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Can love empower and free a scared, abused woman?

Natalie Walker’s life is in tatters. An abused wife and devoted mother, she runs from her rich husband intending to start a new life in hiding. When her car breaks down outside a small town, she must accept the help of the local garage owner. Unable to access her money, she works for Clint Dawson to pay off her debt for car repairs and to feed her son. Despite her best efforts, she finds herself succumbing to Clint’s kindness.

Already falling for her, Clint is more than willing to help provide protection for Natalie and her son, especially after her abusive husband turns up dead. There is no doubt that in his mind that Natalie did not kill her husband and is not hiding anything. However, Clint has a past and a secret of his own.

Will the revelation of Clint’s deceit destroy the fragile trust he has built with Natalie? Or will their love be strong enough to survive?
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Since no good deed goes unpunished, I dedicate Running Home to my adorable and somewhat bossy sisters, Jean and Andrea. I hope you consider it a compliment that our constant bickering provides both fuel for my fictional arguments and affirmation that family love can overcome anything.
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Chapter One
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Natalie Walker cast a quick glance in the rearview mirror of the cherry red 1957 Corvette convertible she’d taken from her lying, abusive husband. The mirror revealed nothing. There wasn’t a headlight behind her for as far as she could see. Not that she could see very far.

She breathed a sigh of relief. No one was tailing her.

Clusters of towering pines crowded the edges of the narrow highway, frequently meeting overhead to block out the last of the daylight. Heavy clouds hung low over the mountains, almost low enough to be fog, and threatened rain at any minute. The twisting, turning mountain road hid nearly everything except the immediate terrain. Daylight faded further, and the almost nonexistent moon cast no light. It was dark and getting darker fast. She should have stopped earlier instead of choosing to drive on.

She wasn’t going fast. She wasn’t even doing the speed limit, but it felt as if she were flying, as though the speed could help her outrun the demons chasing her. No, not demons. Demon. Singular. Her husband. Could she escape him this time? Could she save herself and her son from a life of decadence and abuse? She never should have agreed to marry him; every single day, she regretted bowing to her father’s dictates and accepting Stanley’s proposal.

The small car bottomed out on another rut in the ancient blacktop. Her head bobbled alarmingly, and her neck wrenched painfully. Blacktop, ha. Once upon a time, it might have been pavement. Now, it was more like a series of washboard ruts and potholes with intermittent flat spots.

She spared a quick glance at the car seat beside her. Three-year-old Mathew slept soundly, undisturbed by the rough road. His short blond hair was tousled and moist where his head rested against the car seat. It was a gift that her son was such a good child and traveled so well.

She hit another rut, and the bottom of the car bounced alarmingly. Didn’t they do maintenance out here in the back of beyond?

“It can’t be much farther.” Desperate longing for the relative safety of her friend Belinda’s ranch was the only thing that kept her going.

With a flash of lightning, the heavens opened. Her car’s headlights barely penetrated the raging downpour.

“Dammit.” What looked like yet another patch of loose gravel appeared ahead. She gave her sleeping son an apologetic look. “I wanted secluded, but this is ridiculous.” She braked in preparation for the gravel. The car bounced painfully as she crossed the rough spot.

There had been a dozen cars to choose from. Her husband, Stanley, had a passion for expensive cars, and this one was no exception. Almost all of his vehicles had every bell and whistle, including GPS and onboard computers. If there was a gadget, his cars had it. Except for this one, a classic Corvette, which was completely stock; perfectly maintained exactly as it had been the day his father had purchased it. But really, would it kill him to have a GPS in the glove box? Sometimes, her husband was an idiot. Her soon-to-be ex-husband. As soon as she figured out a way to ditch him without endangering her son, Stanley was history. She was through with him.

The road smoothed out, so she stepped on the accelerator and eased the car back up to a decent, but cautious speed. There wasn’t a hope in hell she’d find the ranch at this time of night, but she wanted to hit a town and find a hotel before total darkness descended on the mountains. Not that it could get much darker. How far could it possibly be to the exit she was looking for? Okay, maybe, she should have bought that map back in Golden, instead of scratching down some directions. She was conserving her cash. She had to stretch it as far as possible. If she used her credit cards, Stanley would be able to track her. The car’s lack of an onboard computer system was why she’d chosen it. He couldn’t track her. Ironically, it meant she lacked the GPS she so greatly desired.

She fingered the bruise darkening her eye; the swelling and tenderness made her wince. She never wanted to see him again. She’d reached her limit. She refused to be his punching bag any longer, even if it meant she and Mathew had to spend the rest of their lives on the run. Nobody would hurt her son. Ever.

The previous evening had been the final straw. Stanley had taken his anger and frustrations out on her. Again. Thinking of the abuse made bile rise in her throat. She swallowed the nausea down and shivered despite the heat blasting from the car heater. She was cold, sick and scared.

She tried to keep her mind on the road, but it kept flitting back to the night before. She hunched deeper into herself, shoulders wrapped defensively forward.

Drunk, yet again, Stanley had smacked her around. But her luck had turned after he’d punched her. Stanley had passed out on the marble floor of the kitchen, and she’d thrown a few things into a bag, scooped Mathew from his bed and bolted. Initially, she’d run on adrenaline and then a short nap in a roadside turnout as she fled Vancouver, crossed British Columbia and headed into the mountains toward Alberta and the safety of her friend’s ranch.

A shiver of unease and fear skittered down her spine when she thought of him catching up with her. She forced herself not to hyperventilate, to breathe calmly and slowly. If he ever found them, he’d make her pay for her disobedience. Her arm still hurt where he’d wrenched it last week and most of her body ached from bruises. He had a knack for hitting her in places where the marks wouldn’t show; a skill he’d mastered after an acquaintance had noticed the first bruises she had acquired at his hand.

All the times he’d threatened her, had forced her to bend to his ways, Natalie had suffered in silence. Scared and alone, she’d ignored his increasingly frequent bouts of physical abuse. She could tolerate a lot, but the first time he threatened their son, she’d started plotting their escape. She’d tried once, but he’d caught her when she’d stopped at the bank for cash. That was when he’d changed the alarm code on the house, effectively making her and their son his prisoners, prompting her to seriously stress-manage and strategize her this moment and her escape. Like his cars, the alarm system was nothing but the best, and Natalie swore it was designed as much to keep her in as to keep the riffraff out.

Constant surveillance made it hard to conceive a plan of escape. He’d never let her out of the house without the bodyguards he claimed were there for her protection, but she knew better. It wasn’t because he was rich and had earned almost celebrity status in Vancouver; his behavior was all about controlling her.

He wanted her to be as submissive as his father had been to his mother and sisters. The only time she was unsupervised was when she left Mathew at home. That memory made her claustrophobic. Stanley knew her too well. She’d never leave her son behind. Keeping Mathew at home had been the only chain he needed to effectively imprison her.

But he hadn’t counted on her need to escape, to be free and live her own life. She’d gathered the funds, a few dollars here and there. Then, all she had to do was be patient until he made a mistake. The nest egg was small. She couldn’t survive on it for long, but the money would be enough to take her away from him and let her live until she found a job and childcare for Mathew. She had to be frugal.

Fortune had smiled on her two weeks ago when her wheelchair-bound mother-in-law had spilled her tranquilizers. Natalie had slipped half a dozen in her pocket while helping pick them up. She’d lived in fear Stanley would find the pills in one of his random searches of her room. He’d never discovered them or the cash she had wrapped in plastic and taped to the inside-bottom of a box of tampons.

Tense and twitching with the fear of being discovered, she’d waited and waited, trying to hide her impatience and fear until he slipped up.

Last night, Stanley had been high on himself, gloating over pulling a fast one on one of his many enemies. He had started hitting the bottle hard and fast in celebration, toasting himself again and again. She hadn’t joined in at first, until he punched her in the eye for not participating in his gloating.

When she’d finished recoiling from the blow, she’d realized it might be her best chance for escape. Natalie had encouraged him, taking tiny sips of her drink, pretending to get drunk. Thankfully, he had agreed to her suggestion to take a walk in the yard and had forgotten to reset the alarm when they came inside. Finally, she was able to slip the tranquilizers into his drink, and before long, he was out cold on the kitchen floor.

He went down hard, banging his head against the marble tile. She’d worried she had killed him. Killing him might have freed her from the abuse, but being convicted of murder would separate her from Mathew.

Relief had flooded her when Stanley’s chest rose and fell with the slow inhalations of breathing. She’d stared at him without moving for several minutes before it sank in this was her chance and she’d better not blow it.

She tossed a few essentials into bags for her and Mathew, grabbed the keys to the only car without an onboard computer and bolted.

Now, here she was seventeen hours and hundreds of kilometers later, on a crappy country road in the dark in the pouring rain. She’d driven continuously, stopping only for a quick nap and to feed Mathew. She hadn’t seen another car for over an hour and was beginning to suspect she’d made a wrong turn somewhere. She was headed into the back and beyond, but somehow, she hadn’t expected the road to continue climbing like this.

She had no option but to continue driving and hope she ran into another town to confirm her directions. Damn, why hadn’t she bought that map? Her cell phone had a built-in GPS, but she’d left the phone at home. There was no way she could use it. Lord knows, Stanley’s goons and PI would be tracking it. All she wanted now was to be out of the rain and to find Belinda’s place.

Natalie cast a silent thank you to the heavens that her husband had never met Belinda. Natalie doubted he knew her childhood friend existed, but she was grateful for the twist of fate that had kept them from meeting. At least now, she had someplace to run where he wouldn’t find her.

Now, if only she could find Belinda’s ranch. She’d never been there. In fact, except for a few emails, she hadn’t had much contact with her friend in the years since finishing college. Sneaking around behind her husband with a secret email account and secure private browsing that didn’t track the sites she visited hadn’t sat well with her innate honesty. It was, however, the only way she had been able to maintain contact with Belinda.

Thinking about the pictures Belinda had sent, Natalie knew she was off course. The ranch had been flat and a great part of it treeless. It certainly wasn’t anywhere near here, in the heavily forested mountains.

She’d definitely made a wrong turn.

Through the driving rain, Natalie glimpsed another stretch of loose gravel ahead. Easing off the accelerator, she slowed the Corvette. The car fishtailed alarmingly when she hit the first bit of gravel. Cautiously, she slowed further and finally regained control. At this rate, she’d never get to a town. Cresting the next hill, she was blinded by an approaching vehicle’s high beams.

“Shit.” She gripped the steering wheel tighter.

Her headlights must have surprised the driver of the pickup hurtling toward her in the wrong lane. He veered toward his lane and then back toward hers. Instinctively, Natalie edged toward the ditch on her side of the road as the pickup roared past.

Her back tires struck the soft shoulder and the car slid toward the ditch.

“Shit, shit, shit.” She punched the gas, hoping it would spin her clear. She threw her arm out to brace Mathew in his seat. She hated he was in the front, but the miniscule Corvette was a two-seater.

The tires caught, and she careened back onto the road surface and slid toward the other side. Her heart pounded, she clutched the wheel in a death grip and she slammed on the brakes, hoping to avoid skidding off the other side of the road. The Corvette fishtailed again and exploded off the road. For a moment, they were airborne then the car dropped dramatically and slammed into something hard. Natalie’s world went black.
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Chapter Two
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Distant crying slowly penetrated the fog enshrouding Natalie’s mind. Something cold and wet dripped in her eyes.

“What the hell?” she muttered groggily. Where was she? Why was it dark? And wet?

The wailing persisted, and she swiped vainly at the moisture on her face, wishing the ringing in her ears would ease.

Slowly, things came back to her. The darkening night, the rain, the swerving pickup headed toward her.

Mathew!

Her heart stopped for a second before exploding into double-time beating.

“Shh, baby.” She tried to ease his frantic cries. Her vision swam in and out of focus, and her head ached abominably. Agonizing pain throbbed beneath her seatbelt. She unbuckled, and the pressure eased a little. Bruises were already forming. She turned toward Mathew. Pain swamped her, and her stomach lurched. Concussion, a distant part of her mind informed her as she swallowed hard, hoping to keep nausea at bay.

“Suck it up, Walker. You don’t have time to be sick.” Moving slowly, she reached out toward Mathew.

“It’s okay, baby. Mommy’s here.” She blinked rapidly to clear the water from her eyes. Damned rain was getting into the car. The near dark made it almost impossible to see, so she felt her son’s limbs for damage. Her touch and soft words seemed to calm him, and his frantic cries turned to soft hiccups of distress. She stroked his head and face. He seemed unhurt, but it was impossible to be sure in the dark.

“Mommy?” The fear and confusion in his voice broke Natalie’s heart.

“I hurts, Mommy,” he sobbed.

“I know, Mathew. Mommy hurts, too. It’ll all be better soon.” 

Don’t panic. Get out of the car and take care of him. The small logical part of her brain rattled off instructions and kept total panic at bay.

“Light. I need more light.” She turned and fumbled for the strap on Mathew’s car seat. Turning the seat sideways, she checked him over as well as she could in the dim light cast by the headlights and the soft glow of the dashboard.

“Hi, Mr. Mathew.” She touched him gently. “Guess we’re in a pickle now. I’m thinking that since the car isn’t running, it’s probably broken.” She kept her voice calm and soothing while she vented her fears aloud. She unfastened his car seat buckles. “Sit still for a minute. Mommy needs to think.”

“Well, I guess we don’t have much choice. We’ll climb the hill to the road and try to catch a ride to town. We’ll get wet, but we’ll be fine.”

“I don’t wanna get wet.”

“Think of it like playing in puddles. You love stomping in the muck.” Lord, let us get out of this without too much trouble.

“Daddy won’t like it.”

“Lucky for you, Daddy’s not here. We can get as muddy as we want.”

“Yay.” He clapped his hands excitedly.

Thunder boomed repeatedly, and lightning illuminated the sky. “Boy, the storm sure is noisy, isn’t it?” At three, Mathew wasn’t skittish, but Natalie kept up a steady stream of encouraging chatter to help him stay calm. The bright flashing made it easier to find their coats in the darkening gloom. Moving quickly but carefully, she slipped her son into his jacket and shoes then struggled into her jacket.

“Mommy’s heels are going to make this walk difficult.” Silently, she chastised herself for not changing out of her expensive dress and into something more practical. What kind of an idiot ran away in a thousand-dollar cocktail dress and Christian Louboutin heels? “I don’t think I should be digging in the trunk for bags right now. It’s raining too hard. Hang on for two shakes.”

She opened her door and stepped out cautiously. Waiting for the next flash of lightning, she looked around. Her car was wedged against a large boulder at the base of a steep incline. The climb wouldn’t be easy, especially not while helping Mathew.

She reached into the car and helped him climb out.

“There’s a big hill here. You’ll have to walk until we get to the top.” She hefted him up and hugged him close. “There’s Mommy’s big boy. Are you okay?”

He nodded uncertainly, and she draped her purse diagonally across her body and gave him a kiss. “I know you hurt, and Mommy knows it’s dark and scary and rainy. We’ll be inside again soon.” She set him down and grasped his hand. “Here we go, buddy. We’re going to climb this big old hill and see what’s up top.”

“It’s dark.” He clutched her hand tightly. “Carry me?”

“I’m afraid not, Mathew. You’re a big boy. You can do this.”

“’Kay.”

His obvious reluctance made her smile. One of the best things about her son was that he seemed to know when to listen. He didn’t obey her all the time, by any stretch of the imagination, and she was glad he chose to listen now.

Every inch of her body ached and complained as they made their slow, painful way up the steep incline, stopping every few moments to rest. Natalie made pointless small talk, her nervous chatter helping to block the rising tension and panic that threatened to choke her. They struggled their way upward, at times slipping and falling. Once, they slid backward until they bumped into a tree that halted their downward progress. The thin strap of her shoe snapped, her foot lurched to the side and the shoe was gone. Rocks and sharp sticks bit into the bottom of her foot, but she barely noticed. With the next lightning flash, she was discouraged to discover they’d only covered a quarter of the distance to the top. Would they ever make it?

“Hello down there.” A masculine voice called from above and a light flashed in her eyes.

“Help us!” she shouted, flinging her hand up to block the light. “You’re blinding me.” Tears of relief slid down her face, mingling with the rain. A tiny voice in the back of her mind warned that this stranger might be one of Stanley’s goons, but she ignored it. She and Mathew had to get out of this valley and find someplace dry. She’d worry about Stanley after Mathew was out of the weather.

“Stay still,” the deep, masculine voice called back. “Let me grab a rope. It’s too slippery to come down without one.” The light disappeared, and the night rushed back, darker than ever.

“Hey, muffin,” she knelt and hugged Mathew close. “That man is going to help us up the hill.” 

Mathew snuggled into her embrace, his tiny body shivering.

“Oh, baby, you’re freezing. I’ll bet this nice man has a heater in his car. We’ll be warm in no time.” She pulled off her jacket and wrapped it tightly around her son. Rain soaked through her thin cotton cardigan in seconds.

The light of a flashlight bobbed down the hill toward them. Lightning flashed, illuminating a man in sturdy work clothes. He looked vaguely familiar, but he didn’t have the air of one of Stanley’s goons.

She had no choice. She had to trust him, at least long enough to get up the hill.

“Anyone else in the car?”

Natalie shook her head.

“Can you walk?”

“Yes.” Relief and fear laced her voice now that salvation was at hand.

“Grab the rope behind me, and pull yourself up the hill. I’m going to pick up the child and carry him.”

“M-Mathew,” she stammered, her teeth chattering.

The man knelt in front of them and looked Mathew in the eyes. “Hey there, young fella. My name is Clint. I’m going to help you up this big hill. Is that okay?”

Mathew looked toward Natalie, shying away from the stranger.

“It’s okay, baby. Go with the man. Mommy’s coming right behind.”

Mathew gave her another questioning, nervous look, and she nodded.

“Go with him.”

Mathew was normally reticent and shy of strangers, so she was surprised when he obediently climbed into the man’s arms but kept his eyes on Natalie for reassurance.

“Up we go.” Clint snuggled Mathew in his arms. “Good man. I know it’s wet and dark out here, but I’ll have you and your mom safe in no time.” He cast a quick glance at Natalie. “Follow us.” He started picking his way carefully up the slope. Mathew kept his gaze on Natalie over Clint’s shoulder.

Natalie’s relief at their rescue battled fear this man might know her husband.

“Don’t be an idiot. It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours since we left home. He can’t have found us yet,” she mumbled. Putting one foot slowly in front of the other, she followed Clint up the hill.

“Did you say something?” Clint asked over his shoulder.

“No. I’m coming.”

As she climbed, the ground grew increasingly slippery, and she had to rely more and more on the rope and her tired arms for support. Her head ached, and her vision swam, but she carried on, not stopping when she lost her second shoe. She had to keep moving, for Mathew. She wanted to be out of this valley and back on dry ground.

The wind blew a gust of rain into her face. Okay, maybe not dry ground but at least, flat ground. Exhaustion dragged at her feet, but she reached the crest of the hill and dropped down. Gravel dug painfully into her knees, but she didn’t care.

“Mommy?” Mathew’s plaintive query jerked her to her feet.

“Coming, baby.” She lifted her head. There was a tow truck parked thirty feet away, on the side of the road, its lights flashing.

“Come on, ma’am. Let’s get you inside, out of the rain.” Clint walked to the truck and popped the passenger door open.

He set Mathew on his feet and knelt down to his level. He put one hand on his shoulder to get his full attention. “We’ll have to get you out of that wet jacket. I have a nice, warm blanket inside to wrap you in. Okay?”

“’K-k-k-kay,” Mathew chattered, his voice almost a whisper.

Clint boosted Mathew inside the truck, stripped him down to his underwear and wrapped him in a soft, fleecy blanket. “Now, it’s Mommy’s turn.”

Natalie hobbled the last few steps forward and pulled her cardigan tight. “I don’t need a blanket, just some heat.”

“Nonsense. Take off that sweater. The heat will come through faster.”

He was right.

She shrugged out of the sweater, only half-registering the mud and bloodstains on the once pristine knit fabric. He handed her a blanket and ordered her into the truck. Balling up their drenched clothing, with Mathew’s shoes tucked inside, he tossed the bundle behind the seat and shut the door.

The silence from the deafening storm was a relief.

Natalie pushed her hair back from her face, leaned forward and cranked up the heat as Clint rounded the truck. Blessed hot air blasted from the dash vents and up from the floor. She pulled Mathew into her arms, rubbing him briskly to warm him. Tears streaked down her face, and for the life of her, she couldn’t decide if they were tears of relief or fear.

Clint slipped out of his drenched jacket, tossed it behind the seat, climbed in beside them and pulled his door shut before turning toward her. “It’s only a couple miles to town. Can you manage your seatbelts?”

Natalie nodded and buckled in Mathew and then fastened hers before pulling him tight against her side and into her embrace. A sob escaped her. She ducked her head so this stranger wouldn’t see her tears.

“It’s okay now. I’ll come back when the rain stops and get your car. You and Mathew are safe.”

Another sob slipped out.

“Sorry.” Her voice shook.

Clint turned away and put the truck into gear. “It’s okay. You’ve had a huge scare.” He tuned the radio to a country station and turned it low. “Going off the road like that would be terrifying for anyone.”

“How did you know we were there?”

“I got an anonymous call a car went over the edge of Clive’s Corner. And when I get my hands on that bastard, he’ll be lucky if I don’t kick his sorry ass.”

Natalie recoiled from the anger in Clint’s voice. She edged toward her door, pulling Mathew with her. An image of her husband’s angry face flashed through her mind, and she suppressed a shudder. Why were men so brutal?

* * *
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CLINT LOOKED AT THE sodden woman huddled against the passenger door of his truck. She shivered and clutched the boy close. Her shoulders were tense and her eyes darted around the cab, looking anywhere but at him. She was afraid. Of him! And he’d rescued them. Strange. He focused his attention on the road and spared her the occasional glance.

“Sorry, ma’am. I didn’t introduce myself. Clinton Dawson, at your service. I’d shake your hand, but I’m kind of busy.” He spared her a quick grin as he shifted gears. “I’ve met young Mathew but didn’t catch your name.”

“Natalie.” She inched farther toward the door.

He quirked one eyebrow at her, silently asking for more. No surname? Interesting.

“Watch yourself, Natalie. If you move over any farther, you’ll fall into the crack between the door and the seat.” He was careful to keep his voice light and teasing. He didn’t want to frighten her any more than she already was.

From the corner of his eye, he noticed her startled glance. She reminded him of a deer caught in the headlights—skittish, wary and ready to bolt. He knew that look. She’d been abused. Someone had hurt this woman. Badly. He cursed silently. Men who hit women pissed him off.

“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to take you into town to see Doc Hardy and then find you a place to stay the night. Tomorrow, I’ll go back for your car.”

Clint was pleased to see her shoulders relax a touch; though, she didn’t release her death-grip on the boy. His hand itched to pat her hand comfortingly, but she was too frightened for physical contact, so he banked the urge.

“Town’s just around the corner here.” He flipped on his turn signal and slowed for the exit. Picking up his CB radio handset, he brought it to his mouth. “Harmony, you there?”

A moment later, the radio crackled to life. “You betcha. That you, Clinton?” Her voice was heavy with the soft tones of the deep south.

“Darn tootin’, darlin’.” His voice mocked the woman’s accent. “Call Doc Hardy, and tell him I’m stopping by with a couple folks for him to check over. There was an accident on Clive’s Corner.”

“Hurt bad?”

“Nothing serious. Just some bumps I expect. Later, darlin’.”

He turned and winked at Natalie. “That was Harmony Farnsworth.” He dropped the accent. “She’s sixty-five, if she’s a day, and she’s the town’s biggest gossip, but she’s got a heart of gold. I can always count on her standing by her radio when I need a hand. I’m surprised she isn’t at the party.”

“Oh,” Natalie whispered, her voice so low he hardly heard it.

“I think she’s from one of the southern states, the deep south. Judging by the accent, at least, but she’s not telling. She moved here in sixty-two, but even after all these years in Canada, she’s never lost her southern drawl. Funny thing, she has a past and won’t talk about it, but ironically, she sure doesn’t hesitate to meddle in everyone else’s affairs.”

“Oh,” Natalie repeated herself. “I don’t need a doctor. Just take us to a hotel.”

“Nonsense. You might be fine, but Mathew needs to be looked over. Doc Hardy’s nothing to be afraid of. Haven may be a darn small town in the back of beyond, but Doc’s no quack. He graduated top of his class and had a large, thriving practice in Edmonton before deciding he wanted a quieter life. Doc’s the best.”

They pulled up in front of a large, colonial-style house behind a white picket fence. The street was jam-packed with vehicles, forcing Clint to double-park the truck. “Here comes Doc now.”

* * *
[image: ]


HIS VOICE WAS CALM and reassuring.

Natalie turned to look out the window. “Oh my,” she whispered.

Every light in the house must have been on. Light blazed out of the windows, making the large house look homey and welcoming. A dark-haired man dressed in a bright-yellow rain slicker and rubber boots jogged toward the truck. Before she could react, he yanked open the door. If it wasn’t for the seatbelt, she would have fallen out.

“Hiya,” the man greeted her, bracing her shoulder to keep her inside the pickup. “Doc Hardy, here. Nice to meet you. I hear you’ve had an accident. Are you okay to walk? Do you need a wheelchair?”

Natalie shook her head. “I’m fine.” She fumbled to release their seatbelts.

The doctor leaned past her and smiled at Mathew. “Well there, young man. It’s nice to meet you. Climb on out, and we’ll go inside and check you over to be sure you aren’t hurt.”

Mathew looked at her. “Mommy?”

“Go with the doctor, Mathew. I’ll be right behind you.”

Mathew stared at her, clearly unsure about going with a stranger for the second time in one already frightening night. His reluctance was obvious, but he obeyed and let the doctor scoop him up.

“It’s okay. Mommy’s coming, too. I’ll just be a second.”

“Come on, Mathew,” the doctor said. “Let’s get you inside, out of the rain.”

With that, he turned on his heel and headed toward the house, his rain slicker flapping behind him. Mathew looked back over the doctor’s shoulder, his eyes never leaving his mother, but he didn’t complain.

Natalie slid out of the tow truck and landed on her feet with a wince. “Ouch.” She started hobbling after them. Every inch of her body ached, she was dizzy and her feet felt as if she’d walked a mile over broken glass. There was no way in hell she’d let Mathew out of her sight, though.

“What’s the matter?” Clint’s voice came from close behind her.

She jumped a bit and groaned at the pain it caused when she stumbled on her battered soles. She made her way carefully toward the house.

“Nothing. A bit sore, I guess.”

“Where the hell are your shoes?”

“I think I lost them on the way up the hill. At least, I remember losing one after you showed up.” She stopped walking and faced him. “Thank you for helping us, for saving Mathew and me.”
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