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      A storm never felt so safe.

      Desperate for a new life, Gretchen escapes her abusive ex and finds refuge in the small town of Gracemont. Her plan is simple: lay low. But when she meets Theo Storm, her sexy new boss, everything changes. Drawn into the warmth of his world, Gretchen discovers the possibility of happiness, love, and family—things she thought were out of her reach.

      For Theo, it’s love at first touch. From the moment he takes Gretchen’s trembling hand, he knows he’s found someone worth fighting for. Though he senses she’s hiding something, he’s determined to help her overcome her painful past.

      When old demons come knocking, Theo calls on his family to help protect the woman who’s quickly claimed his heart. The Storms are a force of nature, and they step up, ready to defend their own at any cost.

      Will they succeed in keeping Gretchen safe, or will her dangerous past tear her and Theo apart?
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      Shelter from the Storm contains scenes and descriptions of domestic abuse—physical and emotional, as well as grooming.
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      Theo Storm rubbed his tired eyes, then leaned back in his office chair and closed them. He’d been staring at the computer for too long and it was giving him eye strain. Maybe it was time to finally break down and buy a pair of those blue light glasses his cousin Nora raved about. Glancing at the keyboard, he considered opening a tab to shop for a pair online, but even that felt like too much effort at the moment, so he closed his eyes again.

      He’d been burning the candle at both ends the past few months—not that that was unusual for August and September, but today, he’d slammed into a brick wall. His energy level was nil, which was unusual. His brothers called him the Energizer Bunny, insisting he didn’t possess an off button. Usually he agreed with them, but lately, it felt as if he’d not only found the off switch, he’d also lost his on button, which bothered him more than he cared to admit.

      Maybe he should skip the blue light glasses and go to the doctor for a checkup.

      He sighed, rejecting that idea the second it came to him. He was healthy as a horse.

      Maybe he was getting too old to keep burning the midnight oil, working long hours.

      He dismissed that idea too. He was only thirty-four, for God’s sake.

      Which left him with only one answer. The right one. Sadly, it was also the one he didn’t want to confess, not even to himself.

      Because the truth was, he was stuck in a rut, one so deep he feared he’d never find his way out. The worst part was, he hadn’t even realized he was stuck until his oldest brother, Levi, fell in love with Kasi Mills.

      Theo was one of seven Storm sons, all of whom shared a farmhouse on Stormy Weather Farm. Well, he supposed he couldn’t say they all shared it anymore. Levi had one foot out the door as he made plans to move in with Kasi. Although, considering Levi had spent every night on the  Mills’ farm for the past week or so, maybe it was more correct to say his brother had both feet out the door.

      And while Theo was genuinely happy for his brother, Levi’s newfound love had shone too bright a light on his own lacking love life.

      “Knock knock.”

      Theo looked up. “Hey, Sam.”

      “Got a minute?”

      Theo gestured to one of the chairs across from his desk. “Of course. What’s up?”

      Sam released a long, slow sigh, a sure sign his brother was struggling with something, as he dropped heavily into a chair.

      He, Sam, and Levi were the oldest of the Storm sons, Theo number three in line. He was close to all his brothers, but he felt a stronger bond with Sam. Probably because in addition to living together, the two of them had both spent almost every single day for the past ten years working tirelessly in this brewhouse, building the Rain or Shine Brewery brand and making it a success.

      There were precious few people Theo could spend pretty much every waking hour with, but Sam was at the top of that sparse list.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Sam grimaced. “Just wanted to give you a heads-up about how much time I’m going to be away from the brewhouse this fall. It’s more than I thought.”

      Theo leaned back in his chair. “We talked about this before you even threw your hat in the ring, Sam. We’ll be fine here.”

      This past weekend, Sam had announced his intention to run for mayor of Gracemont, Virginia. Theo had been one of only two family members to know he was even considering it. Sam had called a meeting with him and their kid brother, Jace, to let them know he was thinking about running and to get their opinion, since it would mean a heavier workload for them.

      Jace had come on as brewmaster last fall after their cousin, Lucy, gave up the job, opting to hit the open road with her boyfriends. Both of them. Theo was still blown away by the fact their sweet little cousin had found love in the middle of a real-life menage. While it had taken a couple of his brothers a little longer to get accustomed to the fact Lucy was in love with Miles and Joey, Theo thought it was one of the coolest relationships he’d ever seen, and Lucy’s happiness these days shone so bright it was almost blinding.

      “I know you guys said it would be okay, but I don’t think I realized how much time I would have to take off from work,” Sam said, concerned. “I hate to leave you shorthanded because that means you and Jace will be picking up the slack for the next couple of months. And if I win⁠—”

      “You will win,” Theo interjected.

      Sam ignored him because he never put the cart before the horse, considering it serious bad luck. “This campaign is coming on the heels of harvest season. You and Jace have already been busting your asses to help with that. Now I’m asking you to⁠—”

      “Bro. Take a breath,” Theo said, raising his hand. “We’ve got this. Seriously, man.”

      Like Theo, Jace had encouraged Sam to run for mayor, both of them convinced he’d be incredible in that role. It would be hard to find someone who loved their small hometown more than Sam. The only two people Theo could think of were their dad, Rex, who’d been a member of the town council for close to twenty years, and Edith Millholland, the unofficial first lady of Gracemont. At eighty years young, Edith had been born in the house she still lived in, and there was very little that happened in town that she didn’t know about. Perhaps that would be an annoying attribute in another person, but Edith had a heart as big as the state of California and a sense of humor that was unmatched.

      “Yeah, but you’re about to have a new employee to train as well,” Sam added.

      Most of the year, Theo spent the majority of his working hours in the brewhouse or brewery, either in his office or the tasting room, but whenever harvest time rolled around, he split his time between those two places and the vineyards, helping his family pick the grapes that would be used to create Lightning in a Bottle wine, one of the other major businesses on his family’s farm.

      While it was backbreaking work, he enjoyed harvest time because sometimes it was good to get back out into nature after spending too many hours riding a desk.

      By now, he should be seeing a light at the end of the tunnel, as most of the grapes were picked—but he and his family had decided the time was right to expand by opening an event barn on the property and hiring a coordinator to run it.

      It meant more work for him, as he and his cousin Nora had taken lead, working with the contractor as they designed and built the barn the past six months. Not that he minded. The truth was, Theo loved his job, loved working on the same farm where he’d grown up with his brothers and cousins. There wasn’t a day that passed that he didn’t feel truly blessed.

      “And Jace is still pretty new at the brewing.” Sam and his anxiety had made quite the list.

      “Jace might be new in the big chair, but he’s been working in this brewery since high school, helping you and Lucy every chance he got. He knows the job, and, while he probably wouldn’t admit it to you, I think he’s looking forward to the opportunity to put his own spin on things for a bit. You cast a big damn shadow around here.”

      Sam was one of the few Storm brothers to leave the mountain for four years to attend college. He’d graduated with a bachelor’s degree in microbiology from Virginia Tech, then went on to earn his brewing certification.

      “Not that big.” Sam rubbed the back of his neck. His brother was shit when it came to accepting compliments, one of the humblest men Theo had ever known.

      “Besides,” Theo continued, “you can’t drop out of the race or we’ll have to endure four more years of Scottie Grover as mayor. I swear to God, I can’t deal with that douchebag strutting around Gracemont like he’s all that and a bag of chips for five more minutes.”

      Gracemont’s current mayor, Scottie Grover, had been running unopposed—for a second time—before Sam entered the race. Theo felt confident his brother was a shoo-in, but Sam, crazy guy, genuinely thought he had a serious race on his hands. Simply because Scottie had experience. It wasn’t in Sam’s genetic makeup to phone anything in, always going the extra mile on basically everything. So it made sense he would feel strongly about taking the campaign seriously.

      Sam frowned. “After all the shit Scottie pulled with Lucy and Kasi, I’d like to see him knocked down a peg or twenty.”

      A year earlier, Scottie had come on way too strong with Lucy, pissed off when she’d started dating Joey and Miles. Levi had been forced to intervene when the mayor got physical with her.

      Once Lucy left town, Scottie turned his attention to Kasi, using threats and intimidation to try to get Kasi to marry him. Again, Levi had stepped in. It was those actions that had encouraged Sam to pursue the office now rather than wait. His brother had always planned to run for office—either mayor or town council—but he’d pushed it off, claiming it would take him away from the brewhouse too much. Scottie’s poor behavior and overweening sense of self had forced Sam’s hand.

      Theo leaned forward. “Exactly. So you’re not dropping out of the race. Send me a list of the dates you know you’ll be out shaking hands and kissing babies, so I can get some extra help in here for Jace.”

      Sam nodded. “Will do. I appreciate your support, bro. Gonna owe you big-time after all this.”

      Theo shook his head. “You don’t owe me a damn thing. This is what family is for.”

      His brother gave him an appreciative grin. “So what are you working on?”

      Theo gestured toward the open document on his computer. “Compiling a list of job duties for Gretchen Banks, the new event coordinator.”

      “She starts Monday, right?”

      “She does. I created a general list when we first posted the job online, searching for applicants,” Theo said. “But it was nowhere near complete. Now that we’ve hired her and she’s arriving in a few days, I figured it was time to get serious about deciding exactly what we need her to do.”

      Sam glanced at his computer, his eyes widening. “That’s a hell of a list.”

      Theo smirked. “I might have gotten a little carried away, because the truth is, I’m trying to off-load some of my more tedious tasks.”

      Sam laughed. “Clever man. If that’s how we’re playing this game, can you add cleaning and sanitizing the barrels? I fucking hate cleaning.”

      Theo shook his head and gave him a shit-eating grin. “I’m afraid she’s not going to have time to do your crap jobs because she’ll be too busy doing mine.”

      He glanced at his list. Sam was right. It was bordering on too long, but Theo couldn’t help himself because, while he was constantly hiring extra help for Sam and Jace, he’d refused to do the same for himself in the past, always determined to do it all.

      Sam walked around his desk, skimming the list. “I think it’s smart to reassign some tasks. God knows you’ve got too much on your plate.”

      He appreciated Sam’s support. “When I started my job as brewhouse manager, I didn’t anticipate how many tasks would fall to me.”

      “That’s because it was just the brewhouse back then. We hadn’t opened the brewery, hadn’t invited the public in,” Sam added.

      “True. It was a hell of a lot easier running just the brewhouse, ordering supplies, paying bills, organizing work schedules, and hiring extra help for you guys during busy season.”

      When the family decided to add a brewery, Theo’s job duties expanded to include basically running a restaurant, hiring and training people to work the tasting room and serve food, buying swag with their Rain or Shine Brewery logo, and coordinating special events with Nora.

      “You alleviating some of Nora’s duties too?” Sam asked. “Because she’s spread as thin as you these days.”

      “I asked for her input earlier and told her to give some thought to other duties she’d like to move over to Gretchen.”

      Nora had the same job as Theo, only she managed the winery, so the two of them typically met a couple times a week to compare notes, share ideas, and pool employees as needed. Most of their servers had been trained to work in both the winery and the brewery, in case one business or the other was short-staffed due to illness or vacations, or if they were running special events that required more workers at one location over the other.

      When the family unanimously voted to build the event barn, it became instantly apparent the expectation was that he and Nora would run it. That was when the two of them had cried uncle and expressed the need to hire someone else to serve as event coordinator.

      Mercifully, the family agreed they needed the new position, so Theo and Nora decided what parts of their jobs to reassign to a new employee. In the past, the two of them had worked together planning special events at the brewery and winery, but because their lists of job duties were already quite large, they were never pleased with the end results of their party planning, certain every event could have been better if only they’d had time to do more.

      So, between handing those duties as well as the running of the event barn over to someone else, the new position was created.

      Theo was thrilled to leave the event coordination to someone else, because while he loved a good party, he preferred to be the one attending, not the one planning. He’d volunteered to serve as the direct supervisor for the new coordinator, primarily because the brewery was positioned closer to the event barn on the farm, so now Gretchen’s shiny new office was located right next to his.

      “Still feeling good about your choice for the job?” Sam asked. “Nora mentioned Gretchen’s lack of experience.”

      “Yeah. Nora had some concerns, and she was definitely gunning for another candidate.” Clicking onto a different file, Theo pulled up Gretchen’s resume. “I hope I made the right choice. Problem is, most of the interviews Nora and I conducted were through video conference calls. I prefer interviewing people face-to-face. It’s too hard to get a good feel for someone over the computer. But, since the list of qualified candidates in Gracemont was pitifully small, we had to widen the search. Hence the online interviews.”

      “You’ve got good instincts when it comes to people, so you probably hired the right person.”

      “Well, I’ll know soon enough because Monday is only a few days away. Crazy thing is, Gretchen didn’t even make the initial cut when Nora and I went through the resumes.”

      “So why did you interview her?” Sam leaned against his desk, arms folded over his chest.

      Theo grinned. “Because we’d narrowed it down to four candidates.”

      Sam shook his head, grinning as well. “Gotcha. You added Gretchen to keep Nora from twitching.”

      He and his brother laughed. Nora’s OCD was well-known in the family, and a source of humor—even to Nora—who owned her special brand of crazy with pride. Theo realized as soon as they’d narrowed down their list, he’d either have to add one more name or take one away…because Nora hated even numbers. All even numbers. Interviewing four people would have kept her up at night.

      So Theo had reached into the pile of remaining resumes and pulled one out at random. It had been Gretchen’s.

      “It must have been one hell of an interview for you to choose her, considering she wasn’t even in the running originally,” Sam mused.

      Theo wasn’t sure why he’d chosen Gretchen over all the other, more experienced applicants, or why he’d defended that decision so strongly to his cousin. Nora had been sitting in on the interviews, and she’d read the same resumes and listened to the responses of the candidates, so she knew—just as Theo did—that Gretchen was by far the least qualified.

      “It was,” Theo lied. Her interview had been a good one, but she hadn’t exactly blown everyone else out of the water.

      Sam’s eyes twinkled with humor. “Nora also mentioned Gretchen is pretty.”

      “Nora’s got a big mouth,” he joked.

      Sam barked out a loud laugh. “Got a picture of her?”

      “No, I don’t,” Theo grumbled. “I didn’t hire her for her looks.” He didn’t dare admit he’d found Gretchen very attractive.

      Sam chuckled. “Suuuure you didn’t.”

      Theo rolled his eyes. “You’re as bad as Nora.”

      It had been difficult for Theo to explain to Nora why he’d moved Gretchen to the top spot on his list. Because it wasn’t what Gretchen had said in the interview, so much as her demeanor. He’d tried for weeks after that Zoom conversation to figure out why he was so sure she was the one.

      In the end, all he knew was that Gretchen had a determination and a quiet strength that had called to him in a way he’d never experienced before.

      Nora ultimately capitulated to his choice because, as she pointed out numerous times, he was going to be Gretchen’s boss. And, because Nora was a minx—like all his girl cousins—she’d winked and wished him luck if it all went to hell.

      Then she had added that she looked forward to saying “I told you so” for the rest of their lives.

      Theo had flipped Nora the bird, then fired off an email, offering Gretchen the position before his cousin could change her mind about supporting his decision or he could second-guess himself.

      It wasn’t until he’d received Gretchen’s immediate acceptance that he realized it wasn’t her determination that had prompted him to hire her.

      No.

      There was something in her eyes—a vulnerability—that had captured his attention and held on to it.

      “So, you got any big plans this weekend?” Sam asked. “Now that the harvest is over, Jace and Maverick are chomping at the bit to go out. Apparently, picking grapes has cut into their,” Sam finger-quoted, “prowling for women time.”

      Theo snorted. “I haven’t exactly noticed Mav suffering too much from longer work hours. Didn’t he hook up with Susie Watkins that night we all went to Whiskey Abbey for ladies’ night?”

      “He did,” Sam replied. “But as he pointed out, that was all of three weeks ago.”

      “Guy better pace himself or he’s going to run out of women available for one-night stands in Gracemont soon,” Theo commented, though a part of him was concerned about Maverick’s horndog, never-gonna-settle-down ways. Mav was two years younger than Theo, and at thirty-two, his brother was way too young to be so jaded about love and relationships.

      “I hear that,” Sam seconded, walking back around Theo’s desk and reclaiming the chair he’d vacated.

      While Theo and the rest of his brothers didn’t date much, that didn’t mean they weren’t looking to find a girl and settle down one day. Levi going out with Kasi and making serious plans for the future had lit a place inside Theo that he’d locked in the dark for too long.

      He didn’t live like a monk, but he wasn’t out every weekend, hooking up with single women like Maverick, either. Whenever anyone asked, Theo blamed his lack of dates on the fact he worked long hours, saying he preferred hanging out with his brothers, playing video games and chilling after work.

      However, that wasn’t the whole truth.

      While Theo could list a million things that were awesome about living in a small town, there was one big downside—he’d already met every available woman in his age range. Hell, he’d gone to school with almost all of them, because very few people moved into Gracemont.

      As such, he knew the woman he was looking for didn’t live here. Sure, there were plenty of girls he’d dated for a short time, but ultimately, none of them had set his heart racing or had him thinking about rings and kids and white picket fences.

      Which meant he needed to widen the search. Something that wasn’t easy because…well, refer to his first excuse. He really did work a lot. Maybe having Gretchen here and taking over some of his tasks would offer him more free time to date.

      “Maverick thinks we should bypass Whiskey Abbey and head over to Henley Falls Saturday night. Apparently, some local band he likes is playing in a bar there,” Sam continued.

      “You going?”

      Sam shook his head. “Hell no. I’ve agreed to attend the fall craft show the ladies auxiliary organized to raise money for the fire station that afternoon. I suspect I’ll be all peopled out after that.”

      Theo chuckled. “Too early in your campaign to wear out on people.”

      “Which is why I intend to pace myself,” Sam said. “But you should go. When’s the last time you went out on a date?”

      “You sure you want to throw that stone?” Theo joked. “Because your entire house is made of glass.”

      Sam smirked. He and his brother had discussed the lack of “the one” in Gracemont before, Sam feeling the same way he did. They were both certain their Miss Right didn’t live in town. They also agreed that fact sucked. Big-time.

      “I’m just saying,” Sam began, “we need to at least try to put ourselves out there. I mean, I’m sure if we’d asked Levi six months ago if his dream woman was in Gracemont, he would have said no. Yet, Kasi’s been here all along. Hell, she practically grew up on this farm.”

      “She did.” Theo had to admit his brother had a point. There was always a chance he’d overlooked someone, though that seemed unlikely.

      “And now, here’s Levi, uprooting his whole life for a woman he’s known since she was a kid,” Sam added.

      Levi, in addition to moving out, had also given up his current job managing the Stormy Weather Farm’s vineyards and gardens. A born farmer, he’d spent every single day with his hands in the dirt. However, his agricultural interests over the years had evolved from working with the grapes, to growing vegetables, to starting a small patch where he could plant hops and barley for the brewery.

      Levi was always interested in learning new things—something that had served their businesses well. With his move to the Mills’ farm, his brother would now have enough land to grow all the barley and hops they required for the brewhouse, as well as other produce that could be incorporated in their beer or served in the B&B their parents ran. Mom was a huge fan of farm to table, so now they wouldn’t have to outsource their produce anymore. It was a win-win for Levi—finding true love as well as an exciting new farming direction.

      Theo rolled his eyes. “Which is why our too-serious brother is suddenly smiling all the time. And whistling. And walking around with an actual goddamn spring in his step.”

      “Because none of that is annoying. At. All,” Sam replied sarcastically, the two of them laughing. They were happy for Levi, but damn if it wasn’t a bit of culture shock, seeing their stoic big brother fawning over a woman who was thirteen years younger than him.

      “Regardless,” Sam pressed on. “You should go check out the women in Henley Falls. Who knows. Maybe your girl lives the next town over.”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice?” Theo mused. “But I think I’m going to sit this weekend out. Gretchen starts on Monday, and I’m trying to get my ducks in a row. I need to finish making a list of job duties then run it by Nora. Plus, the contractor is coming that day as well to do one final walk-through of the barn.”

      Sam gave him a commiserating look. “I’m glad it’s finally built. Talk about a major pain in the ass. I swear I kept expecting you to lose your shit at some point and take a match to it.”

      Theo agreed. “Not going to say there weren’t days when burning the damn thing to the ground wasn’t tempting.”

      They had run into one setback after another building the barn, between long delays on the delivery of lumber to their construction foreman, Roy, taking six weeks off after becoming a first-time father. They were happy for Roy, but his next-in-charge, Bryant, had screwed up more than a few things that had required renovations after Roy returned.

      “Alright,” Sam said, rising. “I’ve left Jace alone too long. When the cat’s away… Twenty bucks says he’s kicked back watching TikTok videos and not doing a damn bit of work.”

      Theo shook his head. “I’m not taking that bet. I don’t like to lose.”

      Sam gave him a playful salute, then walked out.

      Theo sank down on his chair and forced himself to get back to work on his list…then he considered Sam’s campaign. It looked like he was going to be burning that two-ended candle a little longer.

      Fucking awesome.
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      Gretchen jerked awake as the bus hit a nasty pothole, her head banging against the window that had been serving as her pillow.

      Reaching up, she rubbed the soreness away, ignoring the pain.

      Because really…what was one more bruise? It wasn’t like she wasn’t currently wearing matching ones on her neck and back, and at least this one would be hidden by her hair.

      She blinked several times, trying to clear her vision. Sleeping on a bus was nearly impossible, even given her current level of exhaustion.

      She’d spent the past six months secretly saving money and stowing clothing at work, while making arrangements for what she hoped would be a happy future. This was the last leg of the journey, and as the bus crept ever closer to Gracemont, her emotions wavered between relief—that she’d almost made it—and fear. Because life had taught her countless times that the other shoe could drop at any moment.

      She pushed those negative thoughts away. There was no room for them here, since she was determined that this time, she would succeed.

      Gretchen had made a few weak attempts at leaving Briggs in the past. But they’d failed because she always ran while her emotions were high, and she never had a solid, practical plan in place, turning to unreliable people who never had her best interests at heart.

      This time, she had dotted all the i’s and crossed all the t’s, determined to start a new life on her own. One where she didn’t walk on eggshells, didn’t spend a fortune on concealer, didn’t live in fear of saying or doing something that might set someone off.

      She had to hand it to her ex. Briggs had chosen his victim wisely. He’d known exactly how to isolate her, how to keep her reliant on him, from controlling all the money, to discouraging her from getting her driver’s license, to driving a rift between her and the only real family she had, her brother Shaw.

      She peered out the window, taking in the scenery. It was mid-September in northern Virginia, too early for fall to paint the mountain in an array of bright reds, yellows, and oranges as the leaves changed color.

      Right now, everything was still green and lush. If it had been any other day, she might have enjoyed the view, marveled at the beauty of the nature surrounding her, but as she got closer and closer to her final destination, she found herself second-guessing the plan.

      What if she’d missed a step somewhere and failed to cover her trail?

      What if, when she arrived at the bus station, Briggs was there in uniform, and he forced her into his police car? She’d learned the hard way no one would step forward to save a woman from a cop. That lesson had come the last time she’d run, and he’d caught up with her as she was buying a bus ticket out of town. The other people at the station simply stepped away when Briggs pretended to arrest her, cuffing her and dragging her home in the back of his cruiser. That weak attempt at escape ended with three cracked ribs and marked the end of her running for two long, painful years.

      She’d drifted into a dark place during that time, believing the life she was living was the best she could hope for, and she gave up dreaming for happiness or love. Gretchen spent two years as a ghost in her own life, disappearing into romance novels, trying to make herself invisible, and when that failed, taking Briggs’s abuse without fighting back.

      As the bus pulled into the station, she took a deep breath. This was a critical juncture, and she needed to be alert, focused. Gretchen scanned the parking lot as well as the front of the building and the area where they would disembark, terrified Briggs would be there.

      She didn’t see anyone who looked like him and there were no police vehicles in the parking lot, but that didn’t ease her anxiety as she waited until everyone else got off the bus before making her own trip down the aisle, stepping into the crisp morning air.

      Gretchen stood near the bus until all the bags were unloaded. Once she claimed hers, she stepped closer to the building and pulled out her brand-new Tracfone, prepared to call for an Uber, when she noticed an older gentleman standing by the bus station door holding a piece of paper with her name on it.

      Her new name.

      One of the first steps she’d made toward creating a new life for herself had been dropping her father’s last name and changing it to her beloved great-aunt’s name instead.

      Gretchen Parker was now officially Gretchen Banks.

      Her heart stopped beating for a moment when the man glanced in her direction. Shit. She’d been staring. He smiled as he took a few steps toward her.

      Had Briggs sent this man? He didn’t look like a cop, but maybe that was by design. Briggs had to know Gretchen would avoid anyone in uniform.

      “Miss Banks?” the man asked.

      Gretchen didn’t reply, fear constricting her throat.

      “Gretchen?” he added. “Gretchen Banks?”

      Gretchen’s gaze traveled from the man to their surroundings as she calculated her chances of escaping. She felt certain she could outrun this guy, who was at least fifty pounds overweight and probably thirty years older than her.

      But what if he wasn’t alone? What if there were others, hidden, waiting to capture her and drag her back?

      God, she needed to act now.

      “Who are you?” she asked, rather than confirming her identity.

      Identity…wait. He was using her new name.

      “I’m Manny Millholland, Edith’s nephew. She sent me to pick you up. You are Gretchen Banks, yes?”

      Gretchen nodded as she took a shaky breath. This new life of hers was beginning in a room she was renting from Edith Millholland, an elderly woman who lived in the tiny town of Gracemont, Virginia. When she let Edith know she’d be arriving this morning by bus, the older woman had offered to send her nephew to “fetch her,” but Gretchen had assured her she could make her own way.

      “I am,” she said. Then hastened to add, “I’m sorry for my behavior. It’s impossible to sleep on a bus and I’m kind of groggy.”

      Manny smiled widely, easily accepting her excuse for acting like a trapped lion cub. “Nothing worse than trying to sleep while sitting up. I took the red-eye to California once to go visit some college friends a few years back. Didn’t sleep a wink.” Manny gestured to her suitcase. “That your only bag?”

      She nodded. She hadn’t dared to sneak out more than just the essentials from her house, taking care to make sure Briggs didn’t notice things were missing.

      “Someone sending the rest of your stuff along?”

      She was renting the room at Edith’s because she’d gotten a job in Gracemont. As far as Edith was concerned, Gretchen was moving to town permanently, and obviously someone relocating should probably have more than one small suitcase.

      “Um, yes,” she lied. “A friend is shipping the rest.”

      Once again, Manny accepted her words as the truth, attempting to take her suitcase from her. She stopped him. “Um. I hope you don’t mind but, uh, could I see your ID?”

      Manny froze for a second, clearly surprised by the request, but then he reached into his back pocket, pulling out his driver’s license, which did indeed confirm he was Manuel Millholland from Gracemont. “Suppose you can’t be too safe as a woman,” he said genially. “Good for you. Looking out for yourself.”

      She was relieved she hadn’t offended him or set off any alarms. She needed the room in his aunt’s house, so she was walking a thin line between protecting herself and not coming off like a lunatic.

      “My car is over here.” This time when Manny reached for her suitcase, she let him take it.

      “It was nice of Edith to send you, but I told her I was fine getting an Uber to Gracemont.”

      Manny waved her words away. “Gracemont is a bit of hike from here. No sense wasting thirty, forty dollars when I’m happy to give you a ride.”

      “I appreciate it. I hope I didn’t drag you away from work or anything,” Gretchen said, as Manny placed her suitcase in the trunk. She climbed into the passenger seat, doing one last scan of the parking lot, just in case anyone was watching.

      “You didn’t drag me away from anything I wanted to do,” Manny said with a wink. “My aunt owns quite a few properties in Gracemont and the surrounding towns. I work for her as property manager. This trip let me put off fixing a clogged toilet in one of the rental homes over in Henley Falls. So thank you.”

      Manny proved himself to be an entertaining storyteller, and the ride to Gracemont passed quickly as he regaled her with all the “need to know” information regarding his aunt Edith, who sounded like quite a character. Gretchen had gotten a similar sense from the emails they’d exchanged, but hearing Manny recount some of the older woman’s hijinks confirmed it. According to Manny, Edith was an amazing cook and baker with a cutting wit, who, despite her advanced years, managed to keep everyone she knew on their toes.

      “So you don’t have a car?” Manny asked, curiously.

      She shook her head. “No. I’m from Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, which, while not a huge city, is large enough that I could get around by using public transportation and rideshares.”

      “Ah. Well, I should warn you now, we don’t have any of that in Gracemont.”

      Gretchen frowned. She wasn’t surprised to learn there was no public transportation, but she’d been counting on the rideshare option.

      “I checked online, and I swore Gracemont offered Uber services.”

      “Well, now, I suppose that is true,” Manny replied, and Gretchen breathed a sigh of relief. “One of the local fellas, Koda James, started offering the service a year or so back. That young man is obsessed with his car and driving, and completely unimpressed with set work hours that begin before noon and involve sitting behind a desk.”

      “Oh.”

      Manny continued. “Koda will Uber people around town but usually only in the evenings. Truthfully, that seems to be the only time anyone needs a ride. Koda drives folks home from Whiskey Abbey, our local bar. In addition to his Uber services, he’s our only DoorDash deliveryman. And because neither of those jobs earn him enough money, he also delivers pizza for the local pizza place. Between those three things, he’s managed to avoid the dreaded day job and make Gracemont sound cool, because we get to say we have Uber and DoorDash now, like the bigger cities around us.”

      Gretchen bit her lower lip. Now she was faced with a dilemma. She’d looked at a map when she’d first rented the room from Edith, so she knew it was a little less than five miles from Millholland House to Stormy Weather Farm, where she’d taken a job. She’d seen that as good news, thinking it would mean a cheap Uber trip back and forth to work.

      Score yet another one for Briggs. He’d convinced her when she was younger—and stupider—that she didn’t need to get a driver’s license, assuring her that he would take her wherever she needed to go. It was one of many ways he’d managed to keep her trapped.

      It looked like she was going to have to get creative. She wondered how long it would take to walk five miles. Luckily, she didn’t start her new job until next Monday. It was Wednesday now, so that gave her four days to practice the trek and time it. She tried to tell herself the exercise would be good for her. Then she mentally moved “get a driver’s license and car” up on her “New Life” to-do list and added “get a bike and learn how to ride it,” as well.

      “Here we are,” Manny said, pulling her from her thoughts. “Gracemont.”

      She glanced up in time to see the pretty sign announcing they were indeed entering the town of Gracemont. As they traveled along Main Street, Manny pointed out the businesses, filling her in on what they provided, who owned them, who offered fair deals, and who overcharged.

      Her eyes widened when he pulled up in front of a grandiose three-story white house with a wraparound porch, bright green shutters, and huge azalea bushes in the front yard that were probably gorgeous in the spring. There was a small sign hanging from a pillar in the yard that said Millholland House.

      “Welcome to your new home, Miss Banks,” Manny offered cheerfully.

      Home.

      She liked the sound of that.

      Manny pulled into the driveway as Gretchen tried to calm her nerves before climbing out of the car. She waited while Manny retrieved her suitcase from the trunk, then before they even reached the top of the porch, the front door swung open and the tiniest woman Gretchen had ever seen emerged.

      When Manny told her all the stories about his aunt, Gretchen had pictured Edith as a much taller woman, sturdier and more imposing.

      Edith Millholland looked like a light breeze could blow her away, with her petite frame. However, the woman’s looks were obviously misleading. Gretchen fought not to wince when Edith stepped forward, arms outstretched, and pulled her in for a hug, gripping her tightly.

      Of course, it wasn’t the hug that hurt but the pressure on the hidden bruises beneath her clothing.

      “There you are! I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Gretchen.” Edith released her, eyeing her from head to toe. “Well, let me have a look at you. Aren’t you a beauty!”

      Gretchen smiled, doing her own once-over of the elderly lady. Edith had snow-white hair pulled up in a loose bun, bright blue eyes, and deep creases by her eyes and mouth that seemed to indicate she laughed and smiled a lot. “It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Millholland.”

      Edith waved her hands. “No, no. None of that. You and I are going to be roomies and future besties, so I insist you call me Edith.”

      Gretchen was amused by the elderly woman’s use of the words roomies and besties.

      Edith looped her arm through Gretchen’s, guiding her into the house before looking over her shoulder. “Well, don’t stand there with your mouth hanging open, Manny. You’ll catch flies. Bring in her bag.”

      Manny, whose mouth was not hanging open, rolled his eyes, then hastened to follow them inside. Like her nephew, Edith was taken aback by Gretchen’s lack of belongings.

      “That’s your only suitcase?” the older woman asked.

      Gretchen nodded, but before she had to repeat her lie, Manny told it for her. “A friend is sending the rest of her stuff along later.”

      Edith accepted that fib as easily as her nephew. “She’ll be staying in the blue room,” she said to Manny, who climbed the stairs with her bag.

      “Let me give you a tour of the house, dear.” Edith’s eyes drifted down to Gretchen’s neck, narrowing.

      Gretchen tugged on her turtleneck sweater, pulling it higher. She hadn’t had a chance to touch up her concealer, so she feared the bruises must be at least partially visible by now. Explaining away bruised arms and cheeks was a lot easier than a neck. Especially when the bruises were fingerprint-shaped. Briggs had an unnatural fondness for choking her during his fits of rage.

      Mercifully, Edith didn’t ask her about her injuries, and for the next twenty minutes, Gretchen followed her around the large house as her host took her through each room, pointing out the interesting artwork, collectables, and various other knickknacks—all of which had fascinating stories—that she’d acquired over the years. Edith was obviously very proud of her home, and she should be. The elegant décor reminded Gretchen of pictures she’d seen in magazines.

      According to Edith, there were four rooms available for rent upstairs, but Gretchen was currently the only guest staying there.

      When Gretchen had first gotten the job as event coordinator for Stormy Weather Farm, she feared she might have to turn it down due to the lack of available apartments. Gracemont seemed to be one of those towns that time forgot. When she began researching places to rent, she’d come up painfully shy on options because there wasn’t a single apartment building within the town limits. The closest place she could find was a condo that was way out of her price range, just outside Leesburg.

      Between the astronomical monthly rent and the fact she didn’t drive, she’d started to worry she was going to lose what honestly felt like a dream job.

      When she’d mentioned to her new boss, Theo Storm, that she was struggling to find housing, he said he’d see what he could find. He’d called her back less than an hour later and given her Edith’s number. It was the answer to a prayer. Lodging at Edith’s was very affordable, and she wasn’t even tied to a lease. Edith basically told her she could stay as long as she wanted.

      The tour ended in Gretchen’s room, and she failed to hold in her gasp as she walked into the large, beautiful bedroom. It was a suite, so in addition to the bed, nightstand, and dresser, there was a small sitting area complete with a love seat and chair, arranged together in front of a fireplace.

      There was a fireplace in her room!

      Edith pointed across the hall. “The bathroom is there. Ordinarily it’s shared between the guests, but as you’re the only person here, you get it all to yourself.”

      “This is wonderful.” Gretchen suddenly felt guilty because Edith was seriously undercharging her to stay here.

      Not that she was able to pay more. While she’d managed to squirrel away nearly two thousand dollars, she’d already dipped into that, paying for the bus fare that took her from Harrisburg to Atlanta, where she’d disembarked, taking a rideshare to a different bus company called Southeastern Stages. From there, she’d traveled to Raleigh. In North Carolina, she’d gotten a rideshare to a Greyhound station, where she bought the third and final ticket to Leesburg.

      It had taken her two days to travel what should only have taken four hours by bus, but it hadn’t felt like overkill because she was determined to make finding her as hard as possible on her ex.

      Briggs was a cop with too many resources on hand to help find her, so she’d been very careful to cover her tracks. In addition to the bus swaps, she’d bought the tickets with her new ID, using cash only. She prayed the care she’d taken would be enough to throw him off her scent permanently.

      Maybe if she managed to stay hidden, he’d stop looking eventually.

      “Now,” Edith said. “Why don’t you take some time to unpack and rest for a little while? When you’re ready, come downstairs and I’ll make us some tea and sandwiches to go with the cookies I baked last night.”

      “I would love that.”

      Edith gave her a warm smile as she left, closing the door behind her. Gretchen walked to the bed and sat down. The mattress sank in just right, so she fell to her back and groaned in delight. She’d never slept in a bed this comfortable.

      That wasn’t exactly true. There was nothing wrong with the bed she and Briggs had shared, except for the fact he was in it. It was difficult to relax while lying next to him.

      She’d caught only catnaps on the bus before fear woke her up, trembling over the possibility of Briggs catching up to her. Staring at the ceiling, she let out a long sigh, her tired body begging for sleep.

      Unfortunately, her mind was the stronger—and it was currently racing a million miles an hour, showing no signs of stopping soon.

      Gretchen didn’t want to consider what Briggs would do if he found her. After six years with the man, she had a very full understanding of exactly how possessive he was.

      She rolled over and willed herself to fall asleep, but after an hour had passed, she gave up and decided to answer the call of her growling stomach. She’d been living off vending machine food at the bus stations, the crackers and chips doing very little to fill her stomach.

      Running a comb through her hair, she quickly changed clothes, anxious to get out of the jeans and turtleneck she’d been wearing. She pulled on another high-necked sweater, then touched up the visible places on her neck with more concealer.

      Feeling as refreshed as she was going to get without taking a shower, she stepped out of her room and made her way downstairs. She found Edith in the kitchen.

      “That wasn’t much of a nap,” the older woman observed.

      Gretchen shrugged. “I think I’m overtired. Couldn’t fall asleep.”

      “Well then, that decided what tea we’re drinking. Nothing like a nice cup of chamomile to help you relax. You have a seat right there.” Edith pointed to the kitchen table. “And I’ll get you something to eat.”

      Another perk of staying with Edith was the fact her nightly rate was a room-and-board deal.

      “I don’t mind fending for myself for meals.” Gretchen felt like she was taking advantage of the woman, now that she’d seen her amazing room. “Manny pointed out a couple of places to eat on this street that I can walk to.”

      “And those are fine places, but I hope you’ll humor an old woman and dine with me most nights. The only time I get to cook the way I like is when I have guests or when Manny joins me, which is only two or three times a week.”

      “You and Manny are close,” Gretchen observed.

      “We certainly are. His father—my brother—and his mother fancy themselves jetsetters. Those two never live in the same city for more than a year or so, and they discovered—after having their son—they preferred a social life over parenting, so Manny spent every summer with me from the time he was old enough to talk.”

      “You didn’t have kids of your own?” Gretchen asked.

      Edith shook her head. “Never found a man who could keep up with me. Besides, between you and me, I’ve found them to be more trouble than they’re worth.”

      Gretchen was tempted to add “tell me about it” to that statement but feared that would open the door to a conversation she didn’t want to have.

      Edith continued with her story. “His parents dragged poor Manny all over the country for most of his childhood, until he put his foot down in ninth grade and begged to live with me. Manny, like me, is a homebody.”

      “So he moved in with you?”

      Edith nodded, smiling fondly. “Moved here when he was fourteen and never left, except to go to college. He never married either, but that’s because he’s completely hopeless when it comes to women. He has no game.”

      Gretchen laughed, the sound cut short by shock. She honestly couldn’t recall the last time she’d laughed.

      Edith worked as she talked, pulling the kettle off the stove when the whistle began to blow. Before ten minutes had passed, she’d made Gretchen a delicious egg salad sandwich, served with a dollop of macaroni salad on the side as well as a huge pickle, all accompanied with the promised chamomile tea.

      Gretchen had to fight to eat slowly, her hunger too great and the food too damn good.

      Edith poured herself a cup of tea and joined her at the table.

      “You aren’t eating?” Gretchen asked.

      “I had a nibble earlier.” Edith took a sip of her tea. “So you’re here because you’ll be working for the Storm family?”

      “They hired me to be their event coordinator. I’ll admit, I was thrilled when Theo Storm emailed to tell me I got the job.” Gretchen didn’t bother to add that she’d applied for the job out of desperation, with zero expectation of getting it. For the better part of six months, she’d spent her entire lunch break at work filling out no less than a hundred job applications, tossing her hat in the ring for anything—most things she wasn’t even qualified for—in hopes that something would come along.

      It helped that Brenda had written her one hell of a recommendation letter, which she’d given Gretchen carte blanche to change according to whatever job she was applying for, promising to give her a great reference if anyone called.

      “The Storms are a wonderful family,” Edith said. “They’ve been growing grapes on the side of the mountain for three generations, their winery one of the most popular in the area. Theo’s oldest brother, Levi, has been the vineyard manager for years, but if the gossip is to be believed, that’ll be changing soon.”

      “Oh?”

      Edith leaned forward, clearly delighted to be doing her part to keep the rumor mill churning. “He’s fallen in love with a lovely local girl, Kasi Mills, who lost her mother, Katrina, at the beginning of this year. It was such a terrible loss for our community. Trina was a kind, giving woman, and Kasi is a lot like her. According to Levi’s mother, Claire, he’s hired someone to take over his role on the vineyard so that he can work with Kasi on her family farm. Claire expects we’ll hear wedding bells ringing before too long.”

      Gretchen had gathered from her research that Gracemont was a small town, but she hadn’t anticipated the locals knowing so much about each other. She worried it might be hard to lay low in a place like this. “It sounds like there are a lot of farms around here.”

      “There are indeed. You’re from Pennsylvania, right? That’s farm country as well, isn’t it?”

      Gretchen nodded. “Oh, sure. There are lots of farms, but I lived in Harrisburg, which, while not exactly large, is more city than rural.”

      “I suspect it will be a bit of a culture shock for you, moving to Gracemont. You’ll learn that life moves at a much slower pace around here.”

      “That sounds very appealing to me,” Gretchen admitted.

      “So when do you start work at Stormy Weather Farm?” Edith asked.

      “My first official day is Monday, but I thought I might visit before then to introduce myself and take a look around.” And time the walk, now that she knew ridesharing wasn’t an option.

      “I think you’ll be impressed. The view from that side of the mountain never fails to take my breath away, and I’ve lived here my whole life. On a clear day, you can see all the way to Washington, D.C.”

      Gretchen’s eyes widened. “Really? I can’t wait to see it.”

      “Now, I was thinking that Saturday night, we’d have a special meal, a Welcome to Gracemont dinner for you. I’ve already invited Manny to join us. What’s your favorite food?”

      Gretchen didn’t know how to respond—because she couldn’t recall anyone ever asking her that. Her life hadn’t been overly full of nice people. She’d grown up in a rough house with an abusive stepfather and a milquetoast mother. The house parents at the residential home where she and Shaw lived after entering the foster care system had been nice enough, though they’d been harried and overworked most of the time.

      So Gretchen couldn’t understand why Edith, a stranger, was rolling out the red carpet.

      “I can’t let you go to all that trouble. You’re already doing so much by letting me stay in that beautiful room. You aren’t charging me enough,” Gretchen added, guilt forcing her to voice that concern.

      Edith waved away her apprehensions. “I’m an eighty-two-year-old woman, rambling around in a big empty house. I have more money than I can ever spend before I die, and I enjoy the company of others. This place gets damn lonely with only Manny stopping in at the end of each day. While the boy is entertaining company, sometimes a person craves variety. After all these years, there’s not much Manny and I haven’t already talked about a dozen or so times. It’ll be nice to have someone else to tell my stories to, and to listen as they share their own.”

      Gretchen smiled, even as her chest tightened. Unlike Manny and Edith, Gretchen’s stories weren’t the kind you shared over a nice dinner.

      Edith continued. “And please don’t worry about not paying enough. You’re a young girl starting a new job in a new town. I’m happy to be able to help you while you find your footing. Maybe one day, sixty or so years down the road, you can pay it forward.”

      Gretchen had vowed not to cry in front of anyone, but Edith’s words broke a dam that had already been on shaky foundation. She lowered her head, trying to hide her tears, but Edith didn’t let her get away with it.

      She reached out and took Gretchen’s hand. “There, there, child. There’s no need to cry.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just…it’s so nice of you. No one’s ever⁠—”

      She stopped short, refusing to finish that statement.

      Not that it mattered. Edith was an astute, observant woman.

      “If that’s true, then I’m even happier to have you here with me.”

      “Thank you,” Gretchen whispered, wiping her eyes. “Starting fresh is exactly what I need.”

      “I can see that,” the wise woman said, her eyes dropping down to Gretchen’s neck.

      She acted on instinct, lifting her hand to pull up the neck of her sweater. Before Edith could question her about the bruises, she hastily stood. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll go up to my room now.” She feigned a yawn. “I’m tired from the trip, and your tea did the trick.”

      Edith nodded, then rose as well. “A nice nap will fix you right up.” The woman reached her hand out, and Gretchen slipped hers into it without a thought. “I hope you and I will become very good friends, my dear.”

      “Besties,” she murmured, repeating Edith’s earlier assertion.

      Edith smiled and gave her hand a squeeze. “Exactly.”

      Gretchen left the room, climbing the stairs, feeling lighter than when she’d descended.

      For the first time ever, she felt the tiniest kernel of hope for her own future.
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