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Chapter 1
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Taylor Hanover looked over at her mom and wondered why they couldn’t find a better place to live. She had friends that didn’t live like this, why do they have to. Taylor was a gorgeous little girl with red hair that looked like it had been kissed by the sun. 

When Taylor was in junior high her friend Jill asked her to spend the night, a sleepover. Jill lived in a really nice house in the country. Jill’s dad worked for an oil company and they had a lot of nice things. Taylor had never seen so many nice things in her life. 

Jill’s bedroom was huge compared to Taylor’s. Her bed was bigger than any bed Taylor had ever seen. Jill’s room was filled with furniture, dressers, mirror, bed, desk, and chair, and it was so bright and clean. 

Taylor compared it to a one-bedroom apartment that she had to share with her mom. The bed they slept in wasn’t as big as Jill’s, it was only a full-size bed and Taylor and her mom had to share. There was only one dresser that they shared too. You can fit my whole apartment in Jill’s bedroom alone. 

The rest of Jill’s house was the same. Full of large furniture. Her parents were great people too. Her dad worked for a large oil company in Oklahoma City and her mom stayed at home. 

Jill took Taylor to the kitchen and was going to fix them an after-school snack. Taylor never ate anything after school until dinner. Jill’s kitchen was gorgeous and full of all kinds of food. 

“Taylor, do you want some cheese dip and chips? I can make some if you want,” Jill’s mom asked her in a polite voice.

“Whatever you fix Jill will be fine with me,” Taylor was afraid to touch anything or even ask for anything.

Taylor was just thrilled to be asked to her friend’s house. She was glad to not be at home having to take care of herself for once.

Jill Castle was a girl that you would never know came from money. She never acted like she was any different than Taylor. Some of the girls in Taylor and Jill’s eight grade class that had money, you knew who they were. They had their hair done at a hair salon regularly, they had fake nails, their teeth weren’t crooked, they wore designer clothes with names of people Taylor hadn’t ever heard of. Jill wasn’t like them, she was nice, kind, happy. 

Jill’s little sister was only two years behind them in school, Rebecca. She was nice too and not bratty like some little sisters can be. Jill would include Rebecca in things that we did when we hung out and I thought that was nice. Big sisters aren’t always nice like that. It seemed Jill's whole family was pretty cool.

Back at school the next week, Jill and Taylor were sitting at a table at lunch eating when one of the snobby girls showed up, “Jill, why are you hanging around this loser? She’s a nobody and lives in an apartment on the wrong side of town.”

Jill just looked at Taylor with an apologetic look then looked at the snobby girl, “Barb, you need to leave us alone. No one pulled your string. Go away.”

Barb looked at her in disgust, “Your parents wouldn’t approve of this trash if they knew you hung out with her.”

“Not that isn’t any of your business, but Taylor has met my parents and they like her so go away. Don’t you need to flirt with the football players or something, just go.”

Jill looked back at Taylor, “Don’t pay any attention to Barb, her parents don’t like her either.” Then she laughed.

Barb stormed off and a huff.

“Taylor, I’m sorry, she used to be nice. I have no idea why she is the way she is. Her parents are really nice people too. She’s just jealous.”

“Jealous of what?”

“You,” Jill told her.

Taylor’s eyes bugged out of her head, “Why on earth would she be jealous of me?”

“You are so pretty, inside and out. She’s not. People like you and can talk to you, no one wants to talk to Barb.”

“I doubt that’s it.”

“Don’t pay any attention to her, she doesn’t matter anyway. So, are you going to the eighth-grade dance Saturday night?”

“I don’t know, I don’t think I have anything to wear.” Taylor looked down at her food.

“I bet I have something in my closet that you could use. Can you come over Friday after school and spend the night? We can go through my clothes and then maybe you can just ride with me to the dance.”

“I’ll check. I don’t think it would be a problem, but I have to ask my mom.”

“Okay, that’s good.”

Taylor was feeling a little bit better but knew people would always judge her from where she came from and who she was. Her mom worked two jobs trying to make it. Taylor never knew her dad. He left when her mom found out she was pregnant. He said he didn’t want kids. Taylor didn’t even know who he was. 

Taylor’s mom was a nice lady, she just worked all the time trying to make sure that Taylor had food and clothes to wear. Janice Hanover was the queen of thrift stores and could make anything look good on Taylor. Taylor didn’t seem to mind because the clothes her mom found were really not all that bad, even though they came from a second-hand store or something.

Taylor loved to read. She would read fairy tales, and then later in high school she moved to romance novels. She would always fantasize about what her future husband or even boyfriend would be like. She wanted a strong, handsome, fun-loving man. She knew that those types of men really didn’t exist, or not in her world anyway, she liked to dream.

Taylor’s senior year in high school found her wanting to get out of where she lived with her mom and make something of herself. College was not an option after high school because it would cost too much, and her mom just didn’t have the money. Taylor decided to go to school to be a manicurist. The school time was very short, and you could make a lot of money doing manicures and pedicures. 
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Taylor ‘Tay’ Hanover went to work in some very upscale salons after she finished getting her manicurist license. She loved working with people and loved the work she did. Tay grew up to be a gorgeous woman. Her red hair became a darker red, but she kept highlights in it to accentuate her beautiful facial features. She had fair skin, high cheekbones, and a killer body. 

She had dated off and on for several years. She met a man at a benefit for hungry children in Oklahoma City. He seemed to be a great guy. They dated and got close. He came to her one day and told her he had a job offer in southeastern Oklahoma and wanted to know if she would go. She said yes and they moved to McAlister. She found a job in a salon and met a lady by the name of Dani Vaughn. 

Shortly after meeting Dani, Tay’s boyfriend decided that he didn’t like McAlister and moved back to Oklahoma City, he just forgot to tell Tay. She was left with a large apartment payment and some bills that he decided he didn’t want either. 

She was floored and would talk to Dani about it. “How could someone do that? I thought he cared about me. Men can be such assholes.”

Dani went to her and gave her a hug. “Tay, you can come stay with me for a while until you can find a place if you want. I have an extra room. It’s not much, but it’s a nice apartment in a nice building.”

Tay took her up on it and was able to get out of her lease. The landlord was very understanding. Also, Tay had found someone to take the apartment before she left which helped the landlord understand ever better.

Dani had been dating one of her customers for about a year and they had decided to get married. Jack and Dani would move to Jack’s place and Tay could stay at Dani’s that way Tay didn’t have to move. Things were looking up for sure.

Tay had been able to save a lot of money while she lived with Dani and was able to live pretty much on her own without help from anyone for once in her life. She was self-sufficient which made her feel good about herself. For years she battled self-esteem issues and knew that she needed to be on top of things in order to feel good. She did not ever want to be in the situation that her mother had been in so many years ago.

Tay worked with Dani for over seven years. One day Dani walked in and told everyone she was getting a divorce and moving back home. 

“Dani, what am I going to do without you?”

“You could come with me. I’m going to open a salon in Hope, and you can come work with me there.”

“I don’t know. I have a very good clientele here. I like it here, what is there to do in Hope?”

“Nothing but the river and a bar and grill. But I have friends that live there, my sister is going to be there, it’s going to be fun. Just think about it. If you decide you need a change, let me know.”

The girls hugged and Dani packed up her stuff and left the salon she had been a part of for over ten years and headed home to Hope, Oklahoma.

Tay couldn’t see herself anywhere but where she was. She liked it and she really enjoyed the people she worked with. One of the other girls had been really close with Tay and Dani, Izzie Malone. 

Izzie was a hairdresser and really hated to see Dani leave. Dani gave her the same invitation to come to Hope that she had given to Tay.

Tay and Izzie met one Friday night after Dani had left. “What are we going to do without Dani? She’s always been the stronger of the three of us. No offense,” Tay told Izzie.

Izzie giggled, “None taken. I don’t know. I miss her already and she’s only been gone a few days.”

“Maybe we can take a trip down to see her one weekend and look around her little town,” Tay suggested.

“Oh, I would love that. Let’s plan on doing that.”
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Izzie and Tay took a trip to see where Dani had moved. They went one weekend in early May just after Dani left McAlister. 

“Dani, we love your new shop. It’s great! Can you show us around the town a little?” Tay asked

“Of course, there isn’t much to see, but I will show you everything we have.”

Izzie wanted to know if the shop was doing good.

“The shop is doing way better than I even expected it to. In this first month of being opened, I made almost as much as I did in McAlister before I left. It’s getting busier and busier all the time. Are you two looking to move maybe? I’m hoping?”

Izzie and Tay looked at each other and then back at Dani, “Yes,” in unison. 

Dani was jumping up and down and clapping her hands, “You will love it here. I promise. When do you want to start?”

“We both have a few things to finish up in McAlister but maybe at the end of the month.” Tay was excited.

Izzie spoke up, “Maybe sooner, but for sure by the end of the month. Don’t you take your summer trip with your friends in June?”

“I do, we are going to Idaho. It’s going to be so much fun.”

“That will leave us to keep the shop open then. You won’t have to shut down for two weeks.” Izzie was thinking and talking at the same time.

“Perfect, I’m so excited you two are moving here. Where are you going to stay?”

“Are there apartments or anything around here for rent?” Tay asked.

“Yes, there are some really nice townhouses or there is this nice apartment building not too far from the shop. Let me find the owner’s number and you can give them a call. Make sure you tell them that you know Dani Vaughn. They may be more helpful.”

Both girls nodded and took the number. Izzie called and Tay and Dani kept talking about all the possibilities that could happen even in a small town like Hope.

Izzie came back over to where the girls were, “He said he has one unit left, some guys just rented one and he thinks the other will be taken as well by a couple of girls that just moved here to work at a consulting firm.”

Dani spoke up, “Yeah, my sister and her friend Chris have S & C Consulting. They do computer software and human resources stuff, payroll, that kind of thing. Anyway, they hired a couple of people and they were looking at the apartments the other day.”

“We better grab that one up then if it’s the only one,” Izzie looked at Tay.

They both agreed to take the apartment and make sure they had a place to live. Then they headed back to McAlister with the promise of being back before the end of the month, probably sooner. They just wanted to let all their customers know they would be leaving.
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Chapter 2

[image: image]


Jacob ‘Seth’ Michaels is a former Marine. He moved to Hope, Oklahoma to work for his former commander, Zack Boyd. Seth was glad for the change, Phoenix was becoming a bit of a mess with his family.

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. 

Seth is a machine specialist and works well with all the men in the Mountain Security and Investigations company. When he was a boy he hated living on what was considered the wrong side of town. It was dumpy little houses and apartments. His dad gambled and would spend all their money at the casino. 

Seth learned how to work on large and small equipment and could earn enough money to help his mom out on the bills and groceries. He also finished school at the top of his class. Seth was a bright young man and wanted more out of life than poverty had afforded his family.

When he graduated from high school he joined the Marines and was shipped off to San Diego. His mother and brothers would write to him to let him know things were going well, and they didn’t want him to worry about home. 

One night just before graduation, Seth got called into the Sargent’s office. His dad had gotten in over his head with some bad guys and was found dead on the edge of the desert. The new Marine didn’t even shed a tear. The Sargent wasn’t sure if that was his training or he wasn’t all that upset. The Sargent told him he could finish out the week and attend graduation or head back home to bury his father, he would not be penalized for the last two days of boot camp. Seth chose to stay.

He did call his mother and brothers to let them know he would not be there and was sorry, but he just couldn’t get there before the funeral. They understood and wished they could be there to watch him graduate, it was quite an accomplishment for one of the Michaels boys.

Seth’s brothers followed him into the Marines, one every year for three years. The four boys found each other often in the middle of the war, but were able to reunite a few times while in the Corp.

When Seth got the call from Zack about working for him, Seth had just returned from the Marines and was able to see his mom. Seth tried to convince her to move to Hope with him, but she wouldn’t, she said Phoenix was home and she wouldn’t leave. 

Seth arrived in Hope the first of June and moved in with another MSI man, Tim Dalton. Their former commander met a woman and they had moved in together. He never thought his tough hard ass commander would ever settle down. Zack had proposed to Dani Vaugh just after Seth arrived. 

Dani and some of her friends always took a trip each summer and this year they were fixing to head to Idaho for a two-week trip. Dani owned the salon in the strip mall and had two girls working there. Seth and all the MSI men got their hair cut by Dani or Izzie. There was another girl in there named Tay and she did something to fingers and toes, Seth wasn’t sure what you call it, but knew she was always busy when he went in to get his haircut, which he did every two-weeks. He kept his short military cut and liked it that way.

On Saturday night before the girls left for their trip, all the men had headed for the County Line Bar and Grill to shoot some pool and have a few beers. 

County Line Bar and Grill was owned by Mike and Debbie Thomas. They have been there for over forty years. Mike found the bar in disrepair and fixed it up. Debbie insisted on having food, so they build the grill area and have the best wings anywhere around. The County Line sits on the border of Lamar and La Flore Counties in southeastern Oklahoma and borders Arkansas. It’s the only place to let loose and have fun on a Friday or Saturday night in two counties.

When the girls walked into the bar, all the men turned and stared at them. Every single one of the women that hung out with Dani, were gorgeous. Some were prettier than others, but they all were gorgeous. Seth had noticed that Tay arrived with Izzie. They shared an apartment together and were not going on the trip tomorrow.

A two-step came on and all the men converged onto the ladies table and each one asked to dance with one of the women. Seth asked Tay and they hit the floor.

Seth being six foot two inches seemed perfect for Tay’s five-foot seven-inch tiny frame. She had long legs and curves that could knock sailors off ships. 

“I heard you weren’t going on the summer trip, why not?” Seth was trying to start a conversation with Tay.

“Well, since I just started at the salon, I didn’t feel it was time for me to go on vacation. Besides, it’s just for Dani and her close high school friends I think.”

“Oh, good point. How are you liking it here?”

“It’s been great so far. You just moved here didn’t you?”

“Yes, about two weeks ago. It’s been good so far.”

They finished their dance and he returned her to her table with the other ladies. “Thank you Ms. Tay for the lovely dance,” and kissed the back of her hand.

Tay thought he was very handsome and really liked blonds. She had seen him around and at the salon when Izzie cut his hair, those blue eyes though, they sparkled.

Seth returned to the pool tables and Zack looked at him, “Better be careful with those ladies, they are addictive.”

Seth just smiled at his boss and grabbed a cue stick to play around the pool. 
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Seth thought Tay was one of the most gorgeous women he had ever seen but didn’t think she would like him, so he didn’t really pursue her. He decided he would look from a distance and dance with her sometimes when they were out. 

He watched her for two years. Over the past two years several of their friends have gotten married or engaged to be married soon. Zack and Dani were married and now have a little girl. Tim married Dani’s best friend Vic and they have a little boy and another baby on the way. Sam, Dani’s sister, married Stormy Watson from MSI. Zeke, Zack’s twin brother, married Chris Noland, one of Dani’s other friends. 

Sam and Chris own S & C Consulting Firm next door to Dani’s salon in the mall. 

Then Jac Lee, the office manager at S & C married Josh Stands, another MSI man. MSI guy JR married Jac’s friend and MSI office manager Jess Stands, yep, Josh’s kid sister. And now here we are sitting at yet another wedding of our friends, Mitch Holland, and Suzy Wilson. Suzy is Vic’s little sister and Mitch works for MSI. 

Nick started seeing Izzie just recently which was never supposed to happen. Nick was always the major player of the men. He could pick up a woman and have her in his bed within an hour of meeting her, he knew how to charm the pants off of any woman, literally. Now he only wants to see Izzie, we are all watching that development closely. 

Seth went to Tim, they used to room together until Tim married Vic. “Man, how the hell did all you assholes get such great women in a small town like Hope?”

“Lucky I guess,” Tim had a coprophilous grin on his face. 

“Luck had nothing to do with it, even Nick has a girl now. What the hell is up with that?” Seth looked perplexed.

Tim kept smiling, “Man, you need to just let things happen. You got a girl in mind?”

“Maybe.”

“Well, ask her out. Chances are she has wanted to go out with you too.”

“You don’t even know who it is.”

“Oh don’t I, you know you act differently every time she’s around.”

“Who?”

“Who? Damn man, go ask her out, stop stalling.”

“What if she says no, then what?”

“I don’t know, Vic said yes,” again with that damn smile. “Just ask her to dance, y’all seem good on the dance floor together. I’ve seen you out at County Line dancing before. I can’t believe you haven’t asked her before now anyway.”

“Fine, I’ll go ask her. But if she shoots me down, I’m blaming you.”

“Whatever man, you need to ask with some finesse, be smooth.” Tim smiled at Seth and went to find his wife.

Mitch and Suzy had been dating for the past year or so and the wedding was beautiful. It was the party that was the best part of the evening. Dancing, eating, and drinking, Seth liked the reception part of all the weddings he had attended over the past couple of years, they were always fantastic. 

Seth approached Tay and asked her to dance, she got up and they headed to the dance floor.

“How’s it going Seth? How have you been?”

“Good, you?”

“Good, it’s been busy at work, so I like that.”

“Yeah, we have a couple of jobs out of town. I like going on those but I like coming home even better.”

They kept dancing and making small talk. Seth finally got up the nerve to ask Tay, “Would you be interested in going out with me sometime?”

“Maybe, where would you like to go?”

He shrugged a little, “I don’t know, dinner, movie, both. We could drive to McAlister or Ft. Smith.”

“That’s quite a way to go for a date, don’t you think?”

“Maybe, but they have better restaurants, we just have the Café, and everyone eats there.”

“True, McAlister wouldn’t be so bad. There are those restaurants out at Krebs, they are always good.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever eaten there. I heard they had great Italian food.”

“Yes, Pete’s is the best. I guess we could drive over there. When would you like to go?”

“Are you going on the summer trip this year?”

“No, I decided I would stay home. They are only going to be gone for a week this time. With babies and Vic getting bigger, they didn’t want to risk going off too far. It’s become a joke that Zack will have to pick them up in the chopper, they never get to drive all the way back home.”

The year the girls went to Idaho, Dani was kidnapped by her ex and beaten pretty badly before Zack and the men found her. The next year, Tim was shot in a raid on a warehouse in Tulsa. The next year, Jess was abducted and had to spend three days in the hospital from Tim shoving her to the ground while they tried to rescue her. Tay decided their trips were a little more adventurous than she had bargained for.

Seth smiled and decided that when Tay smiled, she looked even more gorgeous than she does when she doesn’t smile. 

“So how about next Friday night? I can pick you up and we can head to McAlister.”

“Sounds great. Seth, can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Why has it taken you so long to ask me out?”

“I didn’t know you were interested. Why didn’t you ask me out?” He was smiling down at her.

“Ladies don’t ask men out, the men should do the asking,” Tay was very matter of fact about it.

“I see, you seem to be a little old fashioned. I like that.”

“I am, I hate that girls throw themselves at guys, it’s unattractive in my opinion.”

“I agree Tay, I’m sorry it took me so long to ask. I was afraid you would say no.”

“Seth, we have been dancing with each other for over two years, you’ve had plenty of opportunities to ask.”

“I know, I just don’t like to be rejected.”

“Are you kidding me, you're gorgeous. Why would any woman reject you?”

When Tay said he was gorgeous he looked at her questioningly, “You think I’m gorgeous? Shit, I was afraid to ask you out because you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. You like to have fun, but you never let it go overboard. Your smile is contagious, and you laugh from somewhere deep inside. You are...well...gorgeous, inside and out.”

Tay was stunned. Her mouth fell open and Seth wanted nothing more than to pull her closer and kiss that beautiful mouth. But he didn’t, he would wait for just the right time. He didn’t want to rush, but it had been almost three years since they met. He smiled to himself.

I will make next
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