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      PAIN SURROUNDED her pregnant stomach and sharpened with knifelike intensity. Darcy Rhodes swallowed once, twice, as the threat of hurling abated along with the cramp that had taken her so by surprise.

      Sliding into the narrow, Tennessee mountain road’s salt-rusted guardrail hadn’t been fun, but at least she’d stopped with a fairly light, if jarring, jolt. For a split second mid-skid, she’d wondered if she would plunge right over the edge.

      You just had to keep driving to make up for the pee stops, didn’t you?

      She collapsed against her Volkswagen’s seat, barely daring to breathe for fear that the pain would return or, worse, the movement would cause the guardrail to break and send her hurtling down the mountainside. Before the cramp had hit she’d done little more than reassure herself that she hadn’t been severely injured—all body parts were still attached—and all four wheels appeared to be on solid, if slippery, ground. But now…

      Now what?

      The passenger-side air bag had deployed on impact and sagged across the dash like a deflated balloon. Chalky powder filled the air, making her nose itch and her throat burn. Who wouldn’t tense up and react to what had happened?

      She took a deep, cleansing breath, coughing weakly because of the powder. The cramp was just that, a mixture of fright and the need to pee. A normal reaction. As soon as she twisted the keys in the ignition the car would start and she would be on her way once again, slowly but surely. The very first hotel she saw, no matter how dirty, smelly or disgusting, she would stop without a single complaint.

      The steady stream of freezing rain quickly changed over to a sleet-snow mix, and she watched, dazed, while the little bits of ice globbed together on her windshield before slowly sliding toward the hood.

      Ignoring the weather as best she could, Darcy grasped the keys and turned. Nothing. Not even a stutter. She tried again. And again. Nothing?

      She stared out the moisture-blurred windshield, her mind too full to think clearly. Mostly because it flashed to the horror flicks she’d watched as a kid. She knew what happened to stranded motorists—they were always the first victims. Back then she’d clamped her hands over her eyes to escape the scary parts, but there was no escaping this. When had she last seen a car? Twenty minutes? Half an hour? “They had better sense and stopped somewhere.”

      And now you’re talking to yourself. Someone will be along soon.

      But when? Darcy groaned, all too aware the passenger door was a lot closer than it had been five minutes ago, and shifted to find her cell phone. When she couldn’t, she leaned over to peer into the dim abyss of the passenger floor, the shadow she cast negating the illumination offered by the overhead light. At least her air bag hadn’t deployed and she hadn’t hit the console between the seats. If she had, she could’ve broken a rib, and her baby—

      Not going to go there, she told herself firmly. “Everything is fine.” Her thick coat and the pillow she used for comfort had cushioned the impact.

      Finally spotting the phone lying near an empty sour-cream-and-onion chips bag, she managed to snag it, only to swear at the illuminated display. She shook the phone, held it up in various spots in the interior of the car, but the little bars indicating signal strength didn’t budge.

      Her mind chose that moment to flash on an image of the movie heroine having car trouble and a strange man appearing out of nowhere and offering to help, the bowie knife concealed until it’s too late.

      Stop it!

      Darcy turned off the overhead light and stared out at the landscape revealed by her one remaining headlight. At least the battery still worked. It didn’t power the heat, but she wouldn’t have to sit in total darkness while her mind ran amok.

      Cold seeped into the car with every gusty blow of wind, the battered little Bug rocking with the force. And when the bough breaks?

      “Nothing’s going to break. You’re not going to—”

      Something struck the rear, the thump startling her so badly her breath hitched in her throat. What was that?

      She jerked around to look out the back window, the side mirrors, but saw nothing. The wind in the trees? A twig or branch? The road was littered with them, the combination of the wind and precipitation wreaking havoc on the area. Just her luck, she would have to get lost in the stupid forest.

      Darcy double-checked the locks on the doors. If she jumped and tensed at every little sound, she’d be a basket case in no time. Maybe music would help? She turned the knob.

      “And now a weather update…” Two seconds after finding a station, she groaned. In typical weatherman style, they’d gotten it wrong. The forecasted dusting of snow was now a full-fledged winter-storm advisory, and she was right in the middle of it with a car that wouldn’t start and no cell service.

      Where was everyone? Surely there was someone out on the roads. “Where’s a cop when you actually need one?” She shoved her hair behind her ear, but it sprang right back.

      “Be prepared for the worst,” the too-chipper radio voice added. “We’re in for a doozy. Stay indoors and conserve heat. Power outages are being reported throughout the listening area, and repair crews are running behind. For further updates and information, stay tuned. Up next is everyone’s favorite, ‘Don’t worry, be happy.’”

      Darcy rolled her eyes and turned the radio off with an angry twist of the knob. This couldn’t be happening. Seriously, how many people got stuck like this?

      Bands of muscle began to contract, up her back and around her middle. No, no, no. This was not happening. It was too soon.

      She fought the pain, tensing, then just as quickly tried to will the muscles lax. She was fine. They were fine. It was only a cramp. The phone in one hand, she rubbed her belly, noted that it was hard as a rock and getting harder, the ache in her back growing sharper and more uncomfortable. “It’s just a cramp,” she whispered, eyes squeezed tight. Slow, deep breaths. In and out. Calm. Soothing. She gave massages for a living, she knew soothing. She could do soothing. It was mind over matter.

      “Just calm down. A car w-will be along soon, and this—” she exhaled, blowing the air out of her mouth “—is just a cramp…. Just an itsy-bitsy cra—Ohhh!”

      The phone clattered as it hit the floor. Her hands fumbled, finally latching on to the steering wheel. She squeezed hard, a low moan escaping her lips she couldn’t have held back if her life depended on it.

      Finally the contraction—oh, God help her, they really were contractions!—subsided and that’s when pure, unadulterated fear kicked in. No cell signal. Lost because of a wrong turn, stranded in the mountains in a snowstorm and—in labor?

      “Oh, God, please. It’s been a while. Okay, I know, it’s been a long, long time, but please—” She bit her lip, unable to deny the truth any longer. “Help me. I can’t do this here. I can’t do this alone. I need help. Please, I need help!”

      Time passed, minutes blurring together as contractions came and went. She remained where she was, her grip tight on the wheel, eyes closed during the worst of the pain when it felt as though her body was being shredded from back to front. Oh, please. Please, please, ple—

      Bang-bang-bang!

      The pounding on Darcy’s car roof scared her so badly she shrieked and leaned sideways in the bucket seat to escape. How had she missed seeing the headlights of the vehicle stopped beside her car?

      I’ve told you a million times, child. Ask and ye shall receive. Believe and, if it’s His will, you’ll be just fine.

      She blinked, dazed by the combination of pain, surprise and the memory of her grandmother’s voice.

      “Hey,” a man’s voice called, “you okay in there?” Bang, bang. “Need some help?”

      “Please don’t let him have a knife.” Her pain-tensed body tightened even more when she spied the large shadow looming outside her window. But what choice did she have?

      Hoping Nana was right, Darcy flipped the lock, fumbled with the handle and pushed weakly, but the door didn’t budge. She hit it with her palm.

      Apparently catching on that the door wasn’t opening, the man yanked twice before it gave with a shattering explosion of ice. “Are you all right?”

      Unable to respond because the contraction hit its peak, she bit her lip and shook her head because it was all she could manage.

      “Are you hurt?” The man’s tone was more insistent.

      She reached out and grabbed his overcoat to make sure he didn’t leave and the soft, expensive feel of the cloth registered at the same time the banded muscles finally loosened their grip on her body. She fell against her seat in relief.

      The man bent into the car, effectively blocking the opening and shielding her from the worst of the weather. She caught a brief sniff of his cologne. The dome light above their heads didn’t illuminate much, but she was able to make out dark, close-trimmed hair, thick brows, a longish nose and the shaded roughness of lightly stubbled cheeks. He had to be gorgeous, didn’t he?

      His lips were turned down at the corners in a concentrated scowl, his expression clearly worried and concerned rather than threatening. A little of her anxiety eased, but not all. If you sent me an angel, Nana, this one has black wings.

      “Where do you hurt?”

      “I…I’m p-p—Oh, no.” She moaned when another contraction made itself known, and vaguely heard her handsome rescuer mutter something indistinguishable when he realized the lump between her and the steering wheel wasn’t just the bulk of her coat.

      “You’re pregnant?”

      She managed a nod, imagining she heard his deep voice squeak a bit there at the end.

      “Okay, uh—How far apart are the contractions?”

      This pain ended fairly quickly and wasn’t as intense as before. That was a good thing. Right? She released the air from her lungs in a gush. “They’re…c-close together b-but irregular.”

      A glove-warmed hand brushed the hair off her forehead. He had calluses on his fingers, not thick or abrasive but there; something she wouldn’t have guessed him to have, given his expensive appearance.

      “How far along are you? Any special conditions? Who’s your doctor?”

      She struggled to focus on the questions. “I…I don’t have a doctor. Not here. I’m on my way to Indiana.” Her grip tightened on his coat. “I can’t have the baby here!” She felt herself weakening, the fear she’d barely managed to keep locked away breaking free.

      “Hey, no tears. Come on, sweetheart, don’t do that to me,” the man murmured. He brushed his thumb over her cheek.

      The gesture had a calming effect, and even though her body ached and everything had gone wrong, she felt a connection with him.

      Because he’s the only thing standing between you and self-delivery. Did you even look for a knife?

      “Stay still, okay? I’ll go call for help. Don’t move.”

      Like she could go anywhere else. The guy straightened and the door closed sharply, carried by the wind. The slam caused more ice to crack, and a small sheet slid down the windshield where it wedged beneath the wiper blade, obliterating her ability to see.

      This was what it was like to suffocate. To feel hemmed in and confined, surrounded by darkness.

      Melodramatic much? Just stay calm. All she had to do was keep it together and ignore the pain spreading along her back. Relax. Breathe. But what if the man didn’t return? What if he went back to his car and drove away because he didn’t want the responsibility of helping her? How many people would help her? Had it been someone else by the side of the road and her driving by, would she have stopped?

      She gripped the steering wheel so tightly her fingers went numb. Then, as fast as it had come on her, the contraction ended, the tension subsiding to a dull ache.

      Darcy huddled in her seat, cold in a hot and shivery, this-really-can’t-be-happening kind of way. The baby would be fine. She had to believe that. She couldn’t believe anything else because if she did—

      She caught a glimpse of movement in her peripheral vision, unable to believe what she was seeing. The man’s vehicle was moving.

      Darcy straightened in the seat, her heart racing out of control the way it had when she’d been the new kid on the merry-go-round the bullies had tried to sling off. She flattened her hands on the window. Pounded on the glass. Her sweaty palms left prints behind. “Wait! Wait, don’t leave!”

      But the large vehicle drove on.

      Images came again. First Stephen, his parents, the storm and the accident. The baby and now this. She dropped her forehead to the cold glass, fighting the cramping sensation as long as she could.

      I asked, Nana. I asked! What now?

      The contraction leaped from cramp status to uncomfortable, this-really-hurts pain. What now?

      All she wanted was to give her baby the best life possible, make up for screwing up the beginning of its life. A nice home, someplace safe. Maybe a nice guy somewhere down the line. To be the mother—

      You don’t know how to be?

      She wrapped her arms around her stomach and rocked. “Please…don’t leave me.”
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      GARRET TULANE DROVE past the little Volkswagen to a straightaway, then carefully began the arduous task of turning his large SUV around on the slippery, narrow road.

      The conditions were dangerous no matter how good a driver was and, glimpsing the Florida tags on the newer model VW, he doubted the woman inside had a lot of experience with snow and mountains.

      The attorney in him balked at the potential lawsuit she could file if something happened to her or the baby while in his care, but what else could he do? People bit the hand extended to help them all the time. It was a risk he had to take.

      With the Escalade in position Garret got out, the blast of cold air actually feeling good on his adrenaline-heated body. Leave it to him to stumble upon a pregnant woman on a night like this.

      He pulled open the VW’s door and, for the second time that night, he inhaled evergreens and spices he couldn’t identify. But it was the quiet sobs tearing out of the woman’s chest that broke his heart.

      “What’s wrong? Did something else happen?” Don’t let her water have broken. Unheroic or not, he grimaced at the thought of what that would do to his leather seats.

      She raised her head and stared at him in surprise, her long lashes spiky with tears. “Y-you came back?”

      Back? Humbled, he leaned a shoulder against the roof and reached out to wipe the tears off the cheek closest to him, noting the unbelievable softness of her skin. “Sweetheart, I wouldn’t leave you here like this. I had to turn around and I didn’t want to do it with you in the car in case I ran off the road.”

      The woman touched her tongue to her lips, wetting them. What he could see of her expression looked to be a mixture of disbelief, thankfulness and fear.

      The stress of the day left him in that instant—work, family problems, the snow and the ridiculously expensive seats. Staring into her tear-streaked face he bit back his questions and anger as to why she was alone, and forced himself to smile. “Tell you what,” he told her, grateful his head was being spared the biting shards of ice since he’d ducked beneath the car roof, “I’ll forgive you for not believing in me if you’ll tell me your name. Deal?”

      She laughed abruptly, the gust of sound tear choked and rough. “D-deal.” She gave him a wobbly smile, her cheek moving against his hand. “I’m Darcy, Darcy Rhodes.”

      “Garret Tulane.” He dropped his palm from her face and took her fingers in his, squeezing gently. “Nice to meet you, Darcy.” Shaking once, he let go but didn’t move away. “You’re not alone, okay? Not anymore. But we do have a major problem.”

      Darcy’s brave face crumpled for a moment before she pulled herself together with a deep inhalation and a courageous nod. She looked down at her stomach, her hands roaming over the mound in rapid strokes indicative of her state of mind.

      “You don’t have a cell signal, either, do you?”

      “No, but I do have OnStar and I contacted the hospital. It’s small and they don’t have an ambulance available right now. Which means even though I’m a stranger, you’re going to have to trust me enough to let me drive you there. Think you can do that?”

      Fresh tears flooded her eyes, but she blinked rapidly and not a single drop fell. “I don’t know where it is.”

      “Then you’re in luck.” Admiring her spunk, he bent lower and reached across her to unbuckle her seat belt. “Because I know exactly where it is. I work at the hospital and I could find it in my sleep. You’ll be well cared for.”

      “You’re a doctor?”

      He saw hope flare in her eyes and hated to disappoint her. “No, but—” A firm little whack hit his arm where his coat had pulled back from his wrist. He glanced down in surprise. “Whoa.”

      Darcy snorted. “Kicks like a soccer player,” she informed him, her expression sad and proud at the same time. “But it’s too soon. I can’t have the baby now because it’s too soon.”

      He stomped down his own fears of what the next hour or so might bring and tried to adopt a reassuring expression. “Hey, stress is only going to make things worse, right? So you can’t stress,” he ordered gently. “Try to relax and let me get you to the hospital. Concentrate on staying calm.”

      She sniffled but nodded, then took a deep, shuddering breath. “Hear that, Cameron? We need to destress. Garret is going to take us to the hospital, and you’re going to stay put—that’s an order.”

      He noted the way her stroking hands had slowed their frantic pace. “Good job.” Once more he leaned over her, pressed the release on the seat belt and then pulled it loose. “Grab your purse and I’ll help you. Be careful of the ice.”

      Darcy gripped his arm and held, her face a scant inch away from his. “My suitcase. Will you get it? I want my things, the baby’s things. Just in case. It’s in the trunk. Please?”

      Garret bit back his impatience, but if he’d learned nothing else in his years working at the hospital, it was to not mess with hormonal, expectant mothers. “I’ll take care of it. But let’s get you settled first and strapped in, okay?” He braced himself while she shifted to get out. “Careful. That’s it, I’ve got you.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and held on while she walked the few steps it took to get her to the Escalade. Her foot slipped on the running board getting in.

      Time slowed in that split second. Her foot slipped, Darcy gasped, and he wrapped his arms around her so that her weight fell against him, praying she’d land on him and not the ice. Somehow he managed to keep them both on their feet, his nose landing in her hair from where it spilled beneath a knit cap. Heart thumping wildly, they stood frozen for several long seconds. Finally Garret squeezed her gently to let her know she was safe, and urged her inside.

      Grabbing the seat belt, he pulled it out for her to take and got another whiff of evergreen. He’d thought it was an air freshener inside her car, but the smell was too strong. Her perfume? Whatever it was, the scent was natural and earthy and completely unlike the heavy, designer fragrances Jocelyn favored.

      The multiple lights over her head and from the dash were brighter than the single one in her small car, giving Garret his first good look at her.

      A riot of soft blond curls tangled around Darcy’s tear-streaked face. She had a small, straight nose—albeit red and runny—and what looked to be chocolate-brown eyes. But it was her full, wide mouth that held his attention. While she fumbled to latch the seat belt, she sank her teeth into the soft pink flesh of her trembling lower lip. He stared, transfixed until a blast of wind nearly knocked him off his feet, reminding him that now was not the time to be standing around.

      Garret shook his head at himself and went for her suitcase, stowed it in the backseat of the SUV before climbing in beside her just in time to see Darcy’s face tighten with the onset of another contraction.

      “Garret?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      “Um…I think we’d better hurry.”

      
        
         

      

      

      DARCY HATED putting more pressure on her rescuer, but she was scared out of her mind. And with every contraction her fears quadrupled. She still had six weeks to go, so now was too early for this baby to arrive.

      The vehicle slipped and slid, and maneuvering the ice-coated road required Garret’s undivided attention. A good thing, considering how self-conscious she felt about having groaning, hug-the-belly pains in front of a gorgeous stranger. What if he had to deliver her baby?

      Times like these called for her to be pragmatic but she hadn’t shaved her legs and had worn her most comfortable panties. She didn’t want her handsome driver to remember her due to the holes in her underwear. Wouldn’t that be a story for his grandkids?

      “How far is it?” she asked when the contraction was over and the silence in the vehicle became too much. “Are we close?”

      “Very. Just relax.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      Garret smiled, his teeth looking impossibly white. Why couldn’t she have been rescued by a sweet little old midwife?

      “Because you’re too perceptive for your own good? The hospital isn’t far, less than ten or fifteen minutes on a good day.”

      But what about a really bad one? “If the baby comes—”

      “It won’t.”

      “But if it does and you have to deliver it,” she continued determinedly, her face growing hot. “I just want to apologize in advance.” For the underwear, the porcupine legs and the mess and trauma birth would cause the immaculate vehicle and you, she added silently.

      She shouldn’t have waited so late in her pregnancy to move. She should have known Stephen would never come around and man up to being a dad. She should have moved months ago. In fall, not winter!

      “Nothing’s going to happen to you or the baby. And there’s no need to apologize. You’re getting yourself worked up because you’re scared. Sit back and relax. Think happy thoughts.”

      Was he kidding? She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the buttery-soft seat. “I should’ve been more responsible and stopped for the night before it got dark. Then I wouldn’t have made the stupid wrong turn.”

      “The weather front shifted suddenly. You couldn’t have known. Besides, I don’t know a single woman who wouldn’t be frightened right now. But you’ve got to remember that stress isn’t good for the baby. You’re doing fine, Darcy. Just try to stop giving yourself such a hard time.”

      Easy for him to say. She could mentally kick herself all the way to Canada and not be satisfied. The move, the weather. And she couldn’t have spared five minutes to shave her legs? “Do you do that for a living? Give pep talks?”

      Garret chuckled, the sound gravelly and soothing at the same time. “I push paper and placate temper tantrums more often than not. But sometimes pep talks are needed, too, so yeah.”

      He looked the type. Sort of like the old gentlemen farmers, all proper manners and clothes on the surface, but calloused and hard beneath. “Then I guess I’ll listen to you. I mean I’m trying…” Her words trailed to a stop and she shook her head, unable to give voice to the horrible images rumbling through her brain.

      What if the baby came? Would it live?

      The void of their conversation was broken by the swoosh of the wipers, the heater fan blowing full blast and the crunch of the ice and snow beneath the tires. The SUV slid as they headed into a curve, and she gasped and braced herself to take a bite out of another guardrail. But other than lurching to one side, the big vehicle kept its course, and Garret’s cool thinking and reflexes allowed him to maintain control.

      He shot her an apologetic glance. “Sorry about that. You okay?”

      She nodded, unnerved by the second close call. “It happens fast, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, especially in the mountains. I saw your tags when I turned around. You’re from Florida?”

      “Miami. I…I’ve lived in Miami the past four years.” No sooner had the words left her mouth than the pain returned. She stiffened in the seat, trying hard to keep quiet. How could something that lasted mere seconds hurt so much?

      When it was over, she couldn’t stop shaking. “It’s too quiet,” she whispered abruptly.

      “What kind of music do you like?”

      “No, not—I…I need words. Music doesn’t distract me b-because I can tune it out. Talk to me. I know you need to concentrate, but I keep thinking about all the things that could happen and—Tell me something. Anything. Recite the alphabet if you want to, I don’t care. You said you work at the hospital? What do you do?”

      Garret could probably feel her desperation, certainly hear it in her voice. While she’d like to have kept a cool head, it simply wasn’t possible. What if she had this all wrong? What if something happened to her and the baby survived? What then?

      Her stomach threatened to heave at her thoughts.

      Stop this. Stop thinking worst-case scenario.

      “I’m the administrative chief of staff at the hospital. It’s basically a fancy title for a job that means I make sure the hospital runs smoothly. Contract negotiating, staffing, supplies, security. It all falls under a big umbrella that I oversee.”

      She lifted a hand to shove her hair off her face. “That sounds hectic.”

      “It can be. But it leaves the doctors and nurses to concentrate on what they do best.”

      “Another power player.” Anger surfaced out of nowhere. Stephen had loved the authority that came with people reporting to him—especially the maids, although she hadn’t found that out until after they’d broken up. Realizing she’d said the words aloud, she faltered. “Sorry. No offense.”

      “I don’t take offense easily.”

      “I only meant that with a job like that you must enjoy…being in charge.”

      “I still have to report to the president and the board, but who doesn’t like a little say-so in some way or another?” He shrugged. “One of my brothers refers to me as the gatekeeper.”

      A wave of heat swept over her and her heart picked up speed. Steadily increasing pressure tightened her muscles and gathered around her middle. “Is the nickname…appropriate?” Don’t think about the contractions. They’re nothing. They don’t—

      She must have made some noise because Garret’s hands rotated on the steering wheel, like he wanted to twist and grind it into nothing. The sight touched her more than words could. If he could take the pain away, do something to help her, she knew without a doubt he would. How sweet was that?

      “I guess I could be called a scaled-back adrenaline junkie. I get my kicks from solving problems in high-stress situations.”

      “You must be loving this, then.”

      He reached over the console and placed his hand on her forearm. “No man likes seeing a woman in pain. Hang in there, we’re getting closer.”

      She tried to smile but couldn’t. They might be getting closer, but so were the contractions.
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      FOCUS, DARCY. Don’t think about the pain or worry about what’s not going to happen. What did you do in Miami? Huh? Sweetheart, talk to me.”

      Darcy supposed the situation called for a get-to-know-you info dump because if the baby decided to make its debut, he’d get to know her a lot better sooner rather than later. He should probably know a few things about her before discovering she preferred hi-cut low riders over the thongs she’d set aside at five months.

      “I worked for a couple of privately owned hotels, before that a gym and a hotel chain.” She hesitated, glimpsed his expectant expression for her to fill in the blanks and sighed. “I’m an aromatherapist. I use scented oils in massage therapy.”

      She waited, really not in the mood for a snarky comment about her profession. Would he be like other people? Look at her, her belly, and smirk?

      “Are you having another contraction?”

      He probably thought so because of the way she was grinding her teeth, but grasping the excuse, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the seat. Let him think what he wanted. She knew all guys weren’t hound dogs, but her experience working in Miami was that most guys who dressed like Garret and drove vehicles like this equated her profession to prostitution. Toss in her pregnant, unmarried state and—Well, most men assumed that she’d played sex games with one too many of her clients and was now paying the price.

      You’re awfully sensitive, there. This guy hasn’t said a word.

      But how long would it be until he did? Stephen’s parents, and Stephen himself, had had plenty to say about the pregnancy. They’d gotten down and dirty in the insult department when she’d refused to do their bidding and abort.

      “Have you ever seen snow?”

      She wet her lips, relaxing slightly. Thanks for sending me a gentleman, Nana. “I’m originally from southern Indiana, so yeah, I’ve seen snow.”

      “And you said you’re moving back there? How’d an Indiana girl wind up in Miami?”

      Darcy nibbled her lower lip, her gaze on her hands as they moved over her stomach. “The Indiana girl thought Miami was warm and a great change of pace.”

      Another contraction consumed her, heat first, then pain, harder than any of the others. She leaned forward, balling up in an attempt to fight it.

      “Easy. Try to breathe.”

      “C-can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.” He put his hand on her back, rubbing gently. “Come on, Darcy. Listen to my voice. Breathe out, slowly. Good. Now inhale.”

      When it was over, she straightened and glared at him. A man should have to experience childbirth. Don’t be so cocky, you haven’t experienced it yet. “Are we close? Please, tell me we’re close.”

      “Getting there. Beauty is a great little town,” he added, pride lacing his voice. “Very low crime, everybody knows each other. I went away to college, but moved back once I graduated because I missed it so much. Some guys want to travel the world, but I knew all along I wanted to stay close to my roots. Wait until you see it and you’ll understand what I mean.”

      “It sounds nice. I—I want that for my baby. Roots and stability. That’s why I’m moving back home.” But it wasn’t home. It hadn’t felt like home even when she lived there. Was she doing the right thing?

      “Families are good to have around, especially when there are kids involved. I have three brothers and a sister, plus the parents and a huge assortment of aunts, uncles and cousins.”

      One aspect of his story stuck out in her mind. “Your mother went through this five times?”

      Garret chuckled, the sound a smooth bass. “Four, actually. My younger brothers are twins.”

      At the mention of his brothers, his expression grew…mournful? Whatever it was, something in his tone kept her from asking for more details, much as she wanted to. She was curious by nature and having no real family of her own, she loved hearing about other people’s.

      That was the best part of her job. Facedown on the table, some of her clients habitually unloaded their family problems as though she were a shrink. She knew the names of children, grandchildren. Pets. She’d learned when to ask questions and when to keep quiet and let them ramble.

      Garret wasn’t rambling. “Is the, um, hospital a good one? Nice people and all? And the baby unit? Are they good with preemies?”

      Once again he reached over and squeezed her arm. She felt the heat of his touch through her coat and appreciated the comfort it brought. She wasn’t her mother. She didn’t hang all over men trying to get them to notice her. If anything she kept her distance and waited them out. But Garret’s frequent caresses weren’t creepy or touchy-feely, just…nice.

      “You’re not going to have a preemie. We’re going to get there and they’re going to stop the contractions. We’re not far, but I have to go slow or risk driving us over the side of the mountain.”

      “I know.” She rubbed her aching head with her free hand. “I couldn’t believe it when I started to slide. I was going so slow, but—My car’s really screwed up. It wouldn’t start after I crashed and I don’t know where to get it fixed or when I’ll be able to get back on the road. What if they can’t stop the labor? What if the baby has to stay in the hospital for a while? I need to get settled in Indiana, find a job and get an apartment, but…I could be a mom tonight.”

      Or not.

      Chills racked her. The baby had to survive. Be okay. But if they couldn’t stop the labor and it was born tonight—Was she ready for this? The crying and feeding and supporting, raising. And later? If she managed to do all those things, no way was her baby going to drive at fifteen. And dating? Yeah, right. Samuel Tolbert had tried to feel her up at that age—and go a lot further. She’d kneed him in the nuts and walked home. No way would her son or daughter be anywhere near the opposite sex before they were twenty—at least!

      “I can recommend a great mechanic. There’s nothing he can’t fix, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      She made a face. “Hate to tell you this, but if you drive this kind of vehicle and are still going to the shop a lot for him to fix things, your mechanic is a crook.”

      Another chuckle. The man would make a fortune bottling the sound.

      “Not Nick. He’s my brother and a good guy.”

      There it was again. That tone of his was…sad. “Why do you say it like that?”

      While he remained staring straight ahead Garret’s expression changed to one she couldn’t read. “Like what?”

      “If he’s a good guy, why do you sound sad about it?”

      “I guess because the family doesn’t see much of Nick even though he owns the garage in town.”

      “Should I ask why you don’t see him…or keep my mouth shut?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      She squirmed, unable to get comfortable. Her back was killing her. “You two have a big fight over a girl?” Tension crept in, slow and sure, wrapping around her like a python, squeezing, squeezing, until she couldn’t breathe.

      “It was nothing like that. Long story short, Nick went against the family wishes and dropped out of high school. Our parents, grandparents—everyone got involved from teachers to the guy at the feed store. And the more people talked, the more distanced and angry Nick became. Things have been tense ever since.”

      “How long ago…was this?” She gritted her teeth and fought to focus on Garret instead of the pain.

      “About fifteen years.”

      “And they’re—oh—still upset?” She gasped out the words.

      The Escalade slid to the left as they started across a bridge, and Garret slowed even more. She wanted to scream at him to go faster, but couldn’t take a breath.

      Shaking, unable to fight the tears or the pain any longer and pretend she could do this with dignity, she released a low groan. “G-Garret?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t think we’re going to make it.”

      
        
         

      

      

      GARRET GLANCED at his watch when the contraction finally released its hold.
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