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Description

A story of redemption, reunions, and the power of God’s steadfast love.

Marge Willet has good reason to be cynical. She has endured abandonment, heartache, and worse at the hands of those who should have loved her best. What’s more, she has a disability that makes everyday life a challenge.

Everything changes when she catches the eye of Donavan Durand, owner of Durand Enterprises. He devises a plan to help Marge heal in both body and in spirit, and sends out representatives to convince her to go along with it. Marge, however, is determined to stay a skeptic—until a long-lost love suddenly reappears in her life . . .

Carter Gavellini’s contract forbids him from involving himself with any of the women his boss Donavan has under his care, but when he realizes who Marge really is, all bets are off. He has waited and hoped so long to see her again, only to find she is off-limits, in more ways than one.

In an attempt to help Marge, he encourages her to accept Donavan’s generous offer. But when Donavan reveals his dark side. Carter knows he must act, even if it costs him his job, and Marge’s heart . . .
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L

eaving Willmar Times, Marge felt the familiar panic rise up again as she limped out into the cold, dark night. Last night, a silver sedan had sent chills up her spine when the driver slowed just inches from where she waited for the bus—then he or she had sped away. Would that same driver come back? And her leg added to her panic.

Darkness greeted her, and a blast of cold air pelted her face as she limped out.  The snow-covered bus stop was five blocks away, but streetlights aided her. Marge winced as every step sent a sharp pain down her crippled leg. Each step felt like a million miles. Each step reminded her how much she needed her car. She also needed a pain killer, but she didn’t have time to stop and search her purse. Each block was like a mile. Would she arrive on time? If only she had her car, she would be enjoying a hot cup of peppermint tea by now.   

Reaching the shelter, she pulled out her cell phone. Five thirty-nine. The bus should arrive soon. While she waited, Marge speed dialed the mechanic’s number. Two nights ago, her blue Honda died. She had driven her Honda for eight years until that happened. Surely they had enough time to replace her engine. Was it the battery?

“Ace Auto Repairs. Roberto speaking.” His cheery voice grated on her nerves. She hadn’t saved up money to buy a new car. Living in an apartment and other needed expenses soaked up her income. What if the mechanic couldn’t repair her car? Would she ever get it back? 

“Hello. This is Marge Willet. I brought my blue Honda in Tuesday night for repairs. Is it ready?”

Bright lights blinded her as a car swooshed into a parking lot behind the shelter. Her heart raced as the car door opened. Was it a silver sedan? She hoped not. Hushed voices emerged from the car then a door slammed.

“We’re working on it.” 

Marge felt heated. He took long enough to answer her. Working on it? Just how many cars did he have to work on before hers? She should have known better than to expect a cheap mechanic to fix her car. “What exactly do you mean by that?” She rub away the tension in her neck. 

“We needed to order a new part, and it takes a couple of days to get here.” His irritation didn’t affect her.

“Fine! It better be ready by tomorrow morning!” Her patience had worn thin. She shut off her phone and shoved it in her purse. She didn’t have time to wait for the part to come in. She checked her watch. Her irritation distracted her.  

Had the bus already come? Headlights flashed, but they weren’t from a bus. Where is it? A car door slammed, and she jumped. 

“It was your idea!” a man yelled at a woman, who stepped out of darkness. She shrugged, following her partner to a diner behind her. He offered a smile to Marge then disappeared into the diner.

Blinding headlights came to a halt. Was it the silver sedan? Her pulse sped like a race car on a track. She hated waiting in the dark, but the frigid temperature suited her. From her left, a car whizzed by the bus stop. She perked up as footsteps shuffled. 

“Who’s there?” She strained her voice. She tried to relax but couldn’t. Shivering, she tightened her long coat. A man reeking of strong cologne walked toward the shelter, and she tensed until he passed by. Fifteen minutes until six and the bus hadn’t come. Or had it come? She hadn’t heard the squeak buses make when they came to a stop.

Waiting for the bus unnerved her. Shelly, her coworker at Willmar Times, had offered her a ride, but she had declined. Marge liked Shelly as a friend, but she didn’t want to chance Shelly playing Christian music or sermons on the radio. She didn’t want to endure it. She liked Shelly, but she didn’t share Shelly’s faith. She had walked away from God years ago.

Car after car passed with no sign of the bus coming. Had she been too late? She should’ve waited to call the mechanic. What if the bus had come while she was speaking to the mechanic? Her irritation distracted her. 

Did it come early? 

She huffed a sigh. “Do I have to wait another half hour?” she complained under her breath.  

Another car door slammed, and her heart went into overdrive. Three men stepped out, casting long shadows. They came from the same direction as the car that had stopped. The voices in the distance murmured. Where could she run? Her crippled leg wouldn’t take her far. The falling snow blinded her. Her pounding heart drowned out the voices. Had the bus come? If only she had accepted the ride from Shelly! Her wobbly knees knocked. Oh bus! Where are you? Had she come too late? She wiped her clammy hands on her coat. 

❤❤❤

Peering through his binoculars, Carter caught a glimpse of a woman on a bench. His breath stalled. The streetlight revealed a woman with dark brown hair tied in a bun, but not like the one in the photo. The light barely touched on her long overcoat, a white scarf wrapped around her neck. She had her back to him. He pulled back slightly.  

Hmmm. “Are you sure the woman is Marge?” 

Durand, his employer, had sent Carter and his two friends to represent him and invite her to meet him. Marge’s disability qualified her for his transformation program. Durand had helped nine women gain their mobility, with the help of his surgeon. All they had to do was sign a contract to enroll in his program. They would have to go through an adjustment before they could become a model or whatever in France. The last woman had become a piano player in Paris. He wanted Marge to model. Carter liked that idea. 

Durand nodded. “She waited for the bus here yesterday at this same time.” 

Durand’s confidence made Carter’s stomach clench. This woman Marge shared the same color hair as Maggie, a woman he had met in Italy, but this woman could be anyone. That morning, Durand had shown them a photo of Marge Willet. She wore a scowl on her face, but her long hair hung loosely down her neck, and her dark eyes pierced his own. He’d shivered at the photo. Maggie’s contagious, sweet smile filled his heart. Marge didn’t look sweet, and Maggie lived in Colorado, not Minnesota.  

“Now’s the time, men.” Durand jolted him from his thoughts.

“What if this plan backfires, Sir?” Martin had kept quiet until now. Carter had shown Martin a photo of Maggie when they were in New York. Did he think she could be his Maggie? 

“Then we’ll have a plan B.” Durand pursed his lips, his eyes fixed on the woman on the bench.

Carter’s jaw ached from clenching. He would’ve liked to have a private chat with her, but he represented his employer, not himself. His two friends stepped out with him. He motioned to his partners not to make a sound as they took quiet steps toward her. 

Marge stared in the opposite direction. She didn’t hear them come. She couldn’t have. The loud engines of oncoming cars drowned out the crunch of the slushy snow. Light snow fell like dust, covering up their tracks and blocking out all sounds. She fixed her eyes toward the direction the bus would come. She waited for the bus, but it had already come. She had missed it. Five minutes before she arrived, the bus had zoomed past the silver sedan. 

He slowed his breath and cleared his throat. “Good evening, Ma’am. My name is Carter—” Her head turned. Fear flashed in her eyes. Did he hear a no? “We’re not here to hurt you.” The scowl on her face told him that she wasn’t Maggie, but her eyes! He knew those eyes!

“Go away!” she growled, then scooted farther away from them. 

“Have you heard of Durand Enterprises?” Marge didn’t acknowledge or answer him. How could he give her the card? Use his charm? He stepped into her line of vision. “It’s a bit chilly out here. Wouldn’t you love to sit in a warm car?” She barked a laugh, but he continued. “My employer would love to discuss a program that would benefit you. He specializes in helping disabled women walk. You qualify.” Her icy glare froze his smile. 

Martin stepped forward. “He’s interested in having a doctor operate on your leg.”

“Yeah right. When pigs fly.” Marge scoffed as she rubbed her gloved hands.

“He’s in his car waiting to meet you.” Carter pointed to the silver sedan.

Marge fidgeted with her watch. “I’m not interested in meeting any man.” Beads of sweat formed on her face, and she rocked. “I can’t take it!” She got up and walked away, muttering something to herself.

When a red Mustang pulled up, Carter forgot to breathe. A window rolled down, and a woman flashed a smile at Marge. She conversed with Marge as if she knew her. Marge glanced toward the bus stop then at the woman. The door opened, and Marge climbed in.

Who is that woman? 

“Did you see that?” His mouth fell open in amazement.

“Who’s she talking to?” Martin shielded his eyes, trying to see the woman. He shook his head. “Is that her friend?”

Carter’s stomach crumpled like paper. How was it possible that Marge would accept a ride from a stranger? Had she known the driver? “Did you see that?” His mouth slackened as his eyes widened.

Martin sounded more disappointed than shocked. “We’ve failed.”

Durand must’ve seen it. What were his thoughts? He had wanted her from day one. He had shown them a picture of Marge and said she would be a challenge. Had he expected that?

Carter and his friends hung their heads low as they headed to the car.

Durand scowled as Dwayne climbed in next to him. “What happened?” Durand controlled his tone. 

“Someone gave Marge a ride.” Carter slid under the steering wheel, not wanting to face his employer. 

“I’m not talking about that, Carter. I’m talking about when your eyes met.” His glare could shoot arrows. 

Carter’s mouth went dry. Durand saw! “When our eyes met?” His voice went up a pitch.

“I saw it too.” Martin buckled his seat belt.

When their eyes met, he saw fear in the eyes of Maggie, his first real love.  His heart fluttered for a brief second. Martin had seen it? What excuse could he come up with? If Durand suspected there might be a connection, he could remove him from the assignment. “Um... not sure. Maybe Marge thought she knew me.” He shrugged. “I don’t know her.” Carter revved up his car

“That’s good.” Durand breathed a sigh. “We need a plan B. Tomorrow, Carter, deliver her a bouquet of red roses with a note that reads, Would love to meet you. Please call me—Donovan D. Have my number on it.”

Heaviness settled in Carter’s stomach. Durand was the one in love with her, but Marge would think the flowers had come from him. “Why not have the florist deliver it?” Carter bit his lips.

“Have you forgotten your personal charm?” Durand eyed him.

“No, Sir.” Carter gulped.

“Just deliver and then leave.”

Carter wished Durand would assign someone else, but fate may have had other plans.

❤❤❤

When a red car slowed, Marge’s breath caught. A window rolled down, and a woman smiled. She looked pale and thin. Was she sick? “Hi! I’m Samantha. Need a ride?” She pushed the door open. “I won’t bite. I promise.”

Marge tensed at the offer. Should she trust this woman? Or should she wait another few minutes? The bus hadn’t come, and the men stood by the bench. What choice did she have?  If she waited for the next bus, the men could continue to hound her. What if they abduct her? Or worse! There were three of them. They could gang rape her! Still, what if this woman asked her personal questions? None of her options appealed to her, yet accepting the ride seemed the better choice.

“You can trust me.” Her warm smile wrapped around Marge’s cold heart

Climbing in, she gave a slow tilt of her head. The woman had a pleasant face, and strands of red peaked from under her scarf. Something about the woman struck a chord. “Why take interest in me?” She fastened her seatbelt.

“I saw those three men harassing you. Are you okay?” The woman’s concern wrapped her in wonderment. Did the woman care? “My ex is back there, and I know his purpose.” She stepped on the gas and drove away from the curb.

“Your...ex?” There were three men. Wait four! Carter had said the fourth man wanted to meet with her. Anyone of them could be her ex, but none of the three men seemed her type. “Their employer? The one who wanted to meet me?”

“Yes. He’s my ex-husband.”

“Your ex-husband? Those three men said he wanted to operate on my leg.” She folded her arms. “What’s his name?”

Samantha gave a tight nod. “Donovan Durand. He’s an entrepreneur looking for women who would feel indebted to him so they’ll agree to become whatever he wants them to be.” She pressed her lips together.

Marge hit the boiling point. Who did he think he was imposing his will on women? They ought to arrest him! “What gives him the right to do that?” She raised her chin.

“No one.” She jutted her chin.

❤❤❤
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arge woke up, feeling as if someone had turned up the heat, her insides shaking. After last night, she thought it would be best to call a friend. She picked up her landline and dialed Shelly’s number. 

“Hello?” Shelly answered.

“Shelly, can you give me a ride to work?” A door slammed, and she jumped. “I just hope they don’t come to my workplace and bother me,” she said under her breath. Especially the Italian! She swore he sounded like her Carliano. She hoped not. She wasn’t ready to see him.

“I’ll be there in ten minutes. What’s your address?” she asked, and Marge told her. After that, she hung up, then jumped out of bed and went to grab and outfit from her closet.

Last night, Samantha had driven her home, but she was from Duluth. Samantha had left her hometown on a mission to rescue Marge from the three men, telling her that Durand made the women he chose for his program suffer through six months of isolation and adjustment. That was a long drive for her. She doubted Samantha would return, and she never told her who gave her that mission. She had never met Samantha, so why would she rescue her?   

While she waited, the snow fell afresh, and she shivered. “Hope she comes soon,” she muttered. When a white Prius pulled up, Marge pulled open the door and climbed in, giving Shelly a fake smile. “Thanks.” 

“You’re welcome.” She smiled in return. “I can give you a ride home too.”

“I might take you up on that.” Marge buckled her seatbelt.

Shelly’s face showed concern. “Did something happen last night?”

Marge felt a slight quiver in her stomach. Shelly had invited her once to attend a church service with her, which she had declined. Would she invite her again if given a chance? So how could she tell her? She stared out the window. “Some men came and wouldn’t leave me alone.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





