyhole in the barn stall she’d considered hers, Myrt had slowly
built a cache of money that had felt unimaginably huge. Riches
galore.

She smoothed the fabric of her nightshirt,
trying not to roll her eyes at the ignorance under which she’d
labored. Sallabrook had kept her isolated on the mountain as much
as possible. He’d allowed regular if infrequent visits with her
family and siblings, but what little interaction with outsiders was
permitted had always been limited to others in their close-knit
community. She’d been a child the last time she remembered going
into town with her mother and hadn’t realized the true changed
state of the world.

That beating had been so severe, Myrt had
been crippled by pain for weeks. There’d been no self-recrimination
from Sallabrook, no expression of regret or concern. He’d scooped
her off the floor and stalked to the barn, throwing her to the dirt
floor just inside the door and turning on his heel without a word.
She’d dragged herself to the stall and curled into a ball on her
flannel-covered pallet of hay. Four days later, Sallabrook had come
out to harangue her for not properly preparing his suit for Sunday
services. His only glancing reference to the things he’d done had
been a cutting comment about her bruised ugliness making it easier
for him to resist Satan.

All of it had set the tone for her life for
the next year.

For twelve months, Myrt had wobbled from
beating to beating, none as out of control and severe as the first
had been, but all tied in some way to that sewing machine. The
uncertainty ate at her, and she’d hated how she had come to flinch
at any quick movement. She’d quickly learned to study every setting
for weapons that could be used against her. And she’d become
acquainted with the holler’s witch, an old woman who’d handed down
a recipe for an effective herbal tea. Sallabrook might not have
cared about leaving his seed inside her, but Myrt was determined it
would never take root.

Throughout the year, Myrt’s resolve to leave
had strengthened, and she’d gotten even better at finding
opportunities to add to her stash of cash. Quarters and paper bills
replaced the pennies and other small change. It turned out
Sallabrook carried enough money on him on any given day that he
didn’t miss a dollar here and there. Or he didn’t think her smart
or bold enough to steal from him directly. That year had seen a
change in him, too, with his visits to the ’shine man coming more
frequently. His drunken snores would fill the cabin as she crept in
from the barn to rifle through his wallet, plucked from his back
hip as he lay sprawled across the bed.

She cleared her throat gently, quietly,
scooting up on the mattress so her back was against the headboard.
The window was open, and a light evening breeze had set the sheer
curtains into a slight sway. Looking around the room she found
herself astonished once again that she was here. Such a far
cry from her previous life, where even the luxury of the headboard
was strange. The bed was tall, mattresses unbelievably soft, so
different from the hard, cotton-ticking one Sallabrook had. The
stripes of welts across her back ached, but it was the kind of pain
that helped center her, so instead of avoiding it, she leaned into
it, pressing harder, stirring up more pain to go with the memories
plaguing her. At least she didn’t have to worry about her littlest
sisters getting sold to Sallabrook or a man like him—one of her
older sisters had taken them into her household years ago when
she’d married.

That last day hadn’t started out as anything
memorable. She’d been up at dawn to milk the cow and gather eggs
from the chickens, prepare a hot breakfast for Sallabrook, then
swing into the normal flow of chores and tasks. He hadn’t spoken to
her as she moved around where he sat at the kitchen table, hadn’t
looked at her as she served his food. He hadn’t given any
indication of anything other than he’d been in the grip of his
now-normal hangover state. Eyes bloodshot, jowls loose underneath
his unshaven chin, Sallabrook had gripped his knife and fork in
trembling hands to eat his meal.

He'd been nearly to the end when it
happened. He’d reached out for the last biscuit at the same moment
she’d gone to refill his mug with hot coffee. His hand had scarcely
brushed the metal, but the explosion had been immediate, giving her
no time to react. Pot ripped from her hand and hurled against the
wall, he’d secured his hold on her with fingers twisted in her
hair. With her physical reactions controlled in that way, he
slammed her head against the wooden table, stunning her. From
there, things began to blur, the memories choppy as they skipped
and stuttered through her head. The blood-covered tabletop coming
towards her face, again and again, strands of hair stuck in the
rich red liquid. Sallabrook hadn’t screamed or shouted, hadn’t
reminded her of her place, hadn’t sermonized at her—the only sounds
were the blows against her skin and his grunts of effort. His hands
had fumbled at his belt. Then came the blistering pain of the
leather coming down on her bare bottom and back, her flour sack
dress flipped up, panties ripped away.

At the end of things, he’d left her where
she fell. Crumpled in a heap on the floor of the kitchen, she’d
been only vaguely aware of the door opening and closing, his exit
conducted as silently as his attack on her had been, booted
footfalls angling across the porch, the echoing cough of his
truck’s engine as it caught and ran, then the humming decrescendo
as he drove away.

She’d stolen boots from his closet and a
pair of dungarees he’d complained were too small and had ransacked
his small library, filching the larger bills she’d previously shied
away from between the pages where he’d hidden them. Riches expanded
in unexpected quantity, she’d stuffed the toes of the boots with
newspaper, added smoked meat and cheese to her stash, and shoved
everything into an old oat bag. Then she’d cared for the barn
animals, detoured through the garden to pluck some ripe produce to
add to her bag, and taken a deep breath. Standing at the edge of
the clearing opposite where the driveway entered, she’d looked
around the place she’d spent so many years, isolated from family
and the few friends she’d had, her life nothing like the fairy
tales her mother once read to the children on long winter nights.
Myrt had fixed each thing in her head, turned on her heel, and
strode into the woods, headed downhill.

Myrt took a slow look around for what felt
like the hundredth time since Vanna had brought her upstairs and
showed her to the guest room. It was huge, about half as large as
the entire cabin had been. A sturdy dresser stood against one wall,
a mirror attached to the top. It angled so if Myrt wanted, she
could look at herself, even though the piece of furniture was
nearly as tall as she was. One glance into the glass had her
changing the position with a gasp. In the days since she’d walked
away from the cabin, she’d only captured tiny glimpses of her
countenance in reflective surfaces. The full scope of the damage
Sallabrook had done hadn’t been clear to her until that single
look. Satan sure wouldn’t tempt him now. The reactions of
the people she’d met along the way, wavering between shock and
sorrow, made more sense now, and Myrt hated thinking they’d felt
sorry for her. Not Vanna, though. Vanna hadn’t given off the
vibe she’d taken Myrt in out of pity. Everything about the woman
spoke towards her caregiver personality, and even in the way she’d
introduced Myrt to her Mr. Truck, had looked beyond the awkwardness
of the moment and into the future where she expected Myrt to be
well and whole. I bet she picks up all kinds of strays.

Myrt’s lids sagged briefly but jerked wide
when her brain painted an image of a fist headed straight towards
her face. She’d been suffering through the same kind of flashbacks
since she’d walked off the mountain.

She’d stumbled into a highway directly in
front of a sedan arrowed straight at her, the inevitability of
impact seemingly the same as Sallabrook’s knuckles. The elderly man
navigating the highway that day was a courier and hadn’t hesitated
to give her a ride. That driver had taken her more than ten hours
straight south. There’d been no destination in mind when she’d
climbed into the car, just…away. The bruises hadn’t all surfaced by
then, not when she’d gotten into the car. The ripening of the
colors had bloomed under her skin slowly, drawing sidelong glances,
then more direct stares, from the male driver.

The farther they’d driven, the more signs
she’d seen for Gulf Coast beaches, and an idea had been born.

After growing up in the slow-moving
backwoods, she’d quaked with frantic anxiety watching the flow of
traffic in the cities. A pretty lake, with it’s lapping wavelets,
would be just the thing to ease her mind. She’d imagined the Gulf
of Mexico as something like a big lake, an expanse of water that
drew the eye out to the horizon, and the calming sounds of waves.
The driver had been doubtful about her description, trying in a
kind way to explain how the water was different, and then he’d been
beyond doubtful about leaving her at the beach, her only request of
him not to tell any authorities, but on a deadline, and with his
route already disrupted, a few reassurances from her had settled
his nerves. He’d been the source of the tarp and warmer articles of
clothing, a kind stranger drifting through her life.

Vanna was another one.

Myrt had been on the beach for only a few
hours when an incoming storm had driven her back inland, the rising
fury of the waves startling and unsettling. By the time she’d
slogged through the sand and back to a road, the rain had begun in
earnest, and she’d found getting a ride in bedraggled and soaked
clothing was more difficult. Finally, a woman had stopped and
lectured her about the evils of men—as if Myrt couldn’t have told
her a few things—and taken her to a women’s shelter. They’d been
full, and Myrt had watched as the other women turned away at the
door had melted back into the darkness, somehow able to merge with
the environment like an owl in a tree. She’d attempted the same,
searching for a safe place to lay her head, and walked all night.
Morning sun rising had shown her the road she’d been following had
taken a curve into the wilderness. At the next intersection, when
she’d been unsure which way to go, she’d decided that like the
poems her mother had once read to her, she’d take the path less
traveled.

That had led her to an empty parking lot and
eventually into Vanna’s sights.

Myrt scanned the room again and shook her
head. How did I go from that to this? She tried to grasp the
edge of the covers and winced when her hand gave a shout of pain.
Vanna had helped with that injury, too. The second day at what she
now knew was a hiking trailhead, Myrt had fainted as she’d walked
towards the only water source she’d found and had woken with a sore
and swollen finger. Vanna had offered to take her to a hospital,
but Myrt had declined and asked for whatever treatment Vanna was
comfortable giving. The memory of those moments were better left in
the past, and Myrt stared down at the miraculously straight finger
taped to its neighbor.

All in all, I’d say I’m pretty lucky.

She slipped her legs over the side of the
mattress, wiggling her toes against the braided rug on the floor
alongside the bed. A glance in the angled mirror showed her more
green and yellow than the day before, the dark purples holding
tight to the flesh around her eyes. Truck had called her a raccoon
last night, and she hadn’t quite understood what he’d meant. She
saw it now and grinned, pleased when the lifting of her cheeks
scarcely made her wince. Raccoons were mischievous animals,
innovative in how they looked at the world around them, and able to
suss out some of the hardest puzzles.

Yeap. Pretty lucky.

Faint sounds crept under the edge of the
door, and she tipped her head to the side. Voices, one low and
rumbling while the other had a lilting brightness, their
conversation muffled by distance until it was only a murmur. The
noises that came through alongside the soft murmur were different.
She knew those sounds, but Myrt also understood that here in Vanna
and Truck’s home the noises carried a far different meaning than
inside Sallabrook’s cabin. The squeak of mattress springs bounded
to a rhythm augmented by the pleased cries Vanna offered, her tone
pleading, but not for respite or assistance. Myrt imagined the
tender care with which Truck had held Vanna in his arms last night
would translate to a love-filled embrace in their marriage bed.

Wanting to give them a privacy they’d never
know about, Myrt stood and quickly dressed, then made her way
downstairs. It took a few minutes to understand the coffee machine,
which stood on the counter. Fortunately, there were clearly written
instructions taped inside the cabinet door where Myrt found the
canister of grounds, which meant soon enough the room filled with
the delicious scent of brewing coffee. Finding all the foodstuffs
needed for a hearty breakfast inside the refrigerator, she began
preparations. The sounds upstairs had stopped, and rushing water
filled in the silence. She mentally mapped the noise to her use of
the bathroom yesterday to relieve herself and then wash up. They
were bathing and would likely be downstairs soon, so Myrt laid the
slices of bread she’d readied on a cookie sheet and popped it into
the oven, this device also coming with easy-to-understand
instructions in a plastic-covered sheet attached to the handle.

By the time Vanna and Truck entered the
kitchen, Myrt had places set at the table and was blowing on her
fingers in between moving the oven-baked french toast to a serving
plate. With a smile, Vanna came to her and wrapped her arms around
Myrt gently, her voice soft as she greeted her. “Hope we didn’t
wake you, honey. This all looks delicious. Soon as Truck smelled
the coffee, he said you were a genius for knowing what his brain
needed to wake up.” Vanna stepped back and reached around Myrt to
open a drawer. “Spatula will keep your fingers from burning.”
Instead of trying to take over and finish things, Vanna simply
handed her the implement and turned away, her wordless movements
telling Myrt she was trusted and her efforts were welcomed.

Truck stood next to the coffee machine and
lifted a filled mug to his mouth. He blew air across the top of the
liquid and then sipped, smacking his lips with a grin. “Damn good
cup of joe, Myrt. Thanks, honey.”

She dipped her head nervously before turning
back to the pan on top of the stove. Once all the pieces of toast
were on the serving plate, she carried it and a pan of fried
potatoes to the table, somehow not surprised to see Vanna perched
on Truck’s thigh as he sat in a kitchen chair, her head resting
against his shoulder. “It ain’t much.”

“It’s food I didn’t have to make, so trust
me when I say it’s perfect.” Vanna flashed her a quick grin as she
reached out with a fork to transfer a piece of toast to her plate.
“I’ve got some syrup in the pantry.” She stood, and Truck grabbed
for her hip, laughing when he came up empty-handed. “Gotta be
faster than that, old man.”

“I’m your old man,” he shot back,
retrieving his own stack of toast. “Grab the butter from the
fridge.” Using the edge of his fork, he cut into the toast. “Smells
real good, honey.”

Myrt watched their interaction with
interest, noting again how happy they were around each other. Vanna
had been pleasant yesterday, truly kind and caring, but the moment
Truck’s footsteps were heard inside the house, she’d brightened
somehow, as if she were more herself in his presence.

Syrup and butter deposited on the table,
Vanna slid her plate around in front of a chair, leaving Truck to
his own devices. Probably a good idea, given the syrup.
Pleased with contributing to these two people who’d taken her in
overnight, Myrt watched as they ate. Until Truck noticed she hadn’t
begun her own meal. Then he gently urged her to eat. Vanna’s gaze
on him shared her sense of pride that he would care so for someone
else.

After a second stack of toast had made its
way to his plate and been eaten, Truck pushed back from the table,
hands folded across his stomach. He stared so pointedly at Vanna
that Myrt knew it was some kind of silent signal. Sure enough, as
soon as Vanna finished the bite in her mouth and swallowed, she
leaned forwards, elbow to the table as she looked
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