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			CHAPTER 1

		


			It was my turn next. I waited just beyond the curtains, and when I felt a tap on my shoulder, I made my entrance. With head held high and my footsteps weaving their special stage walk, I headed down the runway. I felt all eyes on me as I marched along, and I heard a few gasps of pleasure. The dress I wore was stunning, but it was my looks that had caused the stir. I could pretend it was different, but what was the point? 

			I halted and turned around slowly enough that the dress flowed with grace and allowed the potential buyers to get a better view of its loveliness. Then I strutted back to where I’d emerged. My tall stature, flowing red hair, emerald green eyes, and my slim body served me well as a model. The only thing that didn’t quite fit was my large breasts, natural though they were. Sometimes, I needed to wrap them so I could slide into a particular style of dress to show the creation off to a better advantage.

			Soon, I and some of the other models would head to Las Vegas for a photoshoot and a stay at one of the fancy casinos and resorts there. I’d never been to Las Vegas; I had only heard about it. It had grown quite a bit from its earlier days, and I wanted to see for myself what the fuss was all about. 

			“Tiffany, hurry!” said another model, pulling me away from my thoughts. “They want us on the runway again. They’re going to introduce us to the audience sitting there.”

			“That’s different, isn’t it?” I asked.

			The model bobbed her head and turned away to take her place in line. I followed. As I marched once again down the runway, I cringed upon hearing my name spoken out loud, “Tiffany Darling.” It sounded so false, so fake. But, in fact, thanks to my parents, that was the name on my birth certificate. As young and as unworldly as they were, I felt sure that my parents had no idea the trouble that my name had already caused me so far. 

			Having come from a small city in Idaho at the age of 18, I was ready for a change and the big time. As I packed my bags for Las Vegas, my heart thudded with anticipation. My roommate and I collided at the doorway of the apartment we shared, and we laughed at our urgency to leave. We headed downstairs to meet the cab waiting at the curb to whisk us away to the airport.

			After I settled into my seat and buckled up, we lifted into the air. The noise from the plane was soothing enough that I was soon slumped in my seat, asleep. Only later, when I felt the airline attendant standing over me, did I begin to stir. “Please put your seat upright. We’ll be landing soon.”

			April was already straightening the items on the empty middle seat. She tucked the magazines into the back pocket of the seat in front of her and turned to me. “This should be interesting, huh?”

			I nodded and gasped as I looked out the window. “Look outside! Where are we? There’s nothing but mountains of rock.” 

			April placed her hand on my arm. “It’s okay, I promise you. Wait, and you’ll see what I mean,” she encouraged as the plane soon began its landing in the center of the city.

			That time seemed so long ago. So much had happened since Tiffany had bounced through McCarran airport with stars in her eyes, happy to experience all that Las Vegas offered. She had no idea then what lay ahead for her, and if she had known, she probably would’ve never departed the plane. What came about was an extremely rough time in her life—a harsh time by anyone’s standards. She had gotten trapped in the city’s tar pit of destruction, where it was hard for anyone to escape. The irony was that, frequently, she needed to remember every ugly detail of what’d happened to keep herself on the straight and narrow. The Tiffany who had arrived that day from New York City so many months earlier was now nothing but a memory. 

			Instead, when she faced the past, it wasn’t the glory days of modeling in New York City, it was the shame of what happened afterward in Las Vegas that twisted her heart:

			She’d stumbled her way into the bedroom, nearly spilling her drink along the way. Filled with more vodka than ice, it was merely for comfort, not taste. How had things come to this? 

			She tripped, and the glass sprang from her hand, dousing the wall and carpet with the clear liquid that spread toward her bare feet. When the cold hit her toes, she jerked back. A more lucid reality of what’d happened came to her. She needed to get a grip, but how was she going to do that? Especially when the voice in her head became louder, making her cringe with the honesty of its words. “You’re such a loser.” And those words would be the kindest; always, her inner taunting became uglier in time. 

			She dropped onto the unmade bed and pulled her legs tight to her chin, aching for the darkness to take her away. Suddenly, the door flung open, and he stood there scowling. “You disgust me. Get the hell out of my house!”

			She stayed still and pretended to be out cold, but he stepped nearer and stood over her. His foul breath floated around her, and it took all her control not to gag. “I mean it, bitch!” He yanked at her unkempt hair and pulled her face from the pillow. Tears leaked out and ran down her cheeks, giving her away. “I’d drag your sorry ass out now, but I’m late as it is. Gone by morning, hear me?” 

			She lay still. Where would she go? She had begun her downward spiral a few years back and had shut out anyone good in her life. Instead, she had fallen for the biggest loser of all time—snow—cocaine. And to feed its demand? Those were the times she didn’t dare think about. They were nightmares all by themselves.

			She felt blood trickle from between her legs, and the ache in her heart became unbearable. She knew she’d done the right thing, hadn’t she? Wanting numbness, she reached for her drink and saw the glass on the floor, empty. Disappointment filled her as she realized she didn’t have the strength to do anything about it.

			Then, she forced herself up. Clutching herself, and bent so far over it looked as if she were crawling, she stumbled into the bathroom. There, she grabbed a washcloth and began her clean up. Finished with the bare necessities, she lurched her way back to the bed and crashed upon it, not caring whether she ever woke up or not.

			Now eight years later, it was the memory of that night that pushed me each day to do whatever it took not to repeat that time in any way. It still took hard work at times for me to cut off that negative voice in my head and block any opportunity for it to begin its blasphemous chants. I’d been close to becoming a statistic wasted by drugs; yet, I’d been one of the lucky ones. By the grace of God, I had lived. 

			My cell phone chirped, and I was glad to see it was one of my two Samaritans who had saved me. I smiled. “What’s up, Lester?”

			As I listened to him, my frown deepened. “Where is she?” I asked.

			I listened to Lester’s calm voice “We’ll meet you in an hour, okay?”

			“Are you coming here?” I asked.

			“Yes, we’re on our way.”

			I looked around the office where I sat. The sign on my desk read, Tiffany Darling, Counselor, but that didn’t cover it all. My thoughts turned to Lester, remembering the first time I’d met him.

			She had crawled out of bed after that horrible night and jammed a few of her things into a cheap plastic bag advertising Marshall’s, and stumbled out into the daylight feeling sick. She fingered her hair to give it shape and a semblance of style before she headed into the older part of Las Vegas. She’d be safe there before she went on the hunt to earn some money. Since she was still bleeding and not feeling well, she’d offer a blow job. Perhaps she’d be lucky and make enough money to feed herself for a couple of days. 

			Later, when she saw him get out of his car, she knew there was something different about him. When he reached her, he didn’t pull her into the alley where she stood at its end or didn’t immediately start fondling her or himself. Instead, he’d asked politely, “What’s your name?”

			“Tiffany. Why, does it matter?”

			He leaned closer and, in a soft voice, asked, “Why are you doing this? Selling yourself like this?”

			“Look, mister, I don’t have time for your crap. Do ya want a blow job or not? Fifty bucks and I’ll make you think the bells in heaven are ringing.” She stood defiant in her stance until her legs gave way. 

			Instinctively, he reached for her and grabbed her arm, supporting her. Then, he held on tighter as he felt how hot she was. “You’re sick. You shouldn’t be here doing this stuff.” 

			She straightened and yanked herself away from him. “What makes you think you have the right to judge me? Well, you don’t, pervert. Mind your own business or I’ll… I’ll…”

			He held his hands up in a defensive mode. “I can help you, miss. You’re burning up, and you’re bleeding.”

			Her face reddened, horrified that she hadn’t noticed. A hot flash and then a wave of cold crossed her body. She began to shake, her teeth chattered, and she felt herself falling. His quick hands caught her, and he half-lifted, half-carried her into his car parked along the street. 

			My cell phone chirped, breaking into my thoughts. I read the text message. Change in plans. Meet us at the house.

			I immediately rose, gathered my purse, and headed out the door. 
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			CHAPTER 2

		


			Thirty minutes later, I pulled into one of the many look-alike houses lining the streets in North Las Vegas, and the door opened as soon as I reached it. I smiled at the woman who greeted me. It was one of my Samaritans and best friend, Lucinda, who smiled back with white teeth glowing in coffee-colored skin. 

			“Who have we got here this time, Lucy?” I whispered.

			“C’mon in and see for yourself,” she answered, opening the door wider, lightly pulling me inside.

			I stepped into the small living room where Lester was sitting on the couch with a tiny, Asian girl beside him. She looked like a frail little bird who’d fallen from its nest and wore two black eyes as if to confirm her fall. She couldn’t have been more than 90 pounds and was skinny as a rail with fake boobs that made her look ridiculous and unappealing. Most men needed more than boobs to turn them on—that fact, most young girls today didn’t understand until it was too late, and the damage to their breasts had already happened.

			Lester held his arm loosely around her shoulders, comforting her as she cried. The odd thing was that many of the girls we’d helped through the years often rejected the women who wanted to comfort them, preferring a man instead. Johns and pimps gained such a powerful hold on their victims that many times it was the male power the girls trusted—usually gained through their abuse.

			Lester rose from the couch and stepped forward. “Tiff, I’d like you to meet Sue-Ling.”

			I looked down at Sue-Ling, who hesitated to lift her eyes to meet mine. Instead, she furtively looked around her as if to seek escape, sending off a warning signal to me. As I made my way forward, my large size loomed over the tiny girl before I lowered myself and sat beside her. Sue-Ling shrank back and leaned away. I reached for Sue-Ling’s hand and gently pulled it from her side, enveloping it in mine. In a soft voice, I said, “It’s nice to meet you, and I’m glad you’re here. You’ve made the right decision.”

			Sue-Ling sat quietly and still. In the same soft voice, I continued. “You’re safe with us, and we’ll help you change your life around. That’s why you’ve come to us, isn’t it?” 

			Sue-Ling nodded without looking at me.

			“May I ask how you found us?” I asked, curious.

			“One of the girls said to go to the soup kitchen on Martin Luther King Drive and ask them for help,” she choked out, holding back more tears. 

			“Now that you’re here, there’s no turning back. You understand that we can’t have you jeopardize the others involved, don’t you?”

			Sue-Ling nodded and then looked fixedly at me. “I promise.”

			“Lester wouldn’t have brought you here if he didn’t think you were serious about wanting out of the snake pit you’re gotten yourself into. Okay, then. Let’s get started. Grab your things, and we’ll head out.”

			I felt a twinge of regret about this girl and looked to Lester. He lifted his brows in question. The feeling passed, and I quickly shook my head to show that it was nothing. Lester hadn’t let us down yet. I thought it all must be in my head. I looked at the young girl and could only imagine how she must be feeling, like I, myself, had felt those many years ago.

			She had woken up in the hospital that day long ago to see Lester’s worried dark eyes blending in with his skin. She started to get up from where she lay only to have him gently push her back down. “Just relax and let them do what they need to do so you can get better. Don’t worry. I’ll be right here.”

			Too weak to do much else, she’d trusted him and his words. Then no longer able to fight sleep, she’d clutched his hand, closed her eyes, and whispered, “Please don’t go.” She never questioned why she’d ask that of a man whom she had just met—a man more than twice her age and not anyone she’d be interested in on a romantic level. She hoped with all her heart that he’d be there when she woke.

			Tiffany lifted Sue’s bag and walked to where Lester stood. “Are you and Lucy joining us later?”

			He kissed my forehead in a fatherly way. “Yes, we wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			Lucy came into the room. She hugged Sue-Ling and whispered something in her ear. Whatever she said made Sue-Ling smile, and again I became overwhelmed with my love for both Lucy and her husband. How had I been so lucky to have them come into my life?

			Tiffany had woken up later in her hospital bed to find Lester had kept his promise and had stayed with her. Sitting there was a woman who looked not much older than she was, reaching for her hand. “Who are you?” Tiffany asked.

			“Lester is my husband, and we’re here to help you. My name is Lucy.”

			“I don’t understand. Why are you being so nice to me?”

			“If it were in reverse, wouldn’t you do the same?”

			Tiffany was quiet as she thought about what Lucy had asked. Would she? Honestly, she wasn’t sure. She gave Lucy a vague nod and answered, “Maybe.”

			Lucy and her husband looked at each other and smiled. “Ah, honesty. That’s an excellent sign, isn’t it, Lester?”

			“Indeed. It’s a good beginning.”

			“What is it with you two?” Tiffany asked. “Want do you want?”

			“Do you have a place to go to once they release you from the hospital?” asked Lester, searching her eyes. The unspoken response was clear. “Would you like to hear what we have to offer?”

			“You’re not a john, are you?” she asked, tearing her hand away from Lucy’s grasp.

			Lester laughed heartily, and Lucy joined in. “No, Tiffany, my husband is anything but that! He’s known in the shadows as the Black Samaritan, the man who helps to save the lives of those trapped in the sex rings here in town.”

			“Why would he be interested in me, then?”

			The silence was deafening as they looked from one to the other. Finally, Tiffany muffled, “Okay, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to hear what you have to offer.”

				Lucy broke into my thoughts. Are you and Sue-Ling ready to head out? We’ll see you later, okay?”

				Sue-Ling and I said our goodbyes and made our way to the car. I took the bag from Sue-Ling and loaded it into the back seat of my car before coming around to the driver’s side. If possible, Sue-Ling seemed to have shrunk in size as she huddled in her place and leaned against the door. I reached over and patted Sue-Ling’s hand. “Don’t worry. You’re in good hands,” I said as we pulled out of the driveway and headed north out of Las Vegas.
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			CHAPTER 3

		


			Less than 60 minutes later, I pulled into the driveway of an old farmhouse tucked back against the mountains, miles from the main road. It was beautiful in its simplicity with white columns and a full wraparound porch. As we came up the walkway, a few loose chickens peered at us but then continued to peck at the ground in search of a stray bug. As we came closer to the house, the hens clucked and scattered, and a big old yellow lab dog knocked against the screen door, pushed it open, and lumbered outside. He gave a single bark in greeting and sniffed at Sue-Ling before making his way to me, his final destination.

				I bent and rubbed the dog’s ears in greeting. “How are you doing, Scout? Behaving yourself, are you?”

			His broad tail whacked my legs as he looked at me with love. I’d rescued him from a man who’d been relentlessly beating him for a minor infraction of his own making. Scout was one of the loves of my life, and my heart lifted each time I saw him. “C’mon, let’s join the others,” I said to both Scout and Sue-Ling. Laughter came to us from inside the house, and Sue-Ling looked at me with fear showing in her eyes. “C’mon, it’s okay. You’ll see,” I said as I put my arm around Sue-Ling’s shoulder and led her forward.

			Just then, the door swung open and out charged a small pink-cheeked girl with pigtails. She squealed, “Auntie Tiff!” and ran into my open arms. Then she shyly looked at Sue-Ling, curious. “Who are you?” she asked.

			“Sarah, this is Sue-Ling. She’s going to be staying here with us for a while.”

			“Cool,” she said and reached for my hand, pulling me forward.

			I turned to Sue-Ling. “This is Sarah, Betsy’s little girl. Betsy is the one who will be getting your paperwork in order before you move on.”

			Sue-Ling nodded and tagged along behind. As soon as we stepped through the door, two little Yorkie dogs barked and raced forward, wagging their tails. They began to sniff Sue-Ling, and it was the two of them that brought a genuine smile to Sue-Ling’s face. She immediately bent to gather them in her arms as they reached up to lick her face. “Eww, you both are so cute!”

			I smiled, pleased. “These two are Frick and Frack.” We kept the dogs around and a few other animals that’d come to us for just this reason. They helped to ease a newbie girl into her new situation without judgment of any kind—just love. We knew from experience that the reality of where she was and what lay ahead hadn’t fully hit Sue-Ling yet. The next few weeks were going to be tough ones for her, but if she stayed the course, the world would open for many positive things to happen.

			I smiled at the three women who stepped forward to greet us. I’d grown to love these women and had learned to trust them with all my heart. These were the ones who completed our “rag-tag” group of girls from the streets who helped others begin a new life. We had come a long way since those early days. By honing our skills, we’d beat the odds of doing what we did without failing to keep our visitors safe. So far, so good. Yes, we were aware that there was always a first time for everything; yet, all we could do is keep our eyes on the ball and not let anything or anyone mess us up. It was hard to believe that nearly eight years had passed since we’d joined together.

			“So, what do you have in mind?” Tiffany asked. “Tell me.”

			Lucy looked at her husband and smiled before she began. “My husband and I want to start something new, and we think you’d be perfect as one of our angels …”

			“Angels?” Tiffany interrupted. “What are you talking about?”

			Lester cut in and patted her arm. “Just let her finish, Tiffany.”

			Lucy began to explain the fatal shooting of their daughter due to mistaken identity. There had been a large sum of money paid out in a lawsuit, allowing Lester and Lucy to begin life again in a new area—Las Vegas. Their daughter’s death had revolved around the mistaken identity of a girl trying to escape her pimp and the business she was in. It had ended badly for both their daughter and the girl; yet, it had instilled a passion in Lester and Lucy to use the death restitution money to help desperate girls escape the rabbit hole that illegal prostitution and sex trafficking created.

			Tiffany felt her heart drop as she listened to Lucy. How could she possibly help? She had nothing to offer!

			Betsy put her arm around me. “You okay, Tiff? You looked like you were a thousand miles away.”

			I smiled at Betsy. “I was thinking about how we met. Remember?”

			Betsy chortled. “Who could forget? C’mon, let’s get Sue-Ling settled in.”

			Inside, the other angels stood waiting. “I’m Missy, and that’s Linda,” said Missy as she stepped forward and then pointed at Linda, standing away from them. “We’re going to help you settle in. I’ll show you to your room, and then you can take a shower and change, okay?”

			Sue-Ling lifted her eyes to the staircase. I mouthed the words to Missy. “Keep an eye on her.”

			She nodded and then turned to Sue-Ling. “My room is right next door to yours. I’ll wait for you right there in case you have any questions. C’mon, let’s head up, and you little ones can come too,” she said to the dogs dancing at Sue-Ling’s feet. That seemed to do the trick to encourage Sue-Ling to move forward because she leaned down, grabbed her bag, and headed to the stairs, looking behind her to make sure the dogs were following.
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			CHAPTER 4

		


			“What’s happening?” I asked Linda, who looked excited. 

			Linda moved closer to where I stood with Betsy. “Come with me into the Bat Room, and I’ll show you.” 

			A few months after I’d come to live on the ranch, Linda had shown up at the door. Somehow, she had learned about what we were planning to do. She came to us from the FBI where she’d become disenchanted with her co-workers and the agency’s bend to political interference. Also, the FBI had done nothing to help her at a critical time in her life, leaving her no longer believing in the goodness of humans—particularly men. 

			Linda was a brilliant nerd who had developed her own software to track those involved in illegal sex trafficking, money laundering, drug trafficking, and more. She was a genius, and I was in awe of her abilities to make her way through the internet into various programs and files that were supposed to be foolproof against hacking. 

			She had come on board to get back at some of the people who’d murdered her best friend after using her for their sexual pleasure. Before they strangled her, they’d laughed and jeered at her pathetic pleas to let her go. In horror, Linda had watched the entire incident as it played out over the internet on one of the many smut and snuff sites she was involved in trying to take down. Devastated and unable to stop what she saw, Linda had screamed in anguish until she had no voice left. Today, her hoarse voice was a constant reminder to anyone who knew her story what she’d endured. 

			With her tufted hair that changed color nearly every other day and her deep black eyes that glowed with unresolved anger, Linda was intimidating. Despite her appearance, she had a soft heart. However, when on the hunt for offenders exhibiting the same behavior Linda had witnessed with her girlfriend, anyone who got in her way got hurt. She made sure of it. 

			“Look at this,” Linda pointed out to Betsy and me on the computer. “These two pricks are getting ready to set up a ‘viewing’ of available girls for sale. They’ve promised it’s going to be the biggest and best auction yet—only two weeks away. Time to mess them up, right?”

			Betsy and I agreed. One of the problems in today’s world was that if someone is accused of doing something terrible, even if they were innocent, there always remains the possibility that what was said might carry some truth. Doubt destroys, and we were going to use that to our advantage as we had in the past. Linda would be able to mount things on the internet to hopefully disturb what those guys were trying to do and cause others to doubt their safety of getting involved. 

			Betsy put her arm around Linda and me. “Let’s nail those bastards, shall we?” 

			Betsy had been the first angel in place before I came along. She had helped me get through the shame of my having had an abortion and instilled in me that it was my right to choose for both the baby’s sake and mine. The abortion was over and done with, and there was nothing I could do about it now. All that encouragement had come from a pregnant woman who didn’t know or care who was the father of her child. He was simply one of many men who provided her money, and that’s all she wanted from them. She used men for her purpose, and she had no shame with that. She was our financial wizard, and her knowledge about investments had benefited all of us.

			I learned that Betsy had been smarter than many of us scraping along in life due to our addictions. She had placed a high price on herself—far more than double the going rate—and had gotten away with it. It was all about the way Betsy had marketed herself, making what she had to offer seem more valuable somehow than the regular sex acts expected. She had set up a “fuck-u” bank account and stashed her money away, wanting a child of her own to love one day. Her olive skin, dark hair, and hazel eyes that snapped with intelligence drew attention, and Betsy was able to choose any man she wanted to use. She didn’t have or need a pimp. Having been sexually abused by her own family for years, she’d survived to become stronger, no longer allowing anyone to make choices for her. 

				I overheard Missy upstairs. “Do you have everything you need for your shower, Sue-Ling?” I smiled. Missy, our fourth angel, had completed several nursing courses to date … mostly through the internet. She had a fascination with hands-on healing and used those higher thoughts of energy to escape into a world of goodness in her mind. The reality of having been a young child involved in a sex trafficking ring for many years far from her loving family was too awful for her to handle. Yet, Missy was the one who comforted the new girls and gave them hope that their world could become peaceful and loving. We hid as much as we could of the seamier side of what we were doing from her, not wanting to taint her optimism. Although strong physically, Missy was tender in ways that demonstrated the mind’s ability to coat the truth and bend it to what one was able to endure. Not aware of the extent of her importance, Missy was the one who, by merely being her loving self, kept us all grounded and in better balance. If we were feeling down, we sought out Missy’s touch and support. With her long blond hair, light blue eyes, and petite body, she resembled an angel, one we all wanted to be around. 

				I thought back to the time I’d been asked to become one of the angels.

				“Why would you be interested in me?” Tiffany asked.

			“You have a resilience that’s necessary to survive. I’ve watched you these past weeks when you’ve come into the soup kitchen to catch a meal. I think you’re a gambler at heart just like any good entrepreneur. I think you’ve got what it takes to make a success of yourself —just in a different way,” explained Lester.

			“I don’t know,” she said as doubt filled her.

			“You’ll never know unless you try, will you?” asked Lester.

			Beginning to understand she didn’t have many options open to her, Tiffany asked, “Where will I live? What do I need to do?”

			“First, you need to rest and heal. Then, after you detox and it’s time for you to leave the hospital, we’ll talk some more. You need to trust us. Can you do that?” asked Lucy.

			Looking into Lucy’s chocolate eyes, Tiffany nodded and felt a weight of worry lifted. She intuitively knew that as long as Lucy was close by her, she was safe. It was a feeling that spread across her body with a certainty that stayed with her.

			“Auntie Tiff? You’re not listening to me!”

			I chuckled at Sarah’s stance—legs spread and arms crossed—and a pretend scowl that broke as soon as she heard me laugh. “It’s time to collect the eggs, Auntie Tiff, and I’m afraid of the rooster. Can you please help me?”

			“Of course, pip-squeak, let’s go!

			“I’m not a pip-squeak! I’m seven!”

			“I know. I apologize for calling you that, Madame,” I said, bowing before her and kissing her hand.

			Giggles erupted before Sarah flung herself into my arms. “I love you, Auntie Tiff!”

			“I love you too,” I murmured into her wiry hair. If only you knew how much, I thought. My being a part of Sarah’s life had pushed me to do all that I could to be the best I could be. In many ways, she was my little savior. 

			Missy descended the stairs. “Are Lester and Sarah joining us for dinner?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“Good. I made plenty of stew this morning, so we should have more than enough food. How are you, Tiff?”

			“Everything is fine. And you? How are you doing?”

			“Now that we’ve got another girl to push through, I’ll be busy, which is always good. I hate sitting around.”

			“Nobody can accuse you of sitting around with all the projects you’ve got going on with your knitting for charity and taking care of the animals and the rest of us.”

			“True,” Missy smiled. “You girls give me such a hard time with all your demands,” she teased, knowing things were pretty easy-going around there at the ranch without any mishaps.
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			CHAPTER 5

		


			When Lester and Lucy arrived, I pulled Lester aside. I was still uncomfortable about Sue-Ling joining us, and I didn’t know why, but I felt I had to discuss my feelings with Lester. “Can you tell me more about Sue-Ling?”

			Lester held his head in his hands as he sat with his elbows on his knees. “Well, I don’t know that much about her. One of the volunteers at the soup kitchen came to me. He said there was a girl out front who’d said she needed help or someone was going to kill her.”

			My heart pumped faster. So Sue-Ling had not come through the regular channels then. Usually, Lester received a call from one of the non-profits in town, who dealt with addictions or human trafficking, saying they’d had no luck in finding space in one of their safe houses and needed his help. They knew he had a safe house somewhere, but didn’t know where. Many thought it was in Pahrump, a small town outside of Las Vegas. 

			Although it was well-known that the soup kitchen was owned and run by Lucy and Lester, no one knew about our “angel” house. And it was vital that our secrecy remain or the whole safety thing could blow up in our face. “Why did you go off course with this one, Lester?”

			“I’ve been asking myself that same question, and I don’t know the answer. Lucy isn’t happy with me, either,” he added with a sigh.

			“Well, we’re going to have to be careful. As you know, there are new gangs here from Asia competing with the Mexican gangs, and, frankly, it’s a mess. It’s odd, too, Lester, that Sue-Ling already had a suitcase packed, ready to go. Most times, there is no planning ahead. It’s usually a quick escape.”

			“So what do you think we should do?” he asked.

			“In my sessions with her, I’ll try to find out if anything is going on that could come back and bite us. With any girl that comes through here, there’s always some danger of retaliation from the pimps should they discover us. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t’ know this area out here, and thank God, the ranch is so isolated that unless you knew your way here, you wouldn’t be able to find it.”

			“Well, that’s something good, isn’t it?”

			“Papa? Where are you?” Sarah’s smiling face peeked into the room where we sat, and her eyes lit up when she saw Lester. His face brightened. He loved the role of being her grandfather, and his pride in her showed on his face.

			He waved her into the room to his side. “Auntie Tiff and I were talking. What have you been up to, squirt?”

			“I’m not a squirt, and I’m not a pip-squeak like Auntie Tiff said either, Papa. I’m seven now.”

			Lester chuckled. “I’m going to have to remember that, aren’t I?”

			“Yes, Papa, you are,” she warned.

			Lester and I both laughed, knowing that the ranch without Sarah would be pretty dull. “Let’s just keep a careful eye on things, okay?” said Lester.

			“I have a feeling we’ll need to,” I responded. “I’ll let the other girls know too.”

			“C’mon, Missy says it’s time to eat,” ordered Sarah, pulling on Lester.

			We sat around the large, maple farmer’s table and held hands as Lester said grace. Missy served each of us a bowl of her stew and passed around a large tossed salad she’d made with fresh vegetables from the garden. It was apparent that Sue-Ling was uncomfortable in our midst. She only picked at her food and kept her head down. Lester rested his hand on her shoulder and leaned into her. “Are you okay, Sue-Ling?”

			Her eyes watered, and she nodded her head. We looked at each other and remained silent because we remembered what it had been like our first night here. It was a big adjustment, and not everyone was up for it. Again, my worry about Sue-Ling flashed across my mind. 

			Missy said, “Not to worry, Sue-Ling. You’re among friends, and you’ll soon settle in before you know it.”

			I remembered my first night at the ranch; it’d been frightening.

			“Where is this place you’re taking me? There’s nothing out here!”

			Lucy patted
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