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And Jesus answering said, A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, which stripped him of his raiment, and wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead.  (31)  And by chance there came down a certain priest that way: and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  (32)  And likewise a Levite, when he was at the place, came and looked on him, and passed by on the other side.  (33)  But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he had compassion on him ... (Luke 10:30-33) 
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SOMEWHERE A FEW MILES back he must’ve made a wrong turn because no one appeared to live on this long, lonely road. His headlights cutting a swath through the icy darkness, William Swan, peered ahead for any road sign or other point-of-interest that would clarify his position, but instead, saw more of the same. Winter-brown grass, barbed wire fencing, and the occasional sapling oak.

He should’ve left earlier in the day and arrived while the sun shone, but he’d been unable to deny his sister’s plea for a ride to her boyfriend’s place. Dropping her off had taken him far out of his way, and now look at where he was.

Where was he?

Ten more minutes passed, and a light appeared on the horizon. Supposing it an approaching vehicle, he paid it no mind until it took the shape of a house. Not much of a house, one tossed together from leftover plywood and loose concrete blocks then left for the weather to deal with. A car of equal age and appearance sat in the unmown yard, the driver’s side door open and a girl in tiny pink shorts and a low-cut tank top kicking at a boy with a tight grip on her arm.

Willie rolled to a stop. He shouldn’t get involved. Worst choice a man could make was to stick his neck into another man’s business. 

The rumble of his truck drew the boy’s gaze. The girl took advantage of it, yanked free, and ran. The boy leapt after her, snagged her wrist, and spun her in a circle. Off balance, she tumbled across the uneven ground and tripped, landing hard on her bottom. The boy was on her in an instant, pinning her arms on either side.

Shifting into park, Willie grabbed his shotgun from the rack in the back window of the truck cab and cleared the distance in long strides. He aimed the barrel at the back of the boy’s head and cocked the hammer. “Let her go.”

The boy froze in place. “You goin’ to shoot me?” His grip of the girl didn’t loosen.

“And spit your brains on the gravel. Now, let her go and get up. Keep your hands where I can see ’em.”

The boy obeyed, awkwardly, and the instant the pressure lifted, the girl bounced to her feet. If he expected her to sob or cry over being attacked like that, or to gush with thanks for his rescue, he was sorely disappointed. Instead, she sailed forward and slapped the boy, the sound splitting the frigid night air like a summer thunderstorm. She followed by stomping on the boy’s toes, and the young man set to howling, his hands raised, looking, for all the world, like a waltzing monkey.

“Serves you right,” the girl said. “Don’t touch me ever again!”

She spat in the boy’s face and dashed to the left, scooping her purse from where it must’ve fallen. The dusty leather wadded in one hand, she set off walking down the drive and vanished into the night.

Willie stared at where she’d been then faced the boy again. This was a definite predicament. “That’s no way to treat a lady,” he said.

The boy laughed and dropped his hands to his sides. Willie didn’t lower his gun.

“You must be new around here,” the boy said. “That ain’t no lady.”

“And you ain’t no gentleman. Now, I’m goin’ to lower my gun, and you’re goin’ to scamper inside. Come out before I’m gone, and I’m putting buckshot through your hide.” 

The threat made, Willie took a couple steps in reverse, gun unwavering, and the boy did as he’d suggested, the screen door slamming shut behind him. Back in his truck, he racked the gun again and sped off after the girl. He found her a couple hundred yards ahead, walking like her tail was lit. Her breath puffed, white, with her rapid motions in the cold.

He slowed and rolled the window down. “Give you a ride?” She wasn’t dressed for the weather, and as he’d noticed already, there was nothing on this road.

Her arms swinging, the girl never missed a step. “I’m fine.”

“Maybe you can help me ...” Willie continued.

This drew her gaze, but he didn’t like the expression on it. He hadn’t meant it like that.

“With directions,” he added, clarifying. “I’m lost. I’m lookin’ for the Double R.”

She stopped sudden, her chest heaving. She was attractive, slim, boyish almost, with dirty blonde hair, dyed black underneath and pulled into a crooked ponytail. “The Double R? You’re ten miles past it.”

“I figured that. How ’bout you show me the way, and I’ll take you wherever you want to go?”

Still, she hesitated.

“No strings,” he replied, in case, again, that was her concern. “Just a ride somewhere warm. I’d worry otherwise.”

She released a breath, her spine sagging. “You’d be the first.” Grasping the door handle, she climbed in and leaned back, not bothering to buckle.

Her face was hard to see in the darkness of the cab, though she seemed peeved.

“Name’s Willie Swan,” he said, for lack of anything else.

“Gina Lafferty.”

Again, she didn’t appear ready to offer him any thanks. He let it go. It didn’t matter. He spun the wheel and turned the truck back the way he’d come. Her gaze slid left when they passed the house.

“Boyfriend?” he asked.

She gave a frustrated grunt. “Ex.”

Husband? She looked incredibly young to have been married and divorced. He held silent. More information could be discovered by not talking sometimes. It wasn’t his job to pry anyway. He wanted to find the ranch and settle in. He’d pushed too hard for the job to get distracted.

She angled herself toward him again. “I know cowboys at the Double R and don’t recognize you. You related?”

He dipped his chin. “Leonard’s my cousin.”

“The nice one,” she said. “He’s datin’ the news lady. I’d give my eye-teeth for her wheels. I should’ve figured on you and him, with that last name. Just shows you how rattled I am.”

She didn’t seem rattled. Nor did he believe she’d trade her teeth for Brigid’s car ... which he hadn’t seen. He hadn’t met Brigid, for that matter. 

Her gaze drifted forward, and she slid down in the seat. Her arms across her chest, she appeared to soak in the warm air blowing from the vents. A moment later, her head lolled, and she released a sleepy breath.

Nonplussed, he slowed. He reached out one hand and poked her shoulder. “Gina?” She wriggled, curling in on herself. He tried again. “Gina? Where do you want to go?”

Flipping her head toward the door, she mumbled beneath her breath. “Nowhere.”

Nowhere? What did that mean? 

“Gina?”

She gave no response, and Willie sighed. What was he supposed to do with her? He couldn’t show up at the ranch like this. Then again, it was late. He’d passed a motel somewhere in this direction. He could rent a room and let her sleep. Probably be best if he went to the Double R at daylight anyhow. First impressions were the most memorable.

He’d sort out where she wanted to be in the morning. How did he end up in this mess?
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A DIGITAL CLOCK ON the bedside stand registered three-fifteen a.m. Gina stared at the red numerals until they appeared to throb then sat up and looked across the room. A man slept on the other bed, fully clothed, his cowboy hat shading his eyes. 

What had this one said his name was? Unable to remember, she stretched one arm overhead and hopped to her feet. After a brief pit stop in the restroom, she crept to the front window, parted the drapes, and looked out. She recognized the motel but couldn’t recall getting there. She remembered being at the bar and hoping for an overnight. She’d run into Jack instead, and he’d insisted she come home with him.

Gina exhaled. She should have seen through his sweet talk. He’d been jealous and borderline stalky since she’d left. Yet—

She turned on her heel and stared at the man in the bed. 

Willie. He’d drove up on her fightin’ with Jack. The memory returned, and she walked toward him and took a seat on the bed. She reached out and removed his hat, sitting it on the bedside stand. It was new, still smelled like it’d come out of the box. His blue jeans and t-shirt were used, though it looked like, not from ranching.

Lying down beside him, she slid one hand beneath the hem of his shirt. He shifted slightly, and she paused, gazing, in the darkness, at his lips. Slightly parted, his breath blew warm on her cheeks. 

He was tall. She’d noticed that when he’d pointed his gun at Jack. He was also slightly gawky, though muscular and in good shape, but his neck, a tad too long and his face, young-looking. Still, she thought him handsome enough, his appearance enhanced by how he’d helped her out.

And that was curious because he hadn’t asked for anything. Just the same, he was a man, and they all thought alike. Flash them enough skin, and they’d accept the offer. Most of them anyway, just not the religious types and some of the married ones.

She knew what people said about her and accepted it. Some had tried to make her change, ladies at the church mostly. She’d heard many speeches about having more self-respect. She’d lost that the night her uncle crept into her bed, age fourteen.

Marrying Jack four years later had taken her out of there, but they’d fought all the time. When he’d thrown her against the wall, she’d shacked up with a girlfriend, despite knowing her friend had a thing for her. She’d left a week later, and what followed was an endless parade of men, mostly local cowhands, and eventually, a nasty divorce. Not that Jack had disappeared afterwards.

Gina dropped her mouth to Willie’s and pressed tight against him, wiggling her bottom. He sat up, sharp, and she slid backward, teetering on the edge of the mattress before tumbling into the floor.

A second later, he leaned overhead. “What are you doing?”

For real? Her backside smarting, she blinked upward. “I figured I owed you for the room and all.”

Willie frowned. “You do not ‘owe me.’ I tried to wake you up, but it was like talking to a stone wall.”

“I’ve heard that before.”

His face smoothed, curiosity forming on it. “You really thought you had to ... do that?”

“You don’t want to?” He disappeared, falling flat on the bed, and she pushed to her feet. “They always want to.”

He looked strange then. “They?”

She shrugged. “Men.”

He lay there quiet, for a while, looking like he was processing. “You have a home? Family?” he asked.

She noticed he’d avoided asking about a job. Gina shook her head. “No one. Just Jack, and I shouldn’t have gone over there.”

“Jack’s your ex?” Willie asked.

She nodded. She’d told him that.

“These men ...” He seemed to think about his question. “Any of them serious?”

Her brow furrowed, Gina took a seat on the bed again. “Why would they be?”

“So, you just ...”

Whatever he was going to ask, he didn’t. Instead, he tucked one arm beneath his head, his eyes resting on hers. “If I rented this room for you, would you stay here instead?”

“Stay here?”

Why would he do that? He appeared serious.

“You stay here and promise not to go back to Jack or anyone else.”

So, he was one of them Savior types. With a snort, Gina rose and spun in a circle, looking for her purse. She flounced across the room and grasped it from the end of the bed. Before she could reach the door, however, Willie was there, holding it closed with his palm.

“Stop runnin’ off,” he said. “You would’ve frozen, wearing so little and walking so far.”

“I’d have found some place warm.” Gina eyed the door and any chance of escape, but Willie wasn’t moving.

“I’m offering you something warm, no strings, like I said ... and no need to hunt up every man with a dollar for a bed to sleep in.”

“Who said I was getting’ paid?” She tried to look offended, but he wasn’t buying, given his face.

“If I offered you twenty, would you accept?”

Gina scowled. “You offerin’?”

His brow drew downward to match hers. 

“Look,” she said. “Don’t concern yourself with me. I’ve done okay this far. I’ll manage a while longer.” She eyed the door. “You keep me locked up in here, and it’s kidnapping.”

His shoulders sank, and he lifted his hand. She curled hers over the knob and, for the briefest instant, wished she were smart enough to accept his offer. If it was even real. 

She spun the knob and walked out into the cold, unable to stop a shiver from skating down her spine. His gaze burned a hole in her backside as she walked away.

“Gina,” he called.

She halted and dared herself to look back.

He stretched out his arm, his jacket in one hand. “Take my coat, at least.”

She held in place long enough he probably knew her doubts then returned to the door of the room. She grasped hold of his coat. “Be seein’ you around, Willie.”

“I hope not,” he replied.

Unsure how to take that, she donned his coat and strolled off, goosepimples rising on her legs.
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BOTHERED BY GINA’S leaving, Willie couldn’t sleep. He’d had no way of knowing how she lived when he’d protected her from Jack, and her being so frank about it shook him. She’d talked like it was the most normal, obvious thing in the world. And he would have agreed, not too long ago.

He’d gotten in with the wrong crowd, his senior year of high school, and found himself headed somewhere he didn’t want to be. He looked up to his cousin, Leonard, for that reason. Leonard was as good and square-thinking as they come, and that was why he’d pushed so hard for a job at the Double R. He needed to do a one-eighty and change his ways, quick.

But now, he had Gina on his mind, wondering if some bad type would hurt her. Because, one day, if she kept it up, she’d end up sick with something, or someone way worse than Jack would beat her up, maybe even kill her. Wasn’t his job to fix her life, as he’d said only hours ago, but if not him, then who? 

After an hour, staring bug-eyed at the ceiling, Willie dozed, fitful. He awakened at the edge of dawn, exhausted yet unable to lay there longer. Instead of heading for the Double R, though he was sure they’d be up, he aimed for town and a cup of coffee. A couple miles north, a neon sign drew him to the door of an upscale café filled with truck drivers but designed for rich millennials. 

A yawn stretching his lips, he headed indoors. His gaze landed on Gina’s huddled figure, the sleeves of his coat pushed up, her hair, loose, shading her face. Willie strolled over and took a seat at the counter beside her.

She turned her head. Before she could speak, the barista approached. “Can I get you something?” he asked.

Willie eyed Gina then moved his gaze to the guy behind the counter. A grown man should not dress like that. He withheld the remark. “Two cups of coffee and a pair of cinnamon rolls.” The guy nodded.

Willie looked at Gina again. A hundred pounds of pain swam in her eyes, muddying what were lovely hazel pupils. Life sucked for some people. He’d been fortunate to have so much loving family, when others didn’t. What of hers? Had something tragic happened that she lived like she did?

The guy returned, dropped two white porcelain mugs in front of them and filled both.

“Cream and sugar?” Gina asked.

Without pause, he slid her a chrome rack, carrying a dish of creamers and another of sugar packets. He reached to the side for the cinnamon rolls and set them in place. Willie thanked him, and the guy walked out of earshot.

Gina dumped a generous portion of cream and sugar in her mug and bent over it, inhaling deep. “He lets me come here and sit,” she said. “He’s nice. Married. Doesn’t want anything for it.”

Willie’s heart squeezed.

“Like you.” She flicked him a glance again. “Thanks for breakfast.”

He nodded. 

“I was cold,” she said. “There’s a homeless mission in town, but it’s creepy and smells bad. I’ve got a few regulars that’ll take me in. I think I’ve worn out my welcome.” Pinching off a piece of the pastry, she shoved it in her mouth and sighed. “This is good,” she said, her mouth full.

Willie raised his coffee and took a long swig.

She downed the rest of the pastry and stared at his. “You’re not going to eat yours?” she asked. She ran her thumb across icing smeared on her plate. He shook his head and tapped it toward her. She devoured the sugary dessert in seconds.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She wiped her lips with a paper napkin, her brow furrowing. “For what?”

“Deciding how you should live. I’m not in your shoes, and it isn’t my business.”

She gulped down a mouthful of coffee and lowered the mug. He could almost hear her brain clicking with thoughts.

“You saved me from Jack,” she finally said. “I won’t go back over there.”

That comforted him, at least. 

“What about you?” she asked. “You headed for the Double R?”

He nodded and took a long swig of his coffee. “I’ll get there.” Though he found himself reluctant now. He’d been told to come. He hadn’t promised when.

The barista walked by, tossing the bill on the counter. “No rush,” he said.

Willie gathered it in his fingers. Rising into a slight crouch, he removed his wallet from his back pocket. He stood the rest of the way and paced over to the man. He slid a fifty out and extended it with the bill. “For the food,” he said. “Give her the change.” He jerked his chin toward Gina.

The guy eyed him, solemn, and nodded.

Willie returned to Gina but didn’t sit. “I’m going to scamper,” he said. He grasped his coffee and drained it. He tapped the brim of his hat and sauntered out, followed by her curious gaze. 

He paced a short distance and looked back. The guy behind the counter handed Gina the change. She whirled and looked for him.

He smiled, acknowledging her glance, then turned forward and headed for his truck.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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GINA STUFFED THE CASH in her shorts pocket and shoved out the door of the coffee shop. Unlike the money she earned entertaining customers, Willie’s cash held incredible weight. Guilt, she’d discovered, was like that, and though she’d thought, long ago, she’d deadened her conscience, Willie had, in one move, proved she hadn’t.

She couldn’t waste what he’d given her. He’d want her to use it for lodging or clothing or food. Clothing. She had a bag of things stuffed in an alley behind a row of shops downtown, nothing warm, though, except for a loose-fitting pair of jeans she’d stolen off someone’s clothesline. 

This thought in her mind, her guilt doubled. He hadn’t said one word about her lifestyle, not last night nor today. He’d sat with her at the café, probably aware of what people might say. He maybe wouldn’t have if he’d known the depths of human depravity. On the other hand, she shouldn’t brand him stupid. She knew less about him than he knew about her.
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