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The appointed hour had finally come. The girls were in the smaller tent getting ready and the men were out making sure everyone was getting settled. The men took some pictures beforehand and the photographer was getting a little creative.
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Chapter 1
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It was dark and the three girls were leaving the campus library. They had been studying for a big final in their English Lit class and were heading back to their apartment that sat just off campus but close enough to walk. Jessica forgot her purse and had to go back, “I’ll be right behind you. Go on, it’s fine.”

As she was coming back out of the library she walked down the sidewalk toward the street. She was walking and thinking about her upcoming test. She heard something behind her and turned. Someone grabbed her and clasped their hand over her mouth. She struggled, tried to wiggle her way out of the arms of this person, but couldn’t.

Oh God, help me. What is going on? Please don’t let them hurt me.

Jessica was trying to look to see who had her. All she could see was a man with a mask on.

He pulled her behind a building, slid his free hand down and undid her pants, jerking them down.

Tears were starting to flow down her cheeks.

The man’s hand was still on her mouth. He had her held up against the building in the dark shadows and shoved her hard against the building. Holding her mouth was not feasible, he hit her across the face several times and she fell to the ground. He jerked her pants the rest of the way off.

Jessica couldn’t move, he was on top of her. She tried to scream and every time she did, he would hit her again. She could tell he was wearing a condom. At least that was a comfort.

He pushed her legs apart and shoved himself into her center.

She closed her eyes, turned her head to the side, and just cried. There wasn’t much else she could do, he was going to rape her. Every time she tried to say or do anything, he hit her, so she stayed quiet until it was over.

When he finished, he was gone as fast as he showed up. She never saw him leave. She was afraid to open her eyes.

When she did, he was gone. She pulled herself up off the ground, found her clothes and put them back on, and headed home quickly.

When she arrived at her apartment her roommates were in their room. She ran to the bathroom and turned on the shower. She got in and scrubbed herself almost raw. She sat in the bottom of the tub and cried for what seemed to be hours. She couldn’t get the image out of her mind. God, help me through this. I can’t go home, I can’t tell anyone what happened. I have no one to confide in. I certainly can’t tell my parents they would not understand or be helpful. Josh is in Afghanistan. I have no one.
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(TEN YEARS LATER)

Jessica ‘Jess’ Stands got a job at a great security company in Oklahoma, Mountain Security and Investigations. She is a beautiful deep blue-eyed blonde. Her brother Josh works for the MSI company and called a couple of years ago and told her about a job at MSI. At thirty years old, she couldn’t live with her parents any longer and jumped at the opportunity to move and start fresh in Oklahoma. Leaving Texas was the best thing that ever happened to her.

The town was small, and the people were wonderful. Hope, Oklahoma is nestled in the Ouachita Mountains in southeastern Oklahoma. It’s about ninety minutes south of Ft. Smith and ninety minutes southeast of McAlister. Mountain Fork River runs north and south near the Oklahoma/Arkansas border. It’s the perfect place and she now has friends she didn’t have before.

When she moved to Hope, she stayed with her brother, but she wanted to be more independent, on her own. One of the girls that works at S & C Consulting Firm in the strip mall, Jac Lee, asked her to stay with her in her apartment. It was perfect. The apartment complex sat on the southwest side of town and was only about a mile from work.

Jess worked a case with MSI back in the spring with one of the investigators, Stormy Watson. She was instrumental in helping bring down a human trafficking ring in Tulsa. She felt safe around the men of MSI, they were all huge former military men.

“Jess, can you come in here please?” Zack Boyd, her boss hollered at her through the office.

“Yeah boss, whatcha need?”

“Have a seat Jess. I wanted to know how you liked working that investigation case in Tulsa?”

“It was fun. I got to work with Stormy and he taught me a lot. I was really getting into it before we came home,” she smiled at him.

“Good to know. We may have some other stuff coming up, would you be interested?”

“Of course I’d be interested. Do you have something or are you just thinking something might come in?”

“Nothing yet, I just wanted to feel ya out and see what you thought. Now that Stormy and Sam are married, she may want to go with him sometimes. Would that be okay?”

“Of Course.”

Stormy married Zack’s wife’s sister in April. Samantha ‘Sam’ Vaughn is now Sam Watson and is co-owner of S & C Consulting Firm. She’s also one of my friends. Her sister Dani is Zack’s wife and she has included me in the girls summer trips the past couple of years. I look forward to this year, although things may have changed a bit. When we went to Idaho a couple of years ago Dani was kidnapped by her ex-husband. Last year we went to Corpus Christi and Vic’s husband was shot in the human trafficking raid. Vic is another friend, Victoria Dalton. She has a baby now. Oh shit, I’m meeting the girls for lunch.

“Zack, I’m meeting the girls for lunch. We’re talking about the trip in a couple of weeks.”

Zack rolled his eyes, “I’m beginning to hate these trips. Two years and two mishaps. Let’s see if y’all can get through this trip without incident.” He laughed.

“Funny, it wasn’t our fault those things happened. Is there anything else?”

“No, don’t be late, my wife will have my butt.”

She laughed and walked out of his office. She grabbed her purse and stopped by the receptionist desk. “Bella, are you ready for lunch?”

“Yep, just let me tell Zeke.”

Zeke Boyd is Zack’s twin brother and just married Chris Noland New Year’s Eve. She’s the other owner of S & C Consulting.

Bella walked back into the front office and her and Jess walked across to the salon that Dani owned in the strip mall. They could all walk to the Café together.

They walked into the back of the salon, “Hey Dani, we’re here and ready for lunch.” Jess said.

“Hello ladies. Jess, can you run next door and see if everyone over there is ready?”

“Sure thing.”

S & C sat next door to “Top of the Line Salon”. Dani bought the strip mall a couple of years ago when she moved back to Hope with the money coming from her divorce settlement.

Jess ran over to S & C and gathered up Chris, Sam, Jac, Abby, and Suzy. Jac is Jess’ roommate and also the office manager at S & C. Abby is the receptionist, and Suzy is Vic’s little sister and just started working at S & C until she figures out what she wants to do. Her life has been in turmoil lately and she just needs a break.

They locked up S & C and everyone met at Dani’s salon. Then Dani and her girls, Izzie and Tay along with the rest went to the Café down and across the street from the strip mall.

They have had to get a much bigger table than what they used to get because the original five girls have added some more beauty to their group. The original five that went to high school together and traveled together were Dani, Sam, Vic, Jac, and Chris. Vic is a teacher and married another MSI man, Tim last year. They had a baby boy in December. Vic was off of school now and met everyone at the Café.

“Hello lovelies,” came the boisterous Mrs. Dickerson, owner of the Café.

“Hello’s,” came from all around the huge table that Mrs. Dickerson had prepared prior to the girls arriving.

She already had tea and water around the table and made sure they all had salads.

Vic brought baby Max with her and the girls were passing him around and cuddling him, cooing, and just loving having the baby around.

Dani just found out that she’s pregnant and due in November.

Jac is the trip planner this year. They all take turns in planning the yearly event.

“So Jac, what’s the plan?” Dani asked.

Jac is so excited, “Wilmington, North Carolina or better yet Kerr Beach.”

All the girls looked very interested.

“Kerr Beach is off the coast of North Carolina south of Wilmington. There’s a lot to do if we want. There are day tours on the water, Cape Fear has beach scenic tours, there’s Old Wilmington, lots of places to eat. The place where we’ll stay is Blue Marlin Beach lodging. I booked all four rooms. They have kitchenettes if we don’t want to eat out. It’s right on the beach. We’ve never been east, and I thought it would be different.”

“I love it!” Dani was excited. “Just put in plenty of pee stops, I will have to go a bunch I’m sure.”

All the girls laughed.

Vic was a little apprehensive because it was so far away. She didn’t know how she would feel about leaving baby Max for two weeks. She knew she could video chat and call. Baby Max was going to have both his grandmothers there to take care of him. Poor Tim, she thought, then smiled.

All the girls were chattering back and forth about the trip.

It was going to be some of the girls first summer trip with the illusive five. Bella, Tay, and Abby had never been on a trip. Suzy and Izzie went last year for the first time. And Jess went for the first time two years ago.

Jess was ready to go. She loved these trips even though the last two ended after a tragedy, they had fun up to that point.

Several large men walked into the Café and noticed the table of gorgeous women. They approached with caution.

“Hello ladies, how are y’all today?” A strong healthy male voice came from behind Vic.

“Hi babe, how are you,” Vic smiled up at her handsome husband, Tim Dalton. He worked for MSI and entered with five of the other men from MSI, Zack, Zeke, Stormy, Josh, and JR. Tim bent down and kissed his wife.

Zack was married to Dani. Zeke was married to Chris, Stormy was married to Sam, Josh is dating Jac, and JR was interested in Jess. Each man, with the exception of JR, went and kissed their wives or girlfriends. JR looked at Jess and smiled. She smiled back.

Jess loved the way JR looked and he seemed like a nice guy, but she hasn’t given him the opportunity to ask her out. He was there for her in Idaho during the kidnapping ordeal. He took care of her last year during Tim’s shooting, but she had been somewhat standoffish because she was afraid to get too close.

JR came up to Jess and said hello to her. She shyly said hi back. She has years of issues to deal with and JR deserves someone better than her.

The men took a table near the back so they could have lunch. JR is still watching Jess, but she is ignoring him as best she can. She can feel him watching her, but she doesn’t dare look.

“Man, why don’t you just ask her out?” Zeke popped off to JR.

“What? Who?”

The whole table of men roared with laughter.

Tim said, “Who? Who do you think, Jess?”

“I don’t think she’s interested.”

“Best way to find out, ask her,” Zack said. “All she can say is no.”

“Yeah, she may say no thank you,” Stormy threw his two cents in with a huge smile.

Josh pipes in, “I think she’s shy. Maybe you could ask her when no one’s around.”

“She’s your sister, you really think I should ask her out?”

“Yeah, she’s a great person. Love’s people, fun to be around, she may be my kid sister, but she’s old enough to date. You’re a good guy. I would approve,” Josh bowed his head slightly and laughed.

The table all laughed again.

“Maybe I will. Like Zack said, the worst she can say is no, right.”

“Yep’s,” came from all the guys.

Mrs. Dickerson came over to the table, “Whatcha want to order today fella’s?”

The men gave the voluminous Mrs. Dickerson their orders.

Mr. and Mrs. Dickerson have owned the Café forever according to what Dani told Zack. The girls ate there in high school all the time and they owned it then. Mrs. Dickerson was in her early sixties, gray hair, pulled back into a ponytail, always wore a Café T-shirt and jeans. Her body was not small, but you could tell she once had curves. Her husband was the cook and a darn good one too. They were open for breakfast, lunch and dinner, six days a week.

“Be back soon gentlemen,” she walked off.

“Thank you Mrs. Dickerson,” came from all the men around the table.

As the men were talking about work and babies and whatever, JR kept glancing over at the ladies table to see if Jess would at least look at him. She never did. I thought she liked me, but she doesn’t seem to want to look at me or give me the time of day. Maybe I’ll just go into her office and ask her out. Maybe...
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Chapter 2
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John ‘JR’ Walker is a thirty-two-year-old optics and explosives specialist for MSI. He is a former Marine and his commander was Zack Boyd. When Zack left the Marine Corp he started MSI and hired former Marines. He has since started hiring other military personnel that served with him in the special forces. JR has short brown hair, but longer than the traditional military cut. His beautiful hazel eyes sometimes look blue and sometimes a light green, but they’re gorgeous. He is originally from New Mexico and moved in with Josh when he moved to Hope. He’s a cowboy and loves to shoot pool, play volleyball, and read.

JR’s family life in New Mexico wasn’t the best. He grew up poor, very poor. He joined the Marines to get away from the poverty his family was in. He hated New Mexico and was thrilled to get the call from his former commander and the job offer when he left the Corp.

Hope has proven to be a very busy place for it to be so small. Hope was full of friendly people and not a lot to do. JR likes to read in his spare time, suspense novels, and mysteries. He craves physical labor and physical activity. The men’s weekly volleyball games at the river are just one of the things JR likes to participate in. He runs, works out at the gym, and actually likes to dance once in a while when they go to the County Line Bar and Grill.

County Line is the hang out on Saturday nights for most people in town. The men and women of MSI and the ladies from the salon and S & C liked to meet out there and hang out and dance. County Line Bar and Grill is on the border of La Flore and Latimer counties in Oklahoma. It’s the only place to go in either county for any fun.

This particular Saturday night everyone was out there except Vic and Tim whose baby was too fussy and they wanted to stay home. Even Dani and Zack showed up, Dani seemed to be feeling good during her pregnancy so far.

The guys were in the back, playing pool and the ladies were at a couple of tables laughing and having a drink.

Debbie Thomas came up and was talking to all the ladies when a slow song came on, the men converged on the ladies table.

Debbie and her husband Mike have owned County Line for years. Dani and Vic both worked there back in the summers and during school. They have a nice bar and a grill that serves some wonderful chicken wings.

JR approached Jess and asked her to dance. She said yes and they stepped onto the dance floor. When JR took Jess into his arms, he felt a peace that he had only known when he held her, which was only a few times during stressful situations.

Jess knew he was a great guy, she could feel his warmth, she just couldn’t get past her fears. She liked it when he touched her and tried to take care of her, but her reservations and fears caused her brain to over-react in a negative way. She wouldn’t look at him when he tried to talk.

“Jess, how are things going? I hardly ever see you at work.”

“They’re good; I stay busy in my office mostly.”

“That’s good. Where are you all going on your trip this summer?”

“North Carolina.”

“That sounds fun, to the beach?”

“Yes.”

“Jess, why won’t you look at me?”

She was silent for a minute, then, “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I don’t bite or anything.”

She had a slight smile but kept silent.

“I thought maybe we could go out sometime. Just you and me, maybe out to dinner or something.”

“I don’t know.”

“Jess, I really like you. I’d like to get to know you better. I thought you liked me too. Was I reading the signals wrong?”

“No! I mean, oh I don’t know. There’s really not much to know. You could find someone else that is way more interesting than me.”

“But I like you.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“JR, please I just can’t.”

The song ended and he escorted her back to the table and kissed her hand as he helped her sit down. “If you change your mind, let me know. I would really like to see you outside of work and hanging out with friends.”

She just glanced up at him briefly and back down. If she looked at those magnificent bedroom eyes for too long she would be lost and agree to just about anything. She just shook her head.

JR left the table and went back to play pool.

“Did ya ask her?” Josh was looking at him.

“Yeah, she shot me down. Said she wasn’t interesting enough. I don’t know.”

“Let me talk to her and see what’s going on,” Josh was interested to know why his sister was acting the way she was with JR.

Back at the girls table, “Nice dance,” Dani was looking at Jess.

“Yeah.”

“I thought you liked JR.”

“I do, but I’m not good girlfriend material.”

“What, why not? You’re perfect.”

“No, I’m far from perfect. I’ve got too many skeletons for him.”

Chris spoke up, “Jess, we all have a past, you should give him a chance. He’s really nice.”

“I know he’s nice, that’s why...oh never mind. I need to go to the bathroom.”

She got up and Jac went with her to the bathroom. “What’s wrong with you? You like JR.”

“I know, I just don’t deserve such a great guy. I just can’t.”

“You make no sense to me. You have liked him for two years, why won’t you go out with him?”

“It’s just a fantasy. I’ll be fine. I think I need to go home.”

Jess ran out of the bathroom and Josh caught her, “Sis, you okay?”

“Yes, I just need to go home.”

“Do you need a ride?”

“No, just walk me to my car please.”

Josh walked Jess to her car, “Okay, what it is? You don’t normally act like this.”

“Josh, I don’t want to talk about it.” She got in her car and left, leaving Josh standing there wondering what in the world was wrong with his little sister.

When Jess got home she went to take a shower and scrubbed herself like she did the night way back when she was in college. I’m not worthy of happiness, I’m not worthy of a strong man, I’m not worthy of love. I’m damaged.
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THE GIRLS WERE LEAVING for the summer trip next weekend and JR decided he was going to show Jess exactly how he felt about her, without actually talking to her.

On Monday there was a card on Jess’ desk at work, it had a single yellow rose with it. The card read: Friendships are stronger when two people care about each other. Signed, Yours truly.

She looked around and didn’t see anyone and had no idea who would have put it on her desk. It had to be someone that was either there really early or came in sometime over the weekend and put it there. Well, she’ll start locking her door and see how far anyone gets then.

Tuesday morning a card and two white roses were on her desk, someone that has keys! The card read: white roses stand for new beginnings, these stand for you and me. Signed, Yours truly.

Jess went to Zack’s office, “Do you know who is putting things on my desk?”

“What do you mean?” Zack looked confused.

“For the past two days, I’ve had things left on my desk. Who’s doing it?”

“Jess, I have no idea. What kind of things? Bad things? I’ll call a meeting and get to the bottom of it if it’s something bad. I don’t tolerate that...”

“No, no it’s not bad. I just...oh never mind.” Jess went back to her office. It must be Josh or one of the guys being funny. The roses are nice though. She smiled and went to work.

Wednesday morning three pink roses lay next to a card: Admiration and appreciation come with the pink roses, and you are admired. Signed, Yours truly.

“Are you kidding me! Who’s doing this?”

Not one person came forward.

“JOSH!”

“What? Ooh nice. Where did you get the flowers?”

“I don’t know. Did you do this?”

“Um, no. Why would I? Did the cards say anything?”

“Oh yeah they say plenty. Maybe I should get Stormy to pull fingerprints.”

“Yeah sis, because your stalker is violent and sends flowers.”

“You know who is doing this don’t you?”

“Nope. I have a good idea, but nope don’t know.”

“Who?”

“Oh, you’ll have to see, I guess. I really don’t know. Just guessing.”

“Who, Josh? Or I will take you down.”

He just laughed. A little spitfire of a girl wasn’t going to take down a big bad Marine.

“Get out!”

“Dang, most girls love flowers and cards and stuff. Enjoy it sis, someone likes you.”

“I don’t need anyone to like me. I don’t have time and I’m not wor...”

“You’re not what?”

“Nothing, just go.”

“Jess, what’s going on? Really, what?”

“Nothing, just go.”

“Fine, but if you need to talk, I’m here. They are pretty nice though.” He left smiling all the way to the shop.

She thought it might be JR, but he was out of town on a job and won’t be back until Friday. Shit, who could it be and who can get it in here without me seeing them? “Bella, can you come to my office please?”

Bella walked in, “Wow, nice flowers. Who are they from?”

“I don’t know, I was hoping you did.”

She nodded her head, “No, I have no idea.”

“Well crap, who would do this?”

“Seriously, who cares, it’s nice. I would love to get flowers.”

“Well, I don’t. I don’t deserve them.”

Bella was looking at her with misgivings, “Everyone deserves flowers from time to time.”

“I don’t okay. Well, thanks.”

Bella shrugged and went back to her desk.

Thursday morning a similar display of roses, four orange roses and the card read: The orange rose is full of desire, I desire you and you are worth everything wonderful to me. Signed, Yours truly.

Friday morning was four red roses and one lavender. The card read: Red is for love, but lavender is for love at first sight. You caught my eye with your beauty and you catch my breath with your heart, Signed, Yours truly.

On Saturday the girls met for lunch at Dani’s. On her counter was a vase with a white, pink, yellow, orange, red, and lavender roses, two of each color with one yellow rose with red tips. Dani looked at Jess, “These came for you this morning. I didn’t read the card, but who are they from?” asking in a sultry voice.

“I don’t know. I’ve had roses and cards every day this week. I have no idea who they’re from.”

“Read the card,” Chris spoke up with excitement.

Jess picked it up and read it: Each rose reminds me of your beauty. White for your perfect skin, yellow for your gorgeous hair, orange for the desire in your eyes, lavender for love at first sight, and red for the love that could be. A yellow rose with red tips proves that
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