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Prologue
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The smell of filth and stench accosted her nostrils and she almost couldn’t breathe. She tried to open her eyes. When she finally did get them open, she wished she hadn’t. She tried to figure out where her mother had drug her to. She couldn’t remember where they were or why they were there. She could guess and would probably be right but wasn’t for sure.

I was a sixteen-year-old trying to keep my mother and myself out of trouble until I could graduate and leave home. My mom found money anyway she could except an actual job, selling drugs, selling her body, but nothing legit. Sue O’Connell had hit rock bottom and was trying to drag me down with her.

I had friends at school and some of my teachers would help me out. They tried to call child protective services, but Sue would always manage to finagle her way around the system and keep me. I couldn’t figure out why she wanted me around, I was only a hindrance and seemed to be in the way most of the time.

The smell was bad, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I knew I needed to find my mom before the men in the house woke up and found her. Sue decided that she would work for this one man in particular. He was mean and nasty and made her mom do unspeakable things with anyone that came around. He would throw some money her way and she would go buy some food for me and drugs for herself.

Sue was the house whore and was obligated to this one man. Sue had gotten in deep with him on some drugs or something and was having to pay it off by being available when he wanted her to be.

I made sure I stayed out of sight and hid in the car or outside somewhere so I couldn’t be seen or found by the man or any other men. The man had made a comment to Sue one time that he would take me in exchange for her debt and Sue made sure I was at least away from the men. Sue wanted better for me, she just didn’t know how to get me away from the life she was leading.

I found mom and quietly got her up and left the stench of that ratty old house as fast as I could carry mom out of there. I would get mom to our apartment and get ready for school.

There was a teacher that I adored, Mrs. Stevens. She would allow me to come by in the mornings and take a shower in her daughter's bathroom, get ready for school, and make sure my clothes were washed. Mrs. Stevens was able to get some clothes for me that were too small for her daughter and pass them down. I was always embarrassed, but so appreciative of Mrs. Stevens for helping me through life. My teacher called the child protective services several times trying to get me in her home so she wouldn’t have to worry about me so much, but I wouldn’t leave mom. I was afraid she would die, and I would never see her again. If I weren’t there to pull her out of those rat traps of places mom found herself in.

One day the counselor called me into her office to talk with her about what was going on with her mom.

“Abigail, I received a call from the local police department. They have arrested your mom and it looks like she will be staying in jail for a while. Do you have somewhere you can go?”

About the time Abigail was going to tell her no, Mrs. Stevens appeared at the councilor’s office. “Mrs. Stone, she can stay with us. I will take responsibility for her since the state of Arkansas won’t.”

Mrs. Stone looked up at Mrs. Stevens, “I’ll have to clear that with the district, but for right now, that will be fine.” She turned to Abigail, “Sweety, do you understand what is going on here? Are you okay with going to Mrs. Stevens house?”

I just found out my mom was in jail and I was trying to figure out how to get her out of there when Mrs. Stone asked the questions. I could only shake my head.

Mrs. Stevens took me with her to her classroom. “Honey, we will be okay. No one has to know what has happened okay. I’ll make sure you are protected.”

I looked at Mrs. Stevens and tears started to flow down my cheeks. Mrs. Stevens pulled me in for a hug and told me that everything was going to be okay. All I could do was shake my head and cry.
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(Fourteen Years later)

Abigail ‘Abby’ O’Connell sat in the statuary of the local church in Hope, Oklahoma watching her friends Tay and Seth get married. She wondered if she would ever have that chance. She really had a thing for one of the MSI men, but never acted on her feelings.

Tay Hanover was a friend Abby met three years ago when she walked into the salon Tay worked in trying to kill time. Another friend of Abby’s, Bella Treat was interviewing for a receptionist job at MSI. MSI is Mountain Security and Investigation company, they work security, run security, and investigate operations that are more than some government agencies can handle.

While Bella was interviewing for her job, Abby walked into the salon to get a trim. While she was there, she found out that S & C Consulting Firm was looking for a receptionist. The lady cutting her hair was Dani Vaughn, she was engaged to Zack Boyd at the time who owns MSI. We are all one big happy family here. Damn I got lucky with this group of friends.

Tay and Seth were reciting their vows to each other.

Seth Michaels was one of Zack’s men at MSI. He came to town a couple of years ago and was in the Marines with Zack.

Tay looks so pretty today. They are so cute together. One day maybe I will have that chance too. I’m not feeling sorry for myself. Who cares if all my friends are married and having babies? You make sure he’s the one for you before you jump. But damn, no one has even asked me out in so long, I don’t know that I would know how to act. Shit now they are kissing. The party's at Zack and Dani’s ranch after this. I always get to dance with someone, usually Dane, if he shows up.

Abby looked around and found Dane sitting near the back of the room. He gave her a smirky smile. She also noticed a few other men that hadn’t been there before. Zack hired Seth’s three brothers, Rob, Pete, and Paul. They are just as handsome as the rest of the MSI team. Maybe they will ask me to dance later. If Dane didn’t look like Superman, I would be much better off. She smiled to herself.

I’m so glad I got out of that hell hole my mom had me in. I’m sorry she went to jail, but it was much better for me that she did.

Abby was in her own thoughts when one of the Michaels brothers came up to her, “Are you heading out to the ranch for the reception?”

Abby shook her head and looked up into the gorgeous deep blue eyes of Rob Michaels., “Yes, I will head out there in just a little bit.”

“Good, I hope to see you there,” he gave her a stunning smile. His brothers were yelling at him to come on. He gave her a wave and walked out the door.

Daniel ‘Dane’ Mitchell was standing in the corner waiting to see what Abby was going to do. Dane was a huge man, six foot six inches of pure muscle. Abby described him as a large Superman. When Dane saw Rob talking to Abby he got a twinge of jealousy and really didn’t understand why. He and Abby had danced some when they went out. He talked to her from time to time but had no reason to be jealous. He shook it off and walked out the back door.

Abby noticed Dane walk out behind Rob and wondered what he was waiting on.
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Abby rode to the ranch with Bella and her boyfriend Vinny. Vinny Webber started dating Bella about a year ago. She moved in with him a few months back leaving Abby by herself. It was the first time Abby lived by herself ever. She was enjoying her freedom and space. She remembered when she and Bella came to Hope for interviews. They had been in business school together.

Bella came up to Abby, “Hey girl, how are you doing today?”

“Great, that test in computer science class kicked my butt, but I’m good. How are you?”

“I’m great. I think I found a job.”

“Really, where?”

“It’s a little place in southeastern Oklahoma, in the mountains. It looks wonderful. I interviewed with the owner over the phone, and he wants me to come visit him in the next week or so.”

“Oh Bella, that’s wonderful. I wish I could find something. I’m hoping to get out of Ft. Smith. I hate it here and I hope I never have to come back.”

We had become friends during business school. We were both in the same program. Abby received a scholarship and Bella was there on grants. When they met, they hit it right off. They were both the same age and their pasts were similar. They both worked hard and finally were able to go to business school.

Bella is a gorgeous blonde with gray-green eyes. She’s taller than Abby’s five foot six inches, but only by two inches. They met in accounting class and decided they needed a study partner and have been studying together ever since.

“When you go, can I ride along? I would love to see where this place is.”

“Of course. I was going to ask you if you wanted to come with me.”

“Just let me know what day and we so I can get the time off from class.”

“Sure thing. Well, I need to run and pick up a few things from the grocery store. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See ya.”

Bella headed to her car and Abby walked to the bus stop.

Abby was able to find a small garage apartment near where she was attending school. She worked a part-time job at a convenience store and worked most afternoons and evening shifts. It was not what she wanted but it paid the bills for now.

Bella called Abby to let her know they would be going to Hope, Oklahoma Monday morning. Abby and Bella both were excited.

Monday morning came and we hit the road early. It was only an hour and half drive from Ft. Smith to Hope.

“So, tell me about the place? What would you be doing?” I was dying to find out more about the job Bella was interviewing for.

“It’s for a security company. I guess they do security equipment and stuff. I found a website for them, but it didn’t really tell me all that they did. The owner’s name is Zack Boyd. He and his twin brother opened it up about five month ago. Sounds interesting.”

“I wish they had two spots open. I don’t know what I will do without you.”

“Maybe there is something else in town that you could do. Wouldn’t it be fun to move there together? Maybe rent an apartment together. Dang that sounds fun.”

As they drove through the countryside of southeastern Oklahoma I noticed it didn’t look much different than parts of Ft. Smith. Mountains and trees everywhere.

We pulled up to what looked like an old mechanic shop that had been completely redone.

“Not bad,” Abby was admiring the building.

“Here are my keys, go look around town. I will call you when I’m done. Sound okay?”

“Sounds great. Thanks.”

I took Bella’s car to the main road in town. There was a strip mall that had a hair salon. She needed a trim so she thought she could kill two birds so to speak.

I walked into the Top of the Line hair salon and was greeted by a beautiful blonde woman.

“Can I help you?”

“Do you take walk-ins? I’m waiting on a friend, trying to kill some time.”

“Of course, I’m Dani. Welcome. Come on, I have a spot now? This is Tay if you ever need a mani-pedi, she’s your girl. And Izzie is just as good as I am if you need a cut or color and don’t want me or I’m not in, she’s your girl. You aren’t from around here are you?”

Abby smiled at the gorgeous ladies. Is everyone around here gorgeous? “Nice to meet you all. Um, to answer your question, no, my friend is interviewing at a security company. I was driving around town hoping to find something too. So I’m just killing time I guess.”

“What kind of work are you looking for?” Dani started washing Abby’s hair.

“I’m just finishing a program in Ft. Smith for business administration. So just about anything in business would be great. Know of anything?”

“Actually, my sister is looking for a receptionist. It’s entry level, but it might be something you would be interested in.”

“Oh my gosh, yes. What does your sister do?”

“She and her partner Chris have S & C Consulting Firm next door. They do payroll, software, it’s gotten quite busy since we moved here. After we get done I will take you over and introduce you.”

“Oh thank you so much. I do have a resume so I could at least leave that for her if she’s too busy to talk to me.”

“Okay, what kind of haircut do you want?”

“Oh I just need a trim really. Do you know anything about that security company that my friend is interviewing at?”

“As a matter of fact I do, my fiancé owns the company with his brother. Great guys, there are several really good-looking men that work there. Your friend will love it.” Dani gave her a sly smile.

“I hope she gets it. We are both wanting out of Ft. Smith.”

“Well, let’s get you finished here, and I will walk you over to Sam’s office.”

“Thank you so much, you are so kind. Is this a nice place to live?”

“It’s the best. I just moved back about three months ago. I’m from Hope and my sister and friends moved back to open S & C. They begged me to move back, so here I am.”

“You are really nice. Is everyone here this nice?”

“For the most part.” Dani looked at me and gave her a surreptitious look.

When Dani finished with my hair she told Tay and Izzie she was walking next door and would be right back.

Izzie told me it was nice to meet her.

Tay spoke up, “Good luck, we could use some more beauty around here.”

I wasn’t sure who she was referring to but walked into the S & C Consulting firm and there was another lovely woman.

Dani addressed the woman behind the front desk, “Jac, meet Abby. She wants to apply for the receptionist job you have open.”

“Fantastic, we need more help. Thank you Dani.”

Dani looked at me, “Good luck and tell my sister to hire you, I think you would be an asset here. It was nice to meet you.”

“Thank you Dani, it was nice to meet you.”

I turned to the woman Dani said was Jac, “I have a resume.”

“Wonderful,” Jac took the resume. “Have a seat, I’ll be right back.”

Jac went to the back and brought out two more of the most beautiful women she had ever seen. “Abby, this is Sam, and this is Chris. The S & C of the firm.”

I stood and shook both Sam and Chris’ hands. Sam spoke first, “I hear my sister brought you in.”

“Yes, I am in town with a friend who is interviewing at the security company and was looking around when I happened into the salon.”

Chris looked at the stunning woman standing in front of her, “Welcome Abby. Come on back, Sam and I can talk to you back here in our conference room.”

Abby followed the women and they directed her to a chair in the conference room.

Jac came by, “Can I get anyone anything to drink? We have water, sweet tea, and coke.”

I shook her head and said no thank you. Sam and Chris both declined as well. Jac went back to the front.

Chris spoke up first, “What brings you to Hope? We don’t get many people walking in off the streets around here.” She started laughing.

I smiled, “I have a friend that is interviewing at the security company MSI, and I thought I would look around here too. It seems like a wonderful little town and I want to get out of Ft. Smith.”

Sam asked the next question, “What kind of grades are you making in school?”

“I have a ninety-eight percent or three-point nine GPA. I missed one question on a test the first month I was there. Messed me all up.” She smiled a glorious smile at the ladies.

Sam looked at Chris and Chris looked back, “When can you start?”

“I have one week of school left. I will have to find a place to live, if I’m offered the job, maybe two weeks?”

“That would be perfect. We’re leaving on our summer trip for Idaho in a month. That would give Jac time to show you the ropes. You will have plenty to do while we’re gone. We will make sure of it.”

“You mean you are hiring me?”

“Yes, we are hiring you if you want the job.”

“Oh my gosh, yes. That is wonderful. Thank you so much.”

Sam was writing something down on paper. Then passed it to me. “The top number is your salary a year and the bottom numbers are phone numbers for the apartment building and the townhomes in town. I know there are two apartments open and three townhomes if you are interested. Chris lives in one of the townhomes with another friend of ours. Tay and Izzie from the salon and Jac live in the apartments. You and your friend should check them out.”

“Thank you so much. You are both so wonderful. This is amazing. Okay, I will see you both in two weeks.” Abby stood as Chris and Sam did, they all shook hands with each other, and Abby headed back to the salon.

When she walked in she looked at the women in the salon, Dani spoke up, “Congratulations!”

“How did you know?”

“I could tell from the gorgeous smile on that lovely face of yours. I’m so happy for you. When will you be here?”

“In two weeks. Sam gave me the numbers for the apartments and townhomes.”

Tay spoke up, “Izzie and I have an apartment. They are okay. But the townhouses are really nice and not that expensive. They just didn’t have any open when we moved here.”

“Thank you all so much for everything. I’m so impressed with everyone I’ve met. I can’t wait to get here. Oh, there’s my phone, my friend must be done. Thanks again everyone. See you all in a couple of weeks.” I waved at all the women in the salon and headed back to MSI to pick up Bella.

Bella walked out of MSI smiling, “Oh this is a good day.” I said out loud to herself.

Bella got in the car, “Let’s drive around town, we need to find a place to live.”

Abby smiled back at her, “Oh yes we do. Congratulations.”

“You found something already?”

“Yes, I will be working at S & C Consulting Firm next to the salon in the strip mall.” I pointed to the back of the strip mall. “They are paying me way above what I thought I would start at.”

“That’s so exciting.”

“They gave me numbers for the apartments and townhouses in town. Here call the townhomes and see if we can look.” Abby passed the paper to Bella.

“What’s this number on top?”

“That’s my starting salary.”

“Oh my gosh, you will make a little more than me, not much, but a little. That’s awesome. I can’t believe this is happening so fast. When did you tell them you could start?”

“Two weeks. We have this week to finish school and then a week to move”

“That’s what I told Zack and Zeke. Yes, that’s their names and they are identical twins. I will have to figure out how to tell them apart.” Bella was laughing at Abby.

The girls went to the townhouses first, loved the one they looked at, and put down a deposit. They let the landlord know they would be there in a little over a week to start moving in.

Abby was in her own thoughts and didn’t even realize they arrived at the ranch. Bella looked at Abby, “You okay?”

She looked up at her friend, “Yeah, I was just thinking about when we moved here. It seems so long ago. Everyone is either married, on the verge of marriage, or having babies now. But me, I have no one.”

“Oh come on, I thought you liked Dane.”

“I do, but he doesn’t seem to like me back. Before we left the church Rob Michaels came up to me and asked me if I was going to be here. Dane was standing in the back and walked out of the church like he was mad. Why on earth would he be mad?”

Bella smiled at Abby and grabbed her by the arm, “Come on let’s go see what those boys are up to.”

They headed around the corner to the backyard.
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Chapter 2
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Abby came around to the backyard and saw all of her friends. Dani and Zack Boyd, their daughter Zoey on the back deck and she just found out she is pregnant again. Vic and Tim Dalton and their two kids Max and Meagan. Vic had Max in the playpen with Zoey and was cradling two week old Meagan in her arms. Sam and Stormy Watson, Sam is Dani’s sister and Abby works for her at S & C. Sam is pregnant and due in December. Chris and Zeke Boyd. Zeke is Zack’s twin brother and they are expecting their first baby in January. Chris is sitting talking to Sam. Abby also works for Chris, she is the C in the S & C of the firm name.

Abby was looking around the yard and noticed that Suzy and Mitch Holland were sitting at a table with Jac and Josh Stands. Suzy is pregnant and due in January after Chris’ due date. Abby works with Jac at S & C, she’s the office manager.

Jess and JR Walker were talking with Izzie Malone and Nick Masters. Izzie and Nick are engaged and expecting a baby in May. Bella and Vinny are walking over to talk to Izzie and that group.

Then there are some men standing around talking to their boss Zack. Rob, Pete, and Paul Michaels were standing discussing something that looked somewhat important. Dane walked up and was talking to them now as well.

We have some new friends
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