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In less than twenty-four hours, Hurricane Hope would be too close for comfort to Gloria Garcia Rodriguez’s island home. If it weren’t for this sudden change in the storm’s path, she never would have ventured to one of Port Provident’s worst neighborhoods—somewhere she didn’t choose to go even in broad daylight. And now with the gray clouds rolling in, casting the pallor of dusk around corners and throwing shadows on the ground, she welcomed her task even less.

On Monday, the Texas Gulf Coast looked in the clear.

On Tuesday, forecasters said the mass of clouds churning in the Gulf of Mexico had wobbled to the west.

And now, on Wednesday, the red line of the hurricane tracker drew a bull’s-eye for Port Provident, Texas. If everything stayed on track, it would be here soon. The swirl of violent weather was too close and moving too fast.

Gloria walked up the narrow steps that led to the landing in front of apartment L5 and noticed the rust on the handrail and the peeling green paint along the wall. The worn-out building depressed Gloria as much as the thought of the impending hurricane. How would a building that appeared to be on its last leg on a sunny day fare when a major storm pounded it? Gloria didn’t hold out much hope for the future of the small, dilapidated apartment complex or the residents and possessions inside.

She’d tried her phone to reach Tanna DeLong, a midwifery client due to give birth any day now, but there’d been no answer.

With the hurricane bearing down on Provident Island, Gloria knew she wouldn’t be able to rest easy or evacuate herself until she’d ensured all her expectant moms were off the island and had a contingency plan in case they went into labor while evacuated.

Gloria easily reached the other two moms who were close to their due dates. Both planned to shelter with relatives in Houston, which was close enough for safety while traveling, but still far enough away to escape the brunt of the storm. There were plenty of hospitals nearby where either of those mothers-to-be could reasonably expect to be taken care of, should the need arise.

On the other hand, Tanna was younger—only nineteen—and didn’t have family to take care of her. She’d come to Port Provident six months ago after fleeing an abusive boyfriend in Georgia. Apartment L5 was technically leased to a friend who’d offered Tanna a couch to crash on. At yesterday’s checkup, though, Tanna shared with Gloria that her friend was picked up by the Port Provident Police Department on a drug charge and hadn’t been home in two weeks.

Tanna was all alone, except for the baby in her belly. As a midwife for the past decade, Gloria always felt responsible for the safety of the mothers in her care, but somehow she felt unusually protective of young Tanna.

Gloria knocked at the door and waited for it to open, but it never did.

She knew Tanna had to be nearby—her red compact Chevy sat in the parking space closest to the stairs. She knocked again, and the thin wood quivered a bit under the force of Gloria’s hand. The door opened slightly, the safety chain still connected at the top of the door. Tanna’s left eye was barely visible, but not much more.

“Gloria? What are you doing here?” The voice from behind the door sounded unsure.

“The hurricane is coming and I need to make sure you’re safe. All my other patients have evacuated. You’re the last pregnant mama on the island and we’ve got to get you out of here. Can you open the door?”

A warm breeze whipped up and slapped Gloria in the face, a small sign of what was to come in the next few days.

“Get out of here? Where am I supposed to go? I don’t have anywhere to go.” She started to shut the door. Gloria quickly stuck her hand in and gripped the frame.

She reached up for the safety chain and poked it with a finger. “Undo this and let me in so we can talk, Tanna. We’ll figure out something, I promise.”

The crack in the door narrowed a bit. Gloria tried to figure out how she could wedge herself in the small space. She couldn’t let Tanna cut herself off like this, not with her first labor and a hurricane coming together on a collision course.

“Tanna, please. Don’t...” Gloria stuck her hand in the space and prayed Tanna wouldn’t slam the door shut on the now-vulnerable fingers.

A scraping noise came from just above Gloria’s head, and then the chain dropped free. The door opened just enough to allow Gloria a tight passage around her very pregnant patient.

“Oof. I’d really like to just go lay back down, Gloria. My back is killin’ me.”

“Your back? Upper or lower?” The door closed swiftly behind Gloria.

“Lower. Like right here.” Tanna pressed the top of her pelvis with her fingers. “I can’t get comfortable.”

Gloria had seen the start of labor more times than she could count. Normally, it didn’t faze her at all—it was just part of the whole process. But the average first-time mother in her care spent around fourteen hours in labor.

And according to the news reports, fourteen hours from now, Port Provident would be engulfed by Hurricane Hope.

Gloria took Tanna by the hand and led her to the couch. “Come on over here, Tanna. Let’s talk. Tell me more about how you’re feeling.”

The young mother-to-be moved a small cushion behind her back and sat down cautiously. Still holding her hand, Gloria sat next to her and asked a few questions about what Tanna was feeling and for how long.

Tanna’s water hadn’t broken yet, but after observing her and timing things, then doing a quick check of dilation, Gloria made a very certain diagnosis.

“Honey, those aren’t cramps. Those are contractions. You’re in labor. It’s still early and we have some time, but that’s a definite rhythmic and measurable pattern you’ve got going there. I’m getting you out of here.” Gloria reached in her purse for her cell phone.

“So we’re going to the clinic?” Tanna’s eyes darted, quick and catlike.

Gloria felt empathy for her. It was a lot to process.

Gloria did some processing of her own and furrowed her brow. “Well, no. The clinic is closed. It sits close to Gulfview Boulevard and Dr. Shipley was very concerned about flooding later.”

She thought about calling the paramedics, but this wasn’t an emergency. And it was far too early to take Tanna to the hospital. Women in this early of a stage of labor were sent home to wait and progress. Thanks to the imminent hurricane, she didn’t know what to do. But she knew she had to do something. Thankfully, she knew people who would know the best options. Maybe instead of going to Provident Medical, which would surely be understaffed tonight, someone could get them an escort off the island and she could get a hospital in Houston to admit Tanna a little earlier than usual, in light of the circumstances.

Gloria pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number she knew could bring help. It rang four times before going to voice mail.

“Tanna, go pack a small suitcase with whatever you need. We’re both going. Now. I know people.”

She scrolled a little further through her contacts list.

Straight to voice mail.

Three more numbers, three more recorded messages.

Gloria was running out of numbers in her phone to call.

Gloria scrolled through her list again. Maybe she’d overlooked someone.

Well, there was one number she could call. She just hadn’t planned on ever calling it again. In fact, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t deleted it out of her phone two years ago.

Gloria’s fingers felt shaky as she connected the call. The phone stopped ringing and Gloria’s best hope for saving Tanna and her unborn child answered. “Vasquez.”

Although she hadn’t spoken to Rodrigo Vasquez in longer than she cared to remember, his short salutation made time stand still, and Gloria realized she knew his voice almost as well as she knew her own.

“Rigo, it’s Gloria. I need your help.” There was no time to catch up, which thankfully meant they wouldn’t have to discuss the night her husband died or why Rigo shut himself out of her life shortly thereafter.

“Gloria.” Rigo paused. “Wow, it’s been a while. What do you need?”

He didn’t hang up on her, so that was a start. Even though merely rediscovering his number in her contacts list made her shake with fear and memories, Gloria knew calling Rigo was the right move. She had to do whatever it took for the health and safety of her patient—even if it affected the safety of her heart. Quickly, in her mind, she prayed he wouldn’t leave her all alone again, not at this moment when she needed official help so badly.

“I need an escort off the island. I have a client in labor and I need to get her some place safe before the hurricane gets here.”

“I’m in the beach patrol division now, Gloria, not back on regular patrol with Port Provident PD.”

“Your aunt told me that at church a few weeks ago. But no one else is answering their phones and I can’t call 9-1-1 for this, not with a hurricane on the way. I figure a first-time mom very early in the first stage of labor isn’t an emergency priority, not with water already rising in the streets.”

“No, you’re right, it’s probably not. I was headed to check on a report of surfers on the west end—no one’s allowed in the water today. But I’ll radio Davis. He can go issue their citation and I can be to you in a few minutes. Where are you?”

“In the Gulf Air Apartments on Avenue R. Apartment L5.”

“On my way, Gloria—I’m close. Those apartments aren’t even safe. You shouldn’t be there to begin with. And they’re not going to make it through the hurricane unscathed. Those units are owned by a slumlord and have been falling apart for years.”

Through the phone, she heard the siren on Rigo’s truck begin to wail. “That’s why I called you.”

“Tanna?” Gloria called down the small hallway of the dingy apartment. “Are you ready? It’s time to go.”

In his years patrolling a beat around the streets of Port Provident, Rigo Vasquez had been through some of the island’s seediest crack houses, had shot criminals and had wound up with a few holes of his own, and ultimately watched as his best friend and patrol partner died.

But he’d never felt the slick, icy fear running through his veins like he did now, knowing Lieutenant Felipe Rodriguez’s widow waited on the other side of the door at the top of the stairs.

Rigo looked around. The parking lot seemed completely silent—no one walked around and no cars were pulling in or out. Even so, Rigo’s hand slid across the handle of the gun in his holster that he still got to carry as the new head of Port Provident’s Beach Patrol, a division of the police force that wasn’t just responsible for lifeguards and water safety, but also for keeping the island’s beaches safe and mischief-free. Whenever his hand made that subtle shift, no matter how ordinary things looked, Rigo knew to trust his instincts.

Something wasn’t right here.

And he was actually thankful. At least that sense of impending danger kept his mind off what he was about to do.

Face Gloria for the first time since the night his carelessness took everything away from her. Rigo knew he could never give her back her husband or her unborn child, and his gut squeezed tightly at the bitter memories.

But if he kept his focus and did his job, maybe he could get her out of here safely.

He owed that much to Felipe.

He owed that much to himself.

At the top of the stairs, the heavy feeling of instinct intensified, and he flipped open the holster to his gun. Instead of just touching the metal, he wrapped his fingers around it and slid it out. He couldn’t shake the sense of being watched. Rigo pulled the gun up and held it steady as he investigated, walking from one end of the porch to the other. Everything seemed clear.

Still, it was time to get Gloria and her patient and get out of here because Hurricane Hope was picking up speed faster than any forecaster had predicted.

As unsettled as he felt about facing Gloria, he felt even more unsettled about the hairs on the back of his neck continuing to prickle.

He needed to do his job and quit thinking about the past. Gloria might be his partner’s widow, but he needed to treat her like any other citizen of Port Provident.

“Gloria! Open up.” He knocked on the door with his free hand, still gripping his weapon in the other.

Rigo felt his mouth go dry as he saw Gloria for the first time in almost seven hundred and thirty days. Not that he’d been counting. She’d changed, yet still looked completely the same. Her hair used to come down to her shoulders, but now it fell in layers just past her chin. It seemed lighter, too, with more honey than mocha. But with the summer days just now fading away, he figured that was the work of hours spent with sun and sand, not a salon.

Or maybe it was just the glow of the yellow bug light overhead.

He looked past her into the small, dark apartment. Noticing her hair was okay, he figured, but Rigo didn’t want to see her eyes, didn’t want to remember all the tears that he’d put there time and again. He wanted to get her and her patient to safety, tell himself it made up for the years of pain he’d caused and go back to his carefully orchestrated plan of quietly making amends while living separate lives on the small island.

“You ready?” He turned his head slightly left, then slightly right, telling himself he wasn’t avoiding Gloria, he was just being careful.

“Yes.” She let out a soft breath, like a feather floating away on the breeze. He wondered if she’d been holding it as she listened to his footsteps come up the stairs.

“Tanna? Come on, honey, we’ve got to go.” Gloria’s eyes darted around and she surveyed the landscape with a wary look, then she put her arm around a slightly built, very pregnant teenager. A scuffed-up suitcase rested at the girl’s feet. “Felipe will keep us safe.”

She’d called him Felipe.

He didn’t think anything could have hurt more than two years ago when the ER physician came out to tell him that his lifelong best friend, his partner on the force, was dead. But now he knew he’d been wrong.

It was hearing Gloria call him Felipe.

It was knowing that he couldn’t protect Felipe then, he couldn’t protect Gloria now and he couldn’t protect his heart ever.

“Rigo. I meant Rigo,” Gloria said as they stopped in front of his beach patrol truck. She looked up at him, then just as quickly looked away. “This hurricane has me distracted. Thank you for coming when I called.”

“Gloria, you know I’d do anything for you.”

She stared at him, unblinking.

“So where have you been the last two years?”

She never missed a beat, and she was clearly still as direct as ever.

Rigo took a breath and stared into his cupped hands. He just wanted to get her and the young mother in his truck and get out of there, but he knew he owed her an answer that had already been put off for two years.

“A couple of steps behind, Gloria.”

“What? I had no idea what your answer would be, but I at least expected it to make sense.”

He promised himself a long time ago in a poorly lit, practically bare room that he wouldn’t run from his past anymore. He wanted to break that promise. Badly. But he’d already broken too many promises where Gloria Garcia Rodriguez was concerned.

“I’ve been around, Gloria. I’ve just tried to stay out of your way since I’ve been back in town.”

“Are you saying you’ve been avoiding me?”

Rigo shrugged. “It hasn’t been coincidence that you didn’t see me, Glo. But it hasn’t been some ulterior motive, either.”

“Then what is it?”

Rigo opened the door to the backseat as he tried to choose his words carefully. He hated that his concentration was divided like this. If the situation was serious enough that Gloria felt she needed an escort from law enforcement, he needed to give it his full attention.

But he couldn’t just go through the motions when it came to Gloria anymore. She had hard questions and they were equally deserving of his undivided attention.

Silently, he and Gloria worked together, helping the heavily pregnant girl get inside the backseat of the truck. The rain began to fall more steadily from the solid wall of gray overhead.

“It’s complicated, Gloria.” He could feel the left corner of his mouth twist bitterly. “Can we just leave it at that for now? The only thing you need to do is get out of here and off this island. You still have about half an hour before they close the causeway. This isn’t the time to conduct an interrogation.”

She started to say something, but Rigo raised a hand and cut her off. “Not that you’re not the best I’ve ever known at it. The CIA should have posted a recruiter at your door before you went to nursing school. They lost out.”

Gloria rolled her eyes. “I don’t know about that.”

“I do. I know a lot about you, remember?”

Rigo’s mind did a quick rewind past recent history and stopped on a sunny day in the late spring almost fifteen years ago. Had it really been that long?

In his mind’s eye, he could see a version of the woman standing in front of him now, with hair teased a few inches higher and lipstick a few shades brighter. She stood at the end of the baseball dugout at Provident High School, just before practice was about to start. His arms wrapped around her waist, and he could almost feel the softness of her curves again under his tight arms, muscular from hours in the weight room and swing after swing that sent baseballs flying over the outfield fence. He remembered her saying something completely serious about where they’d be in the future, and as usual, he’d laughed it off.

“Glo...I’ve told you a thousand times. You’re not going to be happy taking over your parents’ restaurant. You just need to be around babies. Lots of them.” He leaned down and kissed her lightly on the mouth, teasing her out of her scowl and back into a smile. “Preferably mine. After I make it to the big leagues, you can stay home, knee-deep in being a mom, and we’ll pay someone to take over the restaurant. Just because being a madre is a traditional role, it doesn’t mean what’s in your heart is less valuable than being some big-shot career woman. Just be who God made you to be—and He didn’t make you to be a restaurant owner. Don’t let anyone tell you what’s in your heart is wrong. Trust me. I know you. I know you better than you know yourself, Gloria Garcia.”

“Maybe you do, Rigo. Maybe that’s why we’ll be together forever.”

Gloria got in the truck without any assistance from him and Rigo pushed the daydream away like the windshield wipers he’d been using all afternoon. He forced himself to gain control of his thoughts, to put them back into the here and now. Gloria had called Rigo today only for Tanna’s protection.

Not her own.

He could only assume she’d been honest about dialing his number because she didn’t have any other options right then. She didn’t call because she needed him in her life.

Felipe’s death was in the past. Felipe and Gloria’s son’s final breaths were in the past.

And Rigo Vasquez needed do his job, take Gloria and her client back to Gloria’s house so Gloria could collect a few belongings and get off the island.

Once he knew they’d be safe, Rigo knew where he needed to go—back to Gloria’s past.
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Chapter Two
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After getting Gloria and her patient settled, it was time to get back to work. And Rigo knew beyond a doubt that today would be unlike any other he’d ever had while at this job—as though the surprise call from Gloria hadn’t been enough of a shock.

Provident Island Beach Patrol’s headquarters took up the top floor of a three-story concrete behemoth of a building which sat directly on the sand, about fifty feet back from the shoreline. The ground floor was open, ringed with chain-link fence and marked off by the giant concrete pillars that kept the building high and dry. Beach Patrol used the area to store their equipment, as did some of the other vendors who worked out on the sand. The second floor housed bathrooms, showers, and a grill and gift shop for tourists who came to Surfside Beach, the most-visited beach on the island. Long known for its amenities, Surfside Beach was a popular destination for beachgoers from all over the country from Spring Break to Labor Day.

Today, though, the beach was empty. As Rigo walked from his truck to the area under the building, rain fell on his head with a stinging slap. The air around him had begun to turn angry. Most everything had been transferred to higher ground except one last ATV they used to patrol up and down the beach during the season. Hidden back in the corner, Rigo guessed it had been overlooked by the lifeguards who had helped move the rest of the equipment to the Park Board’s storage lot in the middle of the island.

Chances were that if Hurricane Hope truly came in as a Category Four hurricane, all of the beach patrol ATVs, lifeguard stands and other equipment would be ruined, no matter where on the island they were housed for safekeeping. Category Four storms brought feet upon feet of storm surge, and very little on the island would not be touched by it in some way, Rigo feared.

He took the elevator up to his office on the third floor and grabbed the ATV keys. Rigo looked around. One of the lifeguards had packed everything up and moved it away from the windows, which a city crew had boarded up yesterday. The room was dark, which echoed the foreboding in his thoughts. This building had withstood numerous storms. It only made sense that it would stand up to Hurricane Hope, too. But this time, for some reason he couldn’t explain, he wasn’t so sure. Everyone in Port Provident would know sooner rather than later, though.

He picked up the small, framed picture of his mom that was still sitting on the corner of his desk. He’d always loved this picture of the two of them at a baseball tournament in his youth. Cancer took her when he was just eighteen, but it hadn’t robbed him of the memory of her steady, sweet smile. He shoved the picture in his pocket, turned off the light and locked the door.

He didn’t know if he’d ever unlock it again.

Taking the ride back down the elevator, Rigo realized it would probably be one of the last rides he’d get to take for a while. He held out absolutely no hope for the squeaky old elevator, which had to basically be overhauled at the end of every season because the saltwater in the air rusted out just about every part and sand wedged in every nook and cranny. No way it would survive a hurricane.

“Goodbye, old girl,” Rigo said as he got out of the elevator and gave the buttons a small tap. He quickly tossed the picture of his mother on the front seat of his beach patrol truck and headed back to the storage area underneath the Surfside Beach Pavilion to move the ATV.

The wet sand made the ATV’s tires a bit sluggish, but Rigo was able to get some traction and speed as he headed toward the main road leading to Gulfview Boulevard. He needed to cross Gulfview, stay on Palm Avenue, and go about fifteen blocks until he reached downtown Port Provident. Normally, the trip wouldn’t take more than 15 minutes. But today, with pelting rain and the occasional wind gust, he figured it would take more.

At the stoplight, Rigo tightened the hood of his rain jacket around the baseball cap he was wearing to keep the water out of his eyes as much as possible. This particular ATV had a sun cover on it, and while there wasn’t a drop of sunshine in the sky anymore, it did keep some of the rain out. Just not much.

Rigo noticed that the water was quickly rising in the streets. It looked to be about six inches deep and climbing. He knew he needed to get the ATV to the lot soon and then figure out how to get back to the beach to pick up his truck before the tide got too high. He jammed the ATV in gear as hard as he could, pushing the little green four-wheeler to move. Water sprayed from around the tires, splashing Rigo constantly. The streetlights still worked, but there was virtually no traffic. At each intersection, Rigo looked both ways but never slowed down as he plowed through red and green lights alike.

As he pulled into downtown near his destination, Rigo noticed a small waterspout twisting out of the water in the harbor and hopping easily onto the waterlogged street, then spinning dizzily along. Hurricane Hope wasn’t playing games. A gust of wind knocked into the waterspout, shearing the little twister and stopping its momentum.

Thump. Thump.

What on earth?

He couldn’t tell what it was, but he didn’t dare stop to find out. He knew he was just one step ahead of being swept away or blown away. Or both. Rigo pulled through the entrance to the Park Board’s lot on Twelfth Street and when he’d parked the ATV, he stood up and checked the cover above him.

Two sand trout lay on top of the soaked brown canvas. They’d been sucked up by the waterspout and dropped on top of the ATV when the spout died out.

Wow. It was raining fish.

A fishnado. He didn’t even know what to think about that.

Rigo pulled his radio out of the plastic bag he usually carried it in to protect it from water while out on patrol. He hoped that the cloud cover hadn’t totally shut down the radio frequencies yet. Service had been spotty all afternoon and was getting worse.

“This is Vasquez. Dispatch, are you there?”

Static crackled, then faintly, Rigo heard a voice. “10-4, Chief. Can you give me a 10-8?”

“I’m at the Park Board lot. I just had to bring over the last beach patrol ATV. Is there someone in the area who can take me back to get my truck?”

“There are some officers in the area assisting citizens to the shelter at Provident High. I can divert one of them to come get you, Chief.”

Rigo could barely pick out enough syllables to understand what she was saying. He hoped the dispatcher could hear him better. Otherwise, he’d probably be standing here for a long time.

“Thanks. I’ll be at the back of the building under the cover. Tell them to pull up in the lot if they can.”

“10-4 Chief. Someone will be there shortly.”

Rigo stood under the cover, back flat against the wall. He didn’t know why he was trying so hard. He was already soaked. A few more sheets of rain couldn’t possibly make him any wetter.

As he waited for the Provident County Sheriff’s Department car, Rigo tuned to the maintenance department’s frequency and punched the talk button.

“Williams? Are you still there? This is Vasquez.” He hoped the answer would be affirmative. He didn’t have the right keys to lock up this lot. Not that a lock would matter much in the face of the biggest storm the island had seen in his lifetime.

“I’m over at the warehouse, Chief. Almost through.”

“Great. I’m just leaving the Park Board lot. Everything’s here. Can you come lock up?”

The voice crackled in the speaker. “No, sir. Dalton says I need to get out of here—they’re closing the causeway.”

Rigo stopped in his tracks. Rain pelted him. “They’re what?”

“Closing the causeway in just a few minutes. The winds are too strong for cars to be at the top of the bridge now. Did you know the storm’s only twenty miles an hour away from sustaining Category Four winds?”

He got back on the ATV and turned back toward the beach pavilion to get his truck, consigning the four-wheeler to wash away with the eventual tide. He hoped the little utility vehicle could get him back. He bowed his head, not just against the force of the blowing rain, but in a silent prayer that he still had enough time to rescue Gloria and get her off the island.

Gloria knew she should pack, and quickly. But she couldn’t stop herself from looking out the window and watching the storm clouds roll in. Tanna had the TV on in the living room, and as Gloria walked past, she recognized Rick O’Connell from National Weather News reporting live from the barrier wall on Gulfview Boulevard. Rick O’Connell’s presence was like the sign that the storm was going to be big. He never went anywhere that wasn’t going to be a really big deal.

A heavy mist was falling on Rick and his bright yellow raincoat. He wasn’t wearing the hood, though, and his trendy longer haircut was blowing back and forth with the gusts.

It was weird to think this was all happening right outside her window—literally—and yet, she was watching the ever-heavier lines of rain and buffeting winds on TV, as though it could have been anywhere in the world.

She’d been through a number of hurricanes since her family moved to Port Provident from Mexico when she was a child. They’d lived on the Yucatan Peninsula, so she’d seen a few there, too. Gloria considered herself a hurricane pro at this point. Go to the local big box store. Buy plenty of batteries, bottled water, a new flashlight or two, and load up on the nonperishable food. She had a great mini propane stove that she’d boiled many a pot of water on to make post-hurricane ramen noodles. She knew when to fill up the bathtub and had studied the required elevation survey of her lot when she’d moved into the house. She had moving things to higher ground down to a science.

But this time, it wasn’t just about her. She had a pregnant teenager in her care—and that girl could go into the next stage of labor and become a mama at any minute.

“Gloria. You’re still here.”

She jumped at the sound of a deep voice as her front door opened.

“Rigo.” Ice caught in her throat at the reappearance of the man who’d kept popping into every thought she’d had for the past half hour.

“They closed the causeway early. I headed over here as soon as I heard they were going to, but the official word came down just as I was turning into your neighborhood.” He shut the door behind him with a soft click, then walked to the window and stood near Gloria. Tanna got off the couch to take a look, as well. They watched in comfortable silence for a few moments as the sheets of rain beat against the small window and loose palm fronds swirled in the streets below, blowing and tumbling in the wind. “You need to get out of here.”

Suddenly, Gloria became aware that something was very wrong.

“Rigo! You’re dripping on the floor!” A puddle had begun to collect over the sturdy work boots he was wearing.

He shrugged, a sheepish grin catching the corners of his narrow lips. “I’m soaked to the bone, but that puddle isn’t me.”

“Gloria?” Tanna’s usually soft voice jumped an octave. “I think that’s me. I think my water broke.”

Gloria’s heart sank. A crack of adrenaline to match the lightning bolts outside shot through her body. “We’ve got to get her to the hospital. The clinic is closed, obviously.”

Rigo shook his head. “Can’t. I heard it on the radio on my way over here. Their power is already down and their main generator failed. They have only the absolute bare minimum amount of backup power. It’s a good thing they evacuated all the critical patients this morning and discharged everyone who could be sent home. They’re not accepting any patients right now. I’m afraid it’s going to get more dire before this night is over.”

Gloria settled Tanna on the sofa, then carefully watched the mother-to-be, checking her rate of breathing and the time between the pulse of her contractions. Everything was kicking into gear.

So was Hurricane Hope. A gust of wind shook the front windows to the house.

Gloria looked around her little home. She’d never stayed in it through a storm as big as what the National Weather News reporters were saying Hope would evolve to. She thought back to that elevation certificate they’d had to obtain as part of the home’s purchase. The home was behind the barrier wall that ran behind the beach and protected the majority of the residential areas of the city, but a generous storm surge would put several feet of water into her home.

She’d made a career from out-of-hospital deliveries at the birth center. She was confident in her skills, but she always operated from the vantage point of caution.

And right now, caution had been thrown to the wind and blown miles away. The little home on Travis Place was no place for Tanna to labor and give birth.

Gloria paced, three steps forward, followed by three steps back. “But if the causeway is closed, we’re trapped on the island and we can’t stay in a one-story house. I don’t want to take her to the shelter of last resort at the high school, either, if I don’t have to. Too many people. She doesn’t need an audience. Stress can slow down labor and complicate it, putting us in an emergency situation. This is stressful enough. I don’t want to add to it.”

Rigo looked out the window. “I’ve got the beach patrol truck. It’s a four-by-four, so we should be able to get back to Tía Inez’s house just fine. But not if we wait too much longer.”

Gloria’s head snapped around. “Your aunt’s house? What do you mean?”

“You said it yourself. You can’t stay here and the shelter isn’t ideal. But I don’t know what kind of night I’m going to have. I figure I’m going to be rescuing some pretty stubborn people who should have already left from their homes. But there’s no one more stubborn than my aunt.” Rigo smiled. “Inez has lived in Port Provident for every one of her seventy-three years. And as she told me just yesterday, she hasn’t left for a hurricane yet, and she doesn’t intend to start now. Her house survived the Great Storm of 1910 and every other storm since, and she doesn’t believe it will fail her now. You can stay with her and take care of each other. I don’t expect the water to get up to the second story. It never has before—the house is at a pretty high point.” 

Gloria stood still, although her mind raced like never before. She always had a plan. She didn’t know if the fact that she didn’t have one now scared her or infuriated her.

But maybe it wasn’t a failing on her part.

Maybe it was that there were no plans that made sense for delivering a baby in a hurricane.

The only thing that made any sense was Rigo—and she didn’t know if that scared her or infuriated her, either.

Rigo raked a hand through his wet hair, sending a small stream of water down his shirt and to the floor to join the widening puddle. “You’re not going to have lights or running water anywhere you go, not even at the shelter. I think Inez’s house is your best option right now. Relatively private, and as safe as you’re probably going to find without being at the shelter or leaving the island—which you obviously can’t do now.”

Rigo had on a Beach Patrol T-shirt and black pants. But the shirt was white, and the water had rendered it practically see-through and as close as a second skin.

Just for a second, Gloria stopped running birthing scenarios in her head and caught herself staring. He clearly still works out as much as he did at eighteen on the baseball team.

Gloria shook her head to clear her derailed train of thought.

“What, you won’t go? You don’t really have a choice, Glo.” Rigo looked at her, then Tanna, then the door. “The water is rising. Your house is in one of the most flood-prone areas of town. Your street floods when someone leaves their sprinkler on too long. It’s not safe.”

“Gloria, please? Can we go there? Please.” There was no escaping the mix of pleading
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