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Chapter 1
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Stopping so soon after leaving her grandfather’s ranch was not Courtney Nickel’s plan. She needed to get the cattle to Ft. Worth and get them sold. The ranch was not going to last if she didn’t find some money.

Courtney visited her grandad, Bart Nickels and found out the ranch she was raised on was holding on by a thread. He was about to lose everything if something didn’t happen soon. Courtney knew she needed to do something so her family ranch could stay around another hundred years.

As she slowed to pull through Hope, Oklahoma, she heard a loud pop, then a bang, her right front tire blew and there was smoke coming from under the hood of the old pickup. She pulled to the side of the road, just across from the mini mall, put her head on the steering wheel and tears formed in her eyes.

“I’m not going to cry now. I need to find someone to fix this truck and get to Ft. Worth.”

There was a knock on the window, and she looked up. What she saw was an Adonis. She really thought he was a vision and not real. Then another knock, “Ma’am, can I help you?”

“Shit,” she rolled down the window. “Um...well...I think the radiator cap is good, can you just slide a new truck under it, and I’ll be on my way.” She gave him a half smile.

He burst out laughing. “Well now, I’m not sure about the new truck, but I can look under the hood and see if I can fix whatever it is that broke. Then I can change that blow out you had.”

“You are really kind. Thank you.” She popped the hood of the truck and watched the gorgeous man walk to the front of the truck and lift up the hood. More steam rolled out as he pushed the metal piece up to a stopping position.

All of a sudden her mouth was dry, and she couldn’t move. Damn what’s wrong with me. Get out of the truck and see if you can help.

She reached for the Coke in the cup holder and took a swig hoping beyond hope that would help, it didn’t.

She pulled the door handle and opened the door to her grandad’s old Chevy hoping the damage wasn’t as bad as she feared and walked around to the front of the truck.

She looked up into the most glorious deep blue eyes that she had ever seen, and her mouth dropped open. Shit Courtney, get it together here, he’s just a man.

The Adonis looked down and smiled at her.

Oh hell, he has dimples too.

“Well ma’am, you have a problem. I’m no mechanic, but I think you have a busted head.”

She looked at the magnificent mass of muscle, “My head, what’s wrong with my head?”

“No ma’am, there is nothing wrong with your head,” touching her temple with his finger. “The headers on the truck, I think you busted one.”

“Oh, yeah right. Okay, shit. What do I do? Is there a mechanic in town?”

“Yes ma’am, let me givem’ a call and then we need to see about getting your cattle to a pasture until this gets fixed.” The man pulled his phone from his pocket and started making phone calls. When he was done he turned to look at her, “Okay, my boss and some of the guys I work with will be right here to help you with the cattle. Jack will be here to tow the truck to the garage. Do I need to call anyone for you?”

“Um, well I can call my grandad. That’s his cattle and truck. I was trying to get them to market.”

“Who’s your grandad? Is he around here?”

“My family farm is just north of here about ten miles.”

About the time she was getting ready to tell him she would call her grandad two black SUV’s with blacked out windows pulled up. The sight that pulled from those vehicles was one she will never forget.

Tight blue jeans, boots, black t-shirts with MSI blazoned on the front left peck, and baseball caps or cowboy hats. And speaking of pecks, they were a wall of major muscle and testosterone. Holy shit, what do they put in the water around here?

A tall, not as tall as Adonis but almost, a gorgeous broad chested military man spoke, “Ma’am, I’m Zack Boyd, Rob said you were having some trouble. What can we do to help?”

“Well, I’m not sure. I was on my way to market with my grandad’s cattle and the truck decided to break down before I could even get out of Hope.”

“Who’s your grandad, chances are I might know him.”

“Bart Nickels, he has a place just north of here.”

“Yeah, we know him.” He turned to another muscled up man, “Josh, call Bart and let him know that his granddaughter will be at the Café while we get his cattle back out to his ranch.”

The man named Josh was on his phone and talking before Courtney could register what was going on.

“Seth, you and Pete escort Ms...ma’am, I didn’t get your name.”

“Oh, sorry, Courtney...Courtney Mason, I mean Nickels. Thank you really, I can see myself to the Café.”

“I insist. I would hope if my wife were out and broke down somewhere, there would be someone to help her.” He smiled a brilliant smile.

“Well, thank you. I appreciate that.” She looked at the two men Zack pointed out and they came up one on each side of her.

“Hi, I’m Seth and this is my brother Pete. The one that stopped to help you is another brother of mine, Rob.”

“It’s nice to meet you both. And thank you so much for your help.”

Before they left for the Café, Courtney reached into the truck and pulled out her purse and phone, then stepped back in line with the two other Adonis like men. She looked back and all she saw was a wall of men, majorly huge men, working on the truck and talking.

Seth and Pete took Courtney’s arms and started walking toward the Café when two women walked out of a salon across the street.

The pretty redhead walked straight up to the guy named Seth and he pulled her in for a hug. The gorgeous blonde smiled and stuck her hand out to Courtney, “Hi, I’m Dani and this is Tay. We have the salon over at the strip mall. Are you okay? We saw what happened. It’s a good thing Rob came along.”

Courtney reached and shook Dani’s hand and then Tay introduced herself and shook her hand. Good lord, is everyone around here gorgeous?

“It’s very nice to meet you. Um, these nice gentlemen were just walking me to the Café until I can get my truck fixed or get my grandad here to pick me up.”

The girls looked at Seth and Pete and the woman named Dani spoke up, “We can walk her over guys, y’all can go back and help the men. We were just fixing to run to lunch anyway.”

“You sure Dani, Zack told us to...” Pete was a little nervous about not doing, what appeared to be his boss, said to do.

“Tell my husband, we will be at the Café when you all finish if he wants to join us.” Dani was giving Pete the stink eye.

Dani took one of Courtney’s arms and Tay took the other and they headed off for the Café leaving the two men scratching their heads and mumbling.

Once inside the old familiar Café, they found a booth near the back. Courtney could remember her grandparents bringing her to the Café when she would visit. It hadn’t changed much, maybe a few more things hung on the walls, but it was a nice clean place and country music mixed with the low murmur of voices drifted to her ears.

Tay spoke up first, “So Courtney, are you from around here? I’ve never seen you before.”

“My grandad owns a ranch just north of here and I came down to visit.”

“Came down from where?” Dani asked.

“Ft. Smith. I teach up there and visit in the summers and on my breaks from school.”

“That’s so nice.”

Courtney was trying to figure out if the women were sizing her up or just being nice. It seemed they belonged to some of the men that rescued her this morning.

Dani spoke up, “So, what happened to your truck?”

About that time a robust older woman bounced over to the girls table, “Hey Dani, Tay. Oh my god, Courtney Nickels. How the heck are you?”

“I’m good Mrs. Dickerson, how are you?”

“Finer than a frog’s hair, what brings you to town?”

“I came to see grandad and was hauling some cattle to market when my truck broke down in front of the strip mall. These ladies volunteered to keep me company. One of the men stopped to help, and the next thing I know there are several men helping and they shewed me away.”

“Well, that’s our wonderful men, isn’t it Dani?”

“Yes ma’am. The men of MSI are the best.”

“So, what can I get you ladies for lunch?”

Each ordered the daily special and a Coke. “Be back shortly with your orders.”

Dani and Tay looked at Courtney, Tay spoke up first, “I’m so sorry for your delay in getting the cattle to market. Is there another day you can take them?”

“I’ll have to wait until next week.” Courtney wasn’t sure about these women yet and was leery of telling them too much.

Dani reached across the table and put her hand on Courtney’s, “Is everything okay Courtney?”

She looked at the pretty blonde and tears swelled in her eyes again, “No. Sorry, I’m not usually emotional. When I got to grandad’s yesterday the ranch has gone down hill considerably since the last time I was here. I needed to get to market with the cattle so we could have money to fix up the place. I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”

Dani looked at Tay and smiled, “It will work itself out, I’m sure of it.”

Their food arrived and they all settled into the booth and started eating. Courtney wiped the tears that spilled over. “Thank you for sitting with me while they figure out what’s wrong with my grandad’s old truck.”

“No problem. So, tell us about you.”

As Courtney swallowed that last bite she looked at both women and they seemed to be really nice and interested. “Well, I’m a teacher in Ft. Smith. My grandad has lived here all his life and the ranch he lives on has been in our family for over a hundred years. I was hoping someday that I would inherit it. I’ve always loved the place. My other cousins and sister have never shown an interest in the place. But it’s gotten so much that grandad can’t keep up with all the repairs, the cattle, horses, you know, it takes several workers to make those things work. He just can’t afford it and I’m afraid he’ll lose it.”

Dani and Tay now had tears in their eyes.

Tay spoke this time, “Something will happen, don’t worry.”

They were drying their eyes when both ladies looked up and started smiling, huge smiles and watching the door.

Courtney turned and in walked seven of the most beautiful men she had ever seen outside of a fireman’s calendar. It was all the men that stopped what they were doing in the middle of the day to come help her with her truck.

Tay jumped up and hugged the man named Seth, she thought that was his name. Then Dani did the same to Zack. Then both men reached down and gave their woman a nice kiss.

The ladies returned to their seats and Zack spoke up, “Well Courtney, the truck has been hauled to the garage just down the road. Pete and Josh are hauling the cattle back out to Bart’s place and will put them in the corral. They’ll make sure they have water and hay before they leave. I talked to Bart and he said, and I quote, ‘Damned woman had no since trying to take them cattle to market by herself anyways’. Why were you hauling them by yourself?”

“I had to. There wasn’t anyone else. I need to get...never mind.” Courtney clammed up and stopped talking.

Dani looked at Zack and gave him “I’ll tell you later” look, and he just shook his head.

Zack looked at the other men, “Come on, let’s get a seat and eat some lunch. Courtney, one of us will take you back to Bart’s when you are ready. It’s not safe for you to travel around unescorted.”

“I’m a big girl Zack, I can take care of myself.”

Rob spoke up then, “Do you have a gun with you?”

“No, why would I?”

“Protection woman, good grief. You should not be out by yourself without protection.”

“Look, I really appreciate all your help today, but I’ve been taking care of myself for quite some time, and I know how to protect myself if I need to.”

“You have no idea what might happen when you're out on your own. What would have happened if you were almost to Ft. Worth on that long stretch of highway that is in the middle of nowhere and broke down there? What would you have done then? Hum?” Rob’s face turned all kinds of red and he was upset that the pretty lady didn’t seem to understand safety.

“Someone would have stopped and helped me like you did.” She shrugged her shoulders.

“Lady, you can’t just trust everyone that stops to help. You got damn lucky I’m a nice guy.” His voice raised slightly.

“I’m beginning to wonder about that.” She was getting riled up from the accusations Rob was throwing her way.

Zack stepped up, “Okay you two, stop. Rob, go sit down, Courtney is safe now. Courtney, sorry, my men are in the protection business for a reason. And Rob is very protective of a pretty lady all alone.”

“Oh I’m sure he is. Does he act this way with all the women he rescues?”

They all laughed, “I’m not sure, but I’m going to guess he would.” Zack said with a huge smile.

“Well, I’m fine and thank you again Zack for your help this morning.”

“No problem.” He turned to Dani, “Are we going out tonight? It’s been awhile since we went dancing babe.”

“Let me see if Mrs. Timmons can watch the kids and we can. I’ll check with the rest of the girls too.”

“Ask Courtney, she might have a great time getting out after this terrible day.”

Dani looked at Courtney as Zack walked to the table of male testosterone, “We all go to County Line to dance and relax on Friday or Saturday nights, you should come. We have a blast. There are a lot of us, and you will meet some more wonderful friends of ours.”

“I’ll think about it, but I need to check on my grandad.”

“I can drive you out when you are ready.” Tay spoke up now.

“Thank you so much really, you all have been so nice.”
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Chapter 2
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Rob Michaels has been working for the Mountain Security and Investigations Agency for almost a year. He and his brothers joined their oldest brother Seth, after they all decided not to reup their Marine Corp enlistment.

Rob was driving in to work when he noticed a cattle trailer and truck sitting across from the mini mall. The truck had smoke billowing out of the hood and it appeared that there was a flat on the truck, thank goodness it wasn’t the trailer. When he walked to the window there was a mass of blond hair leaning over the steering wheel. He knocked on the window and the most gorgeous woman he had ever seen lifted off the wheel and her baby blues showed bright with a sadness behind them.

The woman removed herself from the cab of the truck, he noticed her full-figured body, not fat, just curves in all the right places. Damn what is a fine-looking woman like her doing out by herself like this? Stay calm stay calm stay calm.

Once the men showed up to help, he was glad Zack was talking to her, because he wanted to throttle her for trying such an adventure on her own.

When she took off toward the Café with Seth and Pete he hoped to God that Pete would keep his distance. Pete was the horndog of the group and would nail any pretty thing around. Shit, I should have gone instead. Damn, Pete.

When he noticed Dani and Tay approach the beauty and Seth and Pete started heading back, he felt a little better. Why the hell do I care? She is reckless, stubborn, who cares if Pete talks to her? Shit, shit, shit.

Pete approached the men, whistled, “Damn, that woman is fine. Wonder if she would go out with me?”

Rob gave him a ‘go to hell’ look.

“What’s up bro? You like her? I’ll back off if that’s the case.”

“Don’t care.”

Pete looked at Seth, “Shit, if he doesn't care, then I just might ask her out.”

Seth grinned, “Better be careful there little brother.”

Rob scowled at both of them but didn’t say a word.

The tow truck came, and they all headed to the Café for lunch.

***
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Rob sat with the other men at a table across the Café from Dani, Tay, and their new friend Courtney. He couldn’t keep his eyes from wandering to the pretty blonde.

Zack looked at him, “So, you men going out tonight? I think we are.”

Sounds good, sures, and let me text...were heard around the table.

Rob just nodded his head and didn’t really know if he would go, but a game of pool and a beer didn’t sound half bad after the morning he had.

All the men at the table were married except Rob and Pete. Their youngest brother worked with them as well and he wasn’t married either.

Zack spoke up again, “We have two new men coming to work for us. After the ordeal in Kansas last year, I wanted to add additional staff. They are both Navy SEALs. They will start in a couple of weeks. I was going to bring it up at the staff meeting on Monday, just wanted to give everyone a little heads up.” Glancing over at Rob again.

“What unit are they coming from?” Josh asked.

“Max Knight recommended them. He is going to be adding some staff as well. He didn’t like having to call us in last year. But the men wanted to come back to Oklahoma, so Max directed them to me.”

“Max is a good guy. It’s always nice to work with another great company like his.” Joe spouted off.

Joe Thompson was Zack’s former commander and has become a business partner with Zack and his twin brother Zeke at MSI. Joe is also married to Seth’s mother-in-law, Jan.

The men were getting ready to leave the Café and Jan and Linda walked in, “Hey honey.” Jan said to Joe.

“Well, nice surprise in the middle of the day.” He reached down and gave Jan a kiss. “What brings you ladies into town?”

“Lunch. Linda called me and here we are. I didn’t know I would run into you, or we could have come earlier.”

“Nonsense, you and Linda have a nice lunch sweetheart. Dani and Tay are over there, and they have a new friend we met this morning when her truck broke down.”

“Nice, we’ll go introduce ourselves. I love you,” Jan put her hands on Joe’s chest.

“I love you too darlin’,” he reached down for another kiss.

Zack went to Dani’s table to say goodbye. He looked at Courtney, “Do you need a ride back to Bart’s?”

Dani spoke up, “Tay said she would run her out there. No problem.” Then she noticed that Jan and Linda were headed their way and waved.

Zack reached down and kissed Dani.

Seth came over and kissed Tay, “See you tonight. Oh, do you want to go out? The others are.”

“We were just discussing that. We are trying to convince Courtney to join us.” Tay looked over at Courtney.

Seth looked at Courtney, “You should. We are all going. It’s fun. The guys play pool and drink a little beer while the girls do whatever girls do,” he laughed.

She smiled, “It really sounds fun, I’ll think about it. Thanks.”

Courtney was watching Seth’s brother Rob, he was watching her too.

Pete came up to the girls table, “Courtney, want to go out to County Line tonight?”

The girls all started laughing and Jan and Linda approached the table, Linda spoke up, “What is everyone laughing at?”

“Your son, Pete.”

He looked perplexed, “What did I do? I just asked Courtney if she was going to County Line tonight.”

Linda looked at her son Pete, “That sounds like fun. Who all’s going?”

“Everyone as far as I know,” Dani said. “I just received texts from almost everyone, I’m waiting on Vic. She probably needs to check with Mrs. Timmons.”

Courtney wasn’t quite following all of the conversations, but she did get the idea that the lady named Linda was Pete and Seth’s mom, which meant she was Rob’s mom as well.

Linda Michaels was a petite woman, pretty blonde, looked to be in her mid-forties, but that couldn’t be, she had grown sons. I wonder how old Seth is? Didn’t someone say he was the oldest?

The men finally left, and Dani introduced Jan and Linda to Courtney, “It’s very nice to meet you both.”

Linda looked at her, “My son Pete seemed to think something of you.”

“Um...”

Tay spoke, “Rob rescued Courtney this morning from a broken down truck. Then Seth and Pete showed up with some of the men to help her out. We are trying to talk her into going with us tonight.”

“Oh you should. There will be some of us other single women out there. They are more your age, not mine. But we would love to have you join our little group.”

“I might. I need to get back out to grandad’s and let him know I’m okay. What time do you usually go out?”

“Around nine. I can pick up if you like. That way you don’t have to walk in by yourself. I always hate to walk in a new place by myself.” Tay offered.

“That sounds nice. I just might take you up on the offer. I haven’t been out in so long. I’ll see what grandad needs before I decide.”

“Here give me your phone. I will put my number in, and you send me a text then we will have each other’s numbers.”

Courtney handed Tay her phone and then Dani took it and put her number in as well. Jan and Linda followed suit.

“You can’t have too many friends.” Jan said. “We are going to grab our seats and have some lunch, we’ll see you all tonight.”

“Everyone here seems so nice. I really appreciate you all so much,” Courtney was blushing a little.

“That’s why we love our little town. Everyone knows everyone and helps where we need to. Have you ever considered moving here? Maybe before your grandad passes and leaves you the ranch?” Dani was inquiring.

“Yes but, Hope never has any openings at the elementary level. Their teachers stay until they die I think.” She grinned at the ladies sitting across from her.

“Well, we have an ‘in’ at the school. We have several teacher friends and know someone on the board. Maybe we can find out some inside info for you.”

“Oh my gosh that would be great. I’ve wanted out of Arkansas for several years but can’t ever find anything. My ex is there and seems to always be where I am.”

“Oh my, I can relate. That’s why I ended up back in Hope. My ex was psycho however.”

“Mine is just a lying, cheating...never mind. Thank you for your help today. I look forward to meeting your other friends.”

“Good, are you ready? I can run you home.” Tay looked at Courtney.

“Yep, let’s go.”

***
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County Line Bar and Grill was hoping on Friday night. The Bar and Grill sits just outside of Hope about three miles west of town. It is the most happening place in two counties. It sits right on the border of Le Flore and Latimer Counties. The owners are Mike and Debbie Thomas. Mike and Debbie bought the bar way back in the late eighties and added the kitchen. They now serve food as well as drinks and live music on Friday and Saturday nights.

Tay, Seth, and Courtney walked into the County Line about nine-fifteen. Seth gave Tay a kiss and headed to the back where the pool tables were. Tay pulled Courtney to a huge table full of gorgeous women.

She recognized some of the ladies, Jan, Linda, and Dani. The rest were a mystery.

Dani jumped up, “Oh I’m so glad you decided to join us.” She reached Courtney and pulled her in for a hug. Dani turned to the rest of the table and started spouting off names, “You know Jan and Linda and Tay. Then there is Chris, Sam, Vic, Suzy, Jac, Jess, Izzie, Bella, Abby, Becky, Mandy, and Amy.”

“I’m sure I will never remember everyone’s names, so I’m sorry in advance.”

The entire table rumbled with laughter. One of the redheads spoke up, “I like her.” She invited Courtney to sit with her.

“Hi, I’m Vic. Dani and I grew up together. So what brings you to Hope?”

“My grandad and our family farm.”

“Oh how wonderful. Are you staying then?”

“If I can find a teaching job I would.”

“What grade? I know everyone at the school.”

“Third, or at least elementary. I currently teach third. It’s been my favorite grade so far.”

“Oh my God, you may be in luck.” Vic turned to another lady, “Amy, didn’t Mrs. Jones retire this year?”

“Yeah, she needed to. I think she said she had been at Hope Elementary for forty years. Why?”

“Courtney teaches little ones. What grade was that?”

“Third I believe.”

“Courtney, go online to the Hope Public School website and apply tomorrow. Then call the admin office on Monday and tell them you applied. Drop my name, Victoria Dalton. Then you can drop some more names, Becky Maxwell, and Amy Timmons. We all work at the high school, but we will vouch for you.”

“Wow, you don’t even know me. That’s so kind.”

“We know Dani and if Dani will speak for you, so will we.”

Tears appeared in Courtney’s eyes, but she didn’t dare allow them to fall. She was so touched. The friends she had back in Ft. Smith had been friends with her and her ex-husband. None of them talk to her any more.

Debbie Thomas came over about the time Courtney was wiping at her eyes, “Hun are you okay? Do I know you? You look really familiar.”

“Yes ma’am, my grandaddy is Bart Nickels, I’m Courtney.”

“Oh my gosh, welcome home honey.” Debbie gave her a big hug. “Are you staying?”

“Well, if I can find a teaching job.”

“I know people, we can get you on. Just apply. It will happen. What can I get you to drink? I know everyone else’s drinks.”

Courtney giggled, “Dr. Pepper and Rum Chata? Do you have that?”

“Of course. Coming right up.”

“Thanks Debbie.”

Then a slow song started playing by the band. Vic leaned over, “We are going to desert you now.”

Courtney didn’t quite get it until all the testosterone filled men approached most of the women at the table. One by one a man took a woman to the dance floor leaving Courtney with a few women that she didn’t remember their names.

One of them scooted over near her, “Hi, I’m Becky. This happens every time a slow song comes on.”

Then a man she didn’t know approached Becky and took her to the dance floor.

“I’m Amy, you’ll get used to it. It happens all the time. The men only dance slow dances.” She giggled.

“I see.”

Linda came up to her, “Hi Courtney, I’m glad you decided to come out tonight. Are you having fun?”

“Yes ma’am, so far.”

Then Pete approached Courtney, “Would you like to dance Courtney?”

“Um, sure.” She got up and went with Pete to the dance floor.

“I’m glad you came out tonight Courtney. Are you having fun?”

“Yes, so far.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a teacher. Hoping to get a position here so I can be close to grandad.”

“Well, that would be wonderful.” Pete’s face lit up. He glanced over at the pool tables and his brother was giving him another ‘go to hell’ look.

Pete put his head next to Courtney’s temple and leaned in a little closer. “I think my brother is a little jealous of me dancing with you,” he whispered in her ear.

She pulled back slightly and looked into Pete’s smiling face, “What are you up to?”

“Oh nothing. My brother tends to be a little on the stubborn side. I’m just making him squirm.”

“Why on earth would he be jealous? We are just dancing.”

“Yeah,” and he pulled her close to his body.

She could feel his muscles under his western cut cowboy shirt. When he turned her slightly she could see the man that rescued her that morning, “Why is Rob’s face so red?”

Pete busted out laughing, threw his head back, and then kissed the top of her head, “Because he’s jealous.”

“Pete, you are making no since. There is nothing for Rob to be jealous of.”

“He likes you, but he’s scared. He had a bad marriage a few years back and well...it left him gun shy. Don’t give up on him though, he’ll come around. I haven’t seen him this stirred up in years.”

She smiled up at the man that was being mean to his brother for no reason, “Pete, you are mean.”

“Yep, I do my best.” Then he smiled at her again. “Come on, let’s really give him something to be mad about.”

“That’s not right.”

Then Pete twirled her around, dipped her, and brought back into him...hard.

“Shit Pete, that was cool.” She was giggling now.

The song ended and he took her back to her table with some of the other women, kissed her hand, “Thank you Ms. Courtney, you are a gorgeous woman. Hope my dumb ass brother gets his head out of his ass soon, or I will have to make a move on you myself.”

She was stunned to silence as she followed the pretty man back to the pool tables. He didn’t make her feel all warm and fuzzy inside, but the look Rob gave her warmed her all the way to her girl parts.

It looked like Rob was giving Pete a lecture and pointing his finger at Pete’s chest. Pete just smiled and picked up his pool stick.

Men, they are so strange, beautiful, but strange.

As the night wore down, Courtney danced with several other men that were in the bar, but not Rob. He hadn’t even approached her. It was near the end of the evening and Courtney and Tay headed to the bathroom.

“What is up with Rob?”

“I don’t know. He likes you though.”

“How can you tell? He keeps throwing dagger stars at me. I just met the man this morning, but he seems to get mad easily.”

“No he really doesn’t. He’s interested in you, just give it some time. Pete really stirred the pot tonight.” Tay started laughing.

“Well, I’m not here to meet men, I’m just here to have some fun. Hopefully, I can get the cattle to market next week and get some things done around the farm.”

“Some of the men are going out to help at Bart’s next week. Hey, we have a picnic scheduled for Sunday afternoon. You should come. It’s at the river. I will give you directions to the spot.”

“That sounds fun. Let me see what all is going on at the farm and maybe I will make it out.”

The girls walked out of the bathroom and Seth was standing there waiting for them, “You ladies ready to call it a night?”

Tay smiled at her handsome husband, “Sure, let us go tell the ladies bye.”

He walked them over to the ladies table and he said bye to all the lovely ladies then stepped back. Rob walked up, “You leaving?”

“Yeah, I have some work around the house to do tomorrow. Want to come help?”

“Maybe.” Rob looked at Courtney, “You taking her home too?”

“Yeah, she came with us tonight.”

“Maybe I could talk her into letting me take her home. She lives closer to me than you. You would have to drive all the way across town.”

Seth looked at his little brother that was just an inch shorter than him, “If she wants bro. You’ll have to ask her though.”

Rob’s chin hit his chest, “Fine.”

The ladies came back to where they left Seth, “Ready,” Tay asked.

Rob looked at Courtney, “Would it be okay if I took you home? You live near me and Seth and Tay live out this way.”

“Oh my, I didn’t realize you had to drive across town to get me or I would have driven.” She looked at Tay and Seth.

“It was no big deal. And we can take you home if you don’t want to ride with Rob.” Seth gave her an out.

She looked at Rob, then back at Seth and Tay, “No, it’s fine if he doesn’t mind. I hope I didn’t put you out any.”

“Of course not. Any time you need anything, you call. We will be right there.” Tay put a hand on her arm. “Any time.” Tay pulled Courtney in for a hug and whispered in her ear, “He’s really a great guy.”

Tay pulled back and smiled at Courtney, “Hope to see you Sunday.”

Seth and Tay walked out of the bar.

Courtney looked up at Rob, “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Nope, not at all.” Rob now had a smile on his face that she hadn’t seen earlier.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




Rob helped Courtney into his truck and slid into the driver's seat.

“Thank you Rob for taking me home. I had no idea Seth and Tay lived over this way.”

“No problem. Did you have fun tonight?”

“Yeah, I haven’t been out in a long time.” She sat there watching out the window for a few minutes, “Did you have fun Rob?”

“Yeah, I like hanging with the guys, shooting pool, ya know. Are you planning on staying in Hope?”

“I’m thinking about it. I need to find a job first, but it would be great to stay at the farm with grandad. I think he’s lonely and it would give him some company.”

“That would be great. I hope you get what you want Courtney.”

“Thanks. So, what is it that you do Rob?”

He glanced over at her and smiled, then back at the road, “MSI is a security and investigation company. We do a little bit of everything. Security systems, personal security for people, government jobs, investigate...people. It’s really interesting work.”

“How long have you been with the company?”

“MSI? Almost a year. Pete, Paul, and I came last year just before a big terrorist attack on the capital. That was interesting. Anyway, we decided not to reup with the Marines, Seth was here. We came just before his wedding, was offered a job, and the rest, as they say, is history. Mom moved down shortly after.”

“Where are you from?”

“Arizona. Although, I didn’t like it there much. I really love Hope and the surrounding areas.”

“It’s nice here. I understand there is a town not too far that has cabins you can rent. I’ve heard a lot of great things about that area.”

“Yeah, we get some of the tourists in, but not much. We are further north and east. The powers that be here in Hope didn’t want the area built up for tourists, we like it just the way it is.” He gave a glorious smile.

They drove through town and headed north until he came to her grandfather’s farm. He pulled into the drive, “You have a nice place here. Why is the house so big?”

“My grandparents wanted a lot of children. So grandad built the house. He figured if he built it, the babies would come eventually. Unfortunately, he only had my mom and her sister. Gran got sick after aunt Fern was born and couldn’t have any more kids.”

“Oh man, that’s terrible. Nice place to grow up though.”

“Yeah, I have always loved it here. I’m the only one that comes back and checks on things. My sister and cousins could care less about the place.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of responsibility for you. I bet your grandfather appreciates it.”

“He does. I just hope we can get the money we need to fix it up before it falls down around our ears.”

“It will happen. Have faith Courtney.”

“Thanks for the ride Rob. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.” He got out of the truck and rounded the front to open her door for her. “Here, watch your step.” He grabbed her by the arm and assisted her down. He felt a jolt of energy as he looked into her eyes.

She cleared her throat, “Thanks again.” She reached up and kissed him on the cheek, “You can be a sweetheart when you want to be.” Then she walked up the steps of the grand house and walked inside.

He was standing there in complete awe of the woman. Damn woman...

***
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Courtney emerged from the house at six a.m. to find a handful of beautiful men already working on some things around the barn. She noticed the man that invaded her dreams last night, Rob. His damn t-shirt was stretched to the max across those massive muscles of his poor t-shirt. Damn man...

He felt her approach the corral where he had been working on feeding the cattle they put there the day before and turned around.

“What are you doing here?”

“Working. Did you sleep in this morning?” He gave her a glorious smile that she felt all the way to her toes.

“Um, no. I usually feed at six. What are you doing here again?”

He walked around the opening in the fence, put his hands on her shoulders, “Getting some things fixed around here for you and your grandfather. Got a problem with that?”

“Well, maybe. Why?” She wasn’t used to people just pitching in and helping without being asked, several times.

“Why what? Why are we here?”

She shook her head.

“Because that’s what neighbors do.”

“Oh.” A little disappointed it was a ‘neighbor’ thing she just looked down. “Sorry, I’m not used to people just jumping in and helping.”

“Get used to it. I’m going to assume you have a list of things that need to be done. I heard schoolteachers were list makers.”

She laughed and pulled out a piece of paper which held  a lot of things written on it, “Yeah, but I don’t expect you all to do them. I was going to tackle them one at a time.”

“Well, this way we can all tackle them and get them out of the way. Come on, let me see the list.”

She handed him the crumpled up piece of paper and watched behind him as several of the men he brought were mucking out the stalls in the barn, feeding the cattle in the corral, and checking the fence line around the corral.

Rob looked at the list and was finishing when Dane walked up.

Dane Mitchell was huge, a giant superman looking guy, Courtney had to look way up to see in his face. Another gorgeous man, but he didn’t make her feel all mushy inside like Rob did when he looked at her, touched her, thought...

Rob handed Dane the paper with the extensive list of things to do, “See if we can’t work in two or three man teams. Maybe we can knock some of this list down.”

“Sounds good,” Dane said and took off for the barn to gather his troops.

“Rob, why are you doing this?”

“Like I said, it’s the neighborly thing to do. It’s good physical labor and Zack likes us to stay in shape. This will count as our workout this weekend.” He gave her a fantastic smile, “Besides, I like the scenery around here.”

Her heart skipped a beat.

He turned and headed for the barn before she could say anything else. Shit, that man is potent. Now what? Watch? Oh yeah, I could watch this all day long...no...I need to work.

Courtney decided that if the men were working outside, she would work inside, it was safer that way. She could make them some coffee and drinks and food. She could work on cleaning up the inside. Yeah, inside is better for my mind. I can’t watch that man work all day...dammit, it would be nice though. She headed into the house to see what she could do for food.

Bart Nickels was a feisty older gentleman. White hair, slight slump to his six foot stature, and a twinkle in his eye when he saw all the movement around the place.

“Cotton, what are those men doing out there?” Bart had nicknamed Courtney Cotton when she was a little girl because her hair was as white as a cotton ball.

“Oh grandad, isn’t it wonderful. Some men from town came to help around the place.”

“Do you know them?”

“Yes, they are the ones that helped me yesterday when I broke down.”

“I thought I recognized some of them. My mind isn’t what it used to be.”

She kissed him on the cheek, “You are fine grandad. I’m going to fix some lunch and lemonade for the men.”

“I’m going to take a walk and make sure those boys know what they are doing.”

She giggled, “Okay, just don’t try to help. Let the ‘boys’ do the work. They are doing fine.”

“Your sweet on one of them aren't ya?”

She blushed slightly, “No, they are just nice people that’s all.”

He huffed and walked out the front door to check on the work the men were working on.

As Bart was approaching the barn Rob noticed him walking with a slight limp, “Mr. Nickels, how are you? I’m Rob Michaels.”

“I remember ya boy. How are things going out here?”

“Good. We are about finished around the barn. We’ll tackle the fences after lunch.”

“Yeah, Cotton is working on lunch for you boys.”

Rob gave him a strange look, “Who’s Cotton?”

“My granddaughter, I thought you knew her.”

“I do sir, I...never mind. Is there anything I need to worry about around the barn? I think we got all of Courtney’s list done concerning the barn.”

“Yeah, she worries about everything around here. Everything looks pretty good son. Thank you,” Bart reached out a hand to shake with Rob.

“No problem sir. We just wanted to help.”

“So, you’re the one that’s sweet on my Cotton.” The old man just grinned and turned toward the house, “She’s had it pretty rough with that last man she had. Be gentle with her son.”

“Um sir, we are just friends. That’s all.”

He huffed again, “Okay, okay...just remember what I said. Gentle.”

“But...”

Bart was turned heading for the front of the house before Rob could get any more out.

The damn woman had squeaked her way into his dreams last night and he couldn’t help himself, she was a knockout gorgeous woman, but he didn’t have time for women. His job was too demanding, and he traveled for work too much. Not the life for a couple. Although Seth does it, so do several of the other men...nope...stop that train of thought and get back to work.

Courtney noticed there were at least six men out there. Since it’s getting hot a sandwich and lemonade would work well for a quick lunch. After cleaning and doing a few repairs in the house, she went to the kitchen and started working on sandwiches for lunch.

The house was built in nineteen eighty-three and updates had been done a few years ago to bring the place into the twenty-first century. Courtney loved the kitchen. You could see clear from the kitchen through the dining and living rooms through the large picture windows to look out at the front of the property. She could see the drive, the corrals, and the massive barn her grandad built a few years after the house.

When you walked into the big house from the front, you walked into a large foyer with the living room on the right and the dining room on the left. The kitchen took up most of the back wall. The stairs were hidden behind the kitchen that led to the upstairs bedrooms. The kitchen was state of the art with stainless steel appliances that Courtney talked Bart into getting because when she came to Hope, she wanted a nice kitchen to cook in and she loved to cook. He gave in because he wanted her to have whatever she wanted.

Bart walked into the kitchen as Courtney was putting some final touches on the sandwiches, “Met your young man, it’s nice what he is doing.”

“Who did you meet? I don’t have a young man grandad.” Courtney gave him a quizzical look.

“Oh now, you can’t tell me that you don’t see how that nice young man looks at you Cotton. I’d say the big guy, but there are a lot of big guys out there. You know which one I’m talking about, Rob. It’s a good thing what he and his men are doing out there.”

“He’s not my young man. But yes, it is a nice thing that they are doing. Did you see all the progress they made on the barn alone? It just needs a paint job and it will be good as new.”

“Ya know Cotton, this is the kind of home I wanted for your grandma. People around, doing things to help, fixing meals in this kitchen. This will all be yours someday. Please keep people around here. It warms my heart to know you have a nice young fella that will help out and keep things going good.”

“Grandad...” there was a knock on the door before she could tell him she didn’t have a young man, again.

As she opened the door, there in the doorway stood a nice looking, massively built, man, Rob. She sighed, “Hey Rob, come on in.” Then she turned to the kitchen, “I’ve made you all some sandwiches and lemonade for lunch.”

“Courtney, you didn’t have to do that. I was just coming to let you know we were going to head to town for lunch.”

“Well, now you don’t have to. Tell the men to come in through the back door and wash up in the mud room. They can come on in and sit at the table. It’s plenty big enough.”

“But really...”

She put up a small hand to shush Rob, “Go on now, I’ve worked hard on these sandwiches and fixings. Go get the guys.”

She had the sandwiches, potato salad, cole slaw, baked beans, and chips laid out on the bar so they could just form a line buffet style and then sit at the long massively built wooden table. Her grandad built the table just after the house. It was made from trees on the property, he was pretty proud of that table. Bart filled his plate first and then the men came in one by one.

“Thanks Courtney, this is wonderful,” JR said.

“Yeah, thanks,” Vinny followed his sentiment.

“Man, this looks great,” Mitch said.

“Courtney, you went to too much trouble,” Rob scolded.

“No I didn’t. Sit down and eat.”

Pete looked at Rob, “Shut up man, this is great. The only time we get good food is when we go to the river, or mom cooks.”

Rob laughed, “True. Thanks Courtney.”

“Your welcome. I don’t think I know you,” she pointed to one of the men.

“Sorry, this is my youngest brother, Paul. He wasn’t at the County Line last night. It was his turn to work the computers at MSI.”

“I see, well it’s nice to meet you Paul. Now, have I met all your brothers?”

“I believe so. There are only four of us. You met mom last night too, right?”

“Actually, she and Jan were at lunch yesterday. She seems very nice.”

“She’s wonderful, a saint.”

A saint, wow. They adore their mother, that’s so wonderful. Men who adore their mom, are usually good men. Where the hell did that come from? Courtney just smiled at all the men eating around her large table.

Bart spoke up, “I just want to thank you all for what you are doing. This means the world to Cotton and me.”

The men all stopped eating and looked at the spry old man, Courtney spoke up, “It’s his nickname for me.”

They all shook their heads in understanding and went back to eating.

Courtney turned four shades of red, “So what’s on the list for this afternoon?”

Rob looked at her and smiled, “Fences. We are going to take different sections of the fence and work our way back to the barn.”

“Really, guys, thank you so much for all of this. I would have been here working on everything for the rest of the summer.”

They all nodded and kept eating. Some went back for seconds and thirds, she smiled. Her heart was smiling a little too. 
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Chapter 4


[image: ]




The men finished working the fence line and most all the repairs finished before sundown. Rob knocked on the front door of the house.

Courtney answered, “Hey Rob, come on in.”

He stepped into the door but didn’t go any farther, “We have finished as much as we can today. I think we got everything done. You’ll need to check the fence line again from time to time to make sure it holds.”

“Thank you so much for this Rob, you and the guys. It means so much to grandad and I.”

“No thanks necessary. Um...well...oh, we are all going out to the river tomorrow. Would you be interested? The ladies always bring enough food for an army, and the men play volleyball or kayak. Then we eat and sit around a campfire and visit. It’s always fun.”

“Dani and Tay asked me to come out as well. Dani sent me directions to your spot. I’m thinking about it.”

Bart spoke up, “She’ll go son. Come by and pick her up.”

Courtney’s face was three shades of red, “Grandad, I know how to make it out there.”

“I would be honored to come by and pick you up, if you want.” Rob was fumbling with his words and had no idea why.

Courtney smiled, “Fine, what time?”

“Around eleven-thirty be okay?”

“I’ll be ready. Thanks again Rob for everything.”

“See you tomorrow. Bye Mr. Nichols.”

Bart gave half a wave while he was watching a baseball game on the TV.

Courtney shut the door behind Rob and stared at Bart, “Grandad, why did you tell him to come pick me up?”

“Because you were both stammering around, I just gave a little push. He seems like a nice boy. Go out and have some fun Cotton.”

She gave her grandfather a bashful smile and headed to her room with a smile on her face. Damn, I do not need a man in my life. It’s too complicated and he will hurt me anyway. I’ll just go have fun with all the women and enjoy the company.

With a shake of her head and a plan, she felt satisfied with it and planned on having fun, man or no man.

***
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What the hell am I doing asking a woman to the river? We are just friends. I helped out at her farm. Damn she’s beautiful, but I swore off women. Don’t need that heartache. We are just friends.

The next day Rob picked Courtney up and they headed to the river to meet up with their other friends.

“Thank you for picking me up Rob. I’m glad I met some friends here, otherwise this summer would have been long and lonely.” She gave him a glorious smile.

“You’re welcome. I’m glad you decided to join us. We have a great time just hanging out with all our friends.”

They pulled into a beautiful spot of the river. There was a seating area, picnic area, and it was close to the river where you could step in if it got too hot. Which, Courtney was already hot being so close to the gorgeous man sitting in the truck with her.

Rob opened her door and helped her down.

She pulled out a couple of dishes that Rob put in the backseat when he picked her up and he grabbed a bag that looked like chips, then they headed to the picnic area where the other ladies were. Courtney noticed the men were a little distance away setting up volleyball nets.

“Hey Courtney, glad you could make it,” Dani was giving her a smile and look that she wasn’t quite sure what it meant.

“Thanks for having me. This is a nice spot.”

“Yeah, we’ve been coming for years. Some of the girls and I used to come when we were in high school. This was our spot. They have added a few things, like the picnic area and those benches around the firepit, but the river is still the same, peaceful.”

Vic came up behind Dani and Courtney, “Hey girl, glad you made it. I saw you have a date.”

“Um, no. He was just helping out yesterday at the farm with some of the other men and asked if I wanted a ride.”

Vic looked at her with a smile and knowing look, “Sure, that’s all it is.” Then she started laughing.

“Really, that’s it.” Courtney was floored that Vic would assume anything else.

“Don’t mind her, we all came out here at one time single and seemed to have left with a man. It happens all the time.”

Becky came up then, “Well, it hasn’t happened for me. Not that I’m looking mind you, but still. One divorce is enough for me.”

“I know, me too.” Courtney looked at the lovely blonde standing next to her.

“Oh bosh, just because you had one bad marriage doesn’t mean they will all be bad. I’m happily married to Zeke and have a beautiful little boy now. I was married before and my husband died.”

“That’s different,” Becky announced.

Vic spoke up, “Maybe, but when you’re in a loveless marriage like I was, finding love and marrying him is the best thing that has ever happened to me.”

Courtney and Becky just stared at her.

“What? I was married once. Joe was nice, but we had a lot of issues. Now I have Tim and he is wonderful. We have two kids I never knew I could even have, my life is wonderful.”

Dani put her hand on Becky and Courtney’s shoulders, “Ladies, no one had a worse first marriage than me. I swore off men, I was never going to marry again, until I met Zack. Not only did he rescue me from a mad man, but he loved me through a time when I didn’t think I deserved love. These are some of the best men you will ever meet. Watch and see.”

The rest of the ladies that were married were shaking their heads in the affirmative.

Out of all the women there were only a few that weren’t married, Becky, Mandy, Amy, Linda, and Courtney.

Courtney looked around and noticed the men set up four volleyball nets. “What’s going on? Why so many nets?”

Dani answered, “Zack invited some of the off duty fire department and policemen to join us today. Some of them are single as well.”

Courtney was astonished at all that was going on around her. The women were setting up picnic supplies, the men were setting up volleyball nets, and more men and women just pulled in. She was a little overwhelmed with all the male testosterone going around the picnic area. Damn, that’s a lot of men. Then she looked at the women, interesting, that’s a great group of ladies and they are all so beautiful. I wish I could stay. This is nice to have friends.

She shook her head and headed over to help finish setting up the food.

Courtney walked over to where Becky and Amy were, “How the heck did all these good looking men wind up in Hope, Oklahoma?”

“Good question. We were wondering the same thing.” Becky said looking at all the men.

“I’m thinking they have a factory around here somewhere and manufacture all that hotness.” Amy spouted off.

The girls started laughing.

“It’s the only explanation. This is massive.” Amy was trying to explain.

The girls continued to laugh.

Linda walked up about that time and looked at Courtney, “You ladies okay over here? I saw you came with Rob. Are you two...”

“No! We are friends. He and some of the men came and helped out at the farm yesterday. He asked if I wanted a ride. That’s it.”

“He’s a good boy. Had a hard marriage. She cheated on him while he was deployed. When he found out, it devastated him.”

Courtney’s mouth flew open, “Why on earth would anyone cheat on him? He’s such a nice guy.”

“She said she was lonely, and he wasn’t there. Of course he went right back on another deployment as soon as he got his divorce. I hated my boys in the military, but they are all such great men.”

Tay came up at that time, “Are you talking about your boys again Linda?”

“Yeah, I can’t help it. I’m so damn proud of all four of them.”

“You raised some great men. I’m so happy with Seth. He’s wonderful.”

“I’m so glad they are nothing like their father. He was a rat.”

All the girls looked at Linda waiting for an explanation, but she gave none.

Tay put her hand around Linda’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. Apparently, Tay knew what the history was.

Linda swiped at a tear that let loose from her eye and said, “Time to eat ladies. Gather the men.”

Tay headed over to the men with Becky and Courtney, “Hey, Linda said it’s time to eat guys.”

Courtney was astonished that the men didn’t rush through them to get to the food. They found the woman they were with first. The single ones meandered over behind the married ones. Everyone gathered in a circle and Zack spoke up.

“Wow,” he looked around the entire group. “Five years ago, a few of us men came to Hope to open our security company, Mitch, Josh, Zeke, Seth and me, and we were single. Now after a few short years we have added to our group. Counting kids we have a little over forty people here. I’m glad to have the fire and police with us this week, Terry, Mandy, Jake, Matt, and my buddy Jeff. We are going to be adding to MSI next week, Martin Simmons and Jace Thompson. Both come highly recommended by Max Knight of Kansas. Um, Chris, Sam didn’t you hire someone at S & C?”

His sister-in-law Chris spoke up, “Yeah, she will start in two week, Sissy Thompson. She’s Jace’s sister.”

“We are still growing, everyone. I just wanted to welcome you all and remember next week we will be kayaking men. If you can join us here at the same time on Sunday, you are all welcome. Let’s bow our heads and give thanks so we can eat.”

Everyone bowed their heads and Zack said a prayer for the food. Then the moms and dads made sure the kids had their food, and went back and filled plates for themselves.

Courtney was shocked at the organized chaos that was going around. She just stood back and watched all the excitement. There were two lines for the food, it seemed the men were on one side and the women on the other.

Rob came and stood beside her, “A little overwhelming isn’t it?” Then he gave her a glorious smile.

She just shook her head and a tear appeared in her eye that she refused to let fall.

Rob took her by the arm and led her to the woman's side of the table while he took his spot on the men’s side. He watched her as she got some of the food and put it on her plate. God she’s pretty. Too pretty for me. He shook his head and started to fill his plate.

Courtney found a spot near Dani and Tay. Dani has two children, Zoey and Bubba (Zack Jr.). Zack and Seth were coming over to sit with them. Then Rob made his way over to them as well. Shit, I can’t be near that man, he drives me nuts. Hot nuts...glorious hot...shit stop it. She blushed a bit.

Tay looked at her, “You okay Courtney?”

“Oh yeah. The kids are so well behaved Dani.”

“Mrs. Timmons is our sitter now and she is wonderful with them. Zoey is almost four and Bubba just turned one.”

Seth and Tay looked at each other and Dani caught the look, “Oh my God! Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Zack usually asks if there are any announcements, he didn’t today.” Seth spouted off.

Zack looked up, “What announcement?” Dani shook her head.

Seth looked at his boss, “We are pregnant.”

“Holy hell boy, you should have said something!” Zack jumped up, “Hey, can I have everyone’s attention.”

Everyone looked at their boss, “Seth and Tay have an announcement. Sorry I forgot to ask.”

Seth and Tay stood and looked at all their friends. They looked at each other then back at their moms, “We are pregnant.” They said it at the same time.

Jan and Linda nearly knocked over anyone that was in their path to get to their kids.

“Oh my gosh, I’m going to be a real grandma. I love all these babies around, but my own grandbaby.” Linda was ecstatic.

Jan piped in, “I know. Oh my, we have a lot of planning to do.” Jan looked at Linda.

They were both overjoyed about being a first time grandmother.

Seth put his hand on his mom’s shoulder and Tay did the same thing to Jan trying to get them to calm down a bit.

“Mom, hold on. She isn’t due until March. We have all the time we need.”

“Oh son, seriously. It takes a lot of planning, setting up, showers, painting the nursery,” she kept going and Seth tuned her out.

“And I need to fix a place at our house. Joe, we need to set one of the bedrooms up as a nursery.” Jan spouted to her husband.

Joe came and directed his wife to where they had been sitting eating before the news, “Honey, we have time. Let’s eat first.” He gave her a beautiful smile.

She shook her head and looked up at him. For a fifty-seven year old man, he was still gorgeous with just a touch of grey at the temples and sprinkled throughout his dark locks. He still had muscles, glorious muscles, Jan had a good man.

All this was going on and Courtney reached over to Rob, “Congratulations, you’re going to be an uncle.”

He smiled one of the biggest smiles she had seen so far, “Damn, that’s exciting.” He hollered at Seth, “Congrats bro.”

Seth gave him a thumbs up.

Others were shouting congratulations, and some went and hugged Tay.

Terry Jacobson, the fire chief for Hope, was watching the energetic grandmother-to-be, Linda Michaels. He was infatuated with the woman.

Terry was a fifty-five year old man that was looking at retirement in the next five years or so. His hazel eyes found Linda’s sparkling blue ones and just gazed. Then he smiled that all white toothy actor smile, he was hot for an older guy.

Linda Michaels was a petite fifty-four year old and was so excited about her first grandchild, she thought everyone’s eyes sparkled like the fire chief’s hazel ones, until she looked around. Nope, just his were sparkling and looking straight at her. His smile was amazing. He looked like a taller version of Gregory Harrison from the old show Trapper John MD with white-gray hair cut in a short buzz cut. Now he was gorgeous.

Linda pulled her eyes from Terry’s and turned to Jan who was just excited about the baby news. Linda was very interested in the fire chief but was not going to pursue anyone, he would have to pursue her.

Courtney watched all the excitement and was happy for her new friend Tay. This would be a great place to raise a family. Shit, where the hell did that come from? I don’t have time for that. Then she looked at Rob. Damn men.
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Chapter 5
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Monday morning Courtney called the school administration office like Vic told her to do. The secretary set up an interview for Thursday morning for the open third grade position. Then she went out to the barn and started mucking the stalls for the horses, putting out the hay for the cattle and knew she needed to get some of the cattle to market.

“Cotton, where are you?”

“In the barn grandad.”

Bart made his way to the barn and noticed that she had been working hard, “Cotton, you shouldn’t be out here alone. Make sure I come out with you to get all this done.”

“I don’t mind, I enjoy it. Gives me something to do.”

“Well, I can help. I’ve been doing this for years by myself. I can’t believe I overslept this morning.”

“I know. Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah, just a little more tired than normal. I’ll be fine.”

“Why don’t you go in for a checkup? I’ll take you.”

“Nah, I’m fine. Just getting old.”

“Grandad, you are only sixty-five. You’re not old.” She smiled at her aging grandfather.

He started throwing hay out to the cattle in the corral. “I have someone coming to pick up the cattle to take to market. They will be here tomorrow.”

“Oh good. I was not looking forward to that trip. Thank you.”

“You shouldn’t have tried to go by yourself. Don’t try that again, please.”

“Oh, I will be fine. I go places by myself all the time.”

“Yeah, but there are some crazy people out there these days. I’m just glad Rob showed up when he did and that you broke down in Hope.”

“Yeah, me too.” She looked back at the stall she was mucking out and grinned.

***
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Rob stepped out of his shower on Monday morning still thinking about the beautiful Courtney. Why can’t I get her out of my head? Dammit, I don’t need this distraction. She would leave me eventually, so why bother.

Rob got dressed and headed to the office. Zack made sure his staff knew what was going on and they always had a Monday morning meeting at zero eight hundred. He was running late because the damn woman kept coming to his mind while he was in the shower. Shit!

He walked in the front door of the old garage turned MSI headquarters. “Good morning Bella, sorry I’m late. I’m guessing the meeting hasn’t started yet.”

“Nope doll, we were waiting on you and Zack is giving a tour to the new men that started today.”

“Oh good, thanks Bella.”

“See you in the conference room.” Bella was the receptionist for MSI.

He nodded and headed to the conference room.

Zack and the rest of the crew were taking their seats, and two new men were present.

“Okay everyone, have a seat. There are pastries from Dani, help yourself. I’m going to get started. Sorry I’m running late this morning, we have two new people, Martin Simmons, Marty. Former Navy SEAL, medic and IT.”

Everyone said hello and welcome to Marty.

“This is Jace Thompson. Jace is also a Navy SEAL, worked with Max Knight and Marty overseas on some special assignments. He will work intelligence and has an in-depth knowledge of weapons.”

More welcomes and helloes from around the room.

“Introduce yourselves as you work throughout the day. Jess, do you have anything?”

“Just another reminder to get your reports in as soon as you get back from assignment. I can’t bill guys.”

Zack looked around the conference room, “Okay men, no pay until all reports are in. Jess can’t bill until your reports are turned into her. Bella, anything?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Okay, assignments this week. Josh, JR, Nick, Jeff needs you to work with OSBI on a case they are working on in Tulsa. You’ll take the chopper. Here is the list of things Jeff said you will need. He wants you there in the morning.”

Roger that came from the three men.

“Stormy, Vinny, and Mitch, you are heading to Houston. Zuckerman is working on another issue with his Austin location.”

Roger came from those men.

“Rob, Dane, and Paul, you are heading to OKC. There is a book author, high profile, that’s getting married. So dig out the tuxes. You will meet her at the Sheraton downtown. She will go over the details for the wedding and what she wants from you for security. You leave Wednesday.”

Roger’s came back from the guys.

“Zeke, Tim, Seth, Joe, Pete and I will be working from here on various things we need to do around here. I want Marty to work with Paul until he leaves on Wednesday. I want Jace to work with us here onsite. Everyone good?”

Yes’ and good’s came around the room.

“Okay, dismissed everyone.”

The crew was dismissed to prepare for their assignments.

Rob looked at Dane, “Well, I need to go get my tux cleaned.” Then smiled.

“I just had mine cleaned, I hate wearing the stupid thing.”

“Paul, do you have a tux?”

“Yes asshole, I own a tux. It’s clean. I’m good.” Damn big brothers.

“Sorry bro, just checking.”

“I’m a grown man, I think I can take care of myself Rob.”

“I know you can. Sorry, just a big brother thing.”

“Well stop.” Paul stomped off to the garage.

“Guess I made him mad. Shit,” Rob smiled.

Seth came up to Rob and Dane, “What the hell did you do to Paul?”

“Nothing, just asked if he had a tux. Why is he so edgy?”

“No idea. I’ll go talk to him.”

“Don’t bother. He’s just in a mood,” Rob blew off his brother’s comments.

Why the hell did I agree to work with my brothers? Shit fire and hell.

***
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Rob drove to his mom’s place. She had built a cabin just north of town near Josh and Jac. Which just so happened to be in the same direction as the Nichols farm.

He knocked on his mom’s door, then opened it, “Mom? You here?”

“In the kitchen.”

“Why the hell isn’t the door locked?”

“I guess I forgot to lock it.”

“Mom, really. You have four sons that work for a security company, you should have some protection this far out.”

“Rob, calm down. Why don’t you quit worrying and tell me why you’re here? Want some coffee?”

“Sure. If it’s not any trouble.”

“No trouble son.” She sat the cream and sugar on the table and grabbed two cups from the cabinet and poured each of them some coffee. She sat one down in front of her son. “Okay, what’s going on?”

“Nothing. Do I have to have a reason to come see my mom?” Rob was putting cream and sugar in his coffee.

“No, but you do.”

“How are you so smart? Does it come when you have kids?” he shook his head.

“No, it’s a learned experience. So, why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind son.” She put her hand on his arm.

He stared into his coffee for a few minutes then looked into her eyes, “Mom, I think I like someone, and it scares the shit out of me.”

She smiled, “Courtney?”

He shook his head, “I’m not sure what to do. I don’t want to go through what I went through with Michelle. I still travel for my job. What happens when I have to be gone for weeks or months? Is she going to be like Michelle? Will I be enough?”

“Son, I can’t answer that for you. What I can say is this, if you don’t take a chance, you will never know. Courtney is a wonderful young lady. Have you even asked her out?”

“No, and now I have to go to Oklahoma City for a job. I’ll be gone until Sunday. How do you even date someone when you’re in my line of work?”

“You ask. When do you leave?”

“Wednesday.”

“Why don’t you ask her out to dinner tonight? Or fix her dinner at your place?”

“My place? With Bevis and Butthead, no way.”

She giggled, “Well then, use my place. I can make myself scarce. I can meet Jan or something while you have dinner.”

“Mom, I don’t want to push you out of your home.”

“You’re not. I’m offering it to you. Just don’t have sex here.” She had a horrified look on her face.

“Really mom, I don’t think dinner equals sex.” He gave her one of his glorious smiles.

“I tell ya what, I will make you dinner and then go find something to do for a few hours. You go over and ask that young lady over for dinner. If she says no, you will have your answer. But, I’m betting she will say yes.”

“Why am I so scared?”

“You were burned honey. It makes us a little gun shy. But we all have to move on eventually.”

“Is there something you need to tell me?”

“Nope, now go find Courtney and invite her over.” She got up from her seat and kissed her son's head.

Rob got up, “Thanks mom. I’ll let you know what she says.” Then he walked out the door, got in his truck, and headed to Courtney’s farm.

When he pulled into the drive he noticed that the cattle were not in the corral. He stepped out of his truck and stood in front of the house.

Bart came from the side of the house, “Hey Rob, how are you?”

He stuck his hand out, “Good Mr. Nichols, how are you?”

“Good, good. Are you looking for Cotton?”

“Yes sir,” with a smirk on his face.

“She’s in the barn. I’m heading in for some lemonade.” Bart disappeared around the corner of the house again.

Rob shook his hand and headed to the barn. When he walked in he let his eyes adjust to the difference in the light and he spotted her. Damn, her ass looks good in those jeans. He had to adjust himself then cleared his throat.

Courtney looked up, blew a hair from her face, and smiled, “Hey, what are you doing here?”

He gave her a slightly crooked smile, showing those beautiful dimples, “I came to see you.”

Shock then a smile, “Really, why?”

“I wanted to ask you to come to dinner with me.”

She looked shocked again, “Really?”

“Yeah, over at my mom’s. It would just be us though. I didn’t want to ask you over to my place, I have...idgit brothers there,” smiling again.

She giggled, he really loved that giggle.

“You really want to ask me out? Wow, I haven’t been out with a man in years. I’m kinda scared.”

“Scared of me?”

“No,” she smiled, “men in general. Bad experience, kinda gun shy.”

He laughed, “That’s funny, my mom just said the same thing about me.”

“Why are you gun shy?”

“Bad marriage. I’m just leery. But I really like you and would love to have dinner with you. Mom said she would cook it, since I don’t cook...much. We could eat at her place and she would go hang out with Jan or something.”

“I tell ya what. Why don’t you come here? I can fix dinner, grandad will go to bed after dinner and we can visit. How does that sound?”

“It sounds like you will be cooking instead of my mom,” smiling at her. “What time?”

“Come around six. What’s your favorite meal?”

“Steak, baked potatoes, I’m simple.”

“Okay then, I will see you around six.”

“Thanks Cotton,” he smiled.

She jerked her head up to him and smiled.

He came closer to her, put his finger under her chin, and reached down and lightly kissed her lips. He pulled back and whispered, “So soft, so beautiful.”

She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and watched Rob step out of the barn. 
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Chapter 6
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Courtney grilled the steaks out behind the house on an old charcoal grill. She put the potatoes in the oven and made a salad. Simple. Hope he likes it. Now, what do I wear?

Bart came into the kitchen, “Hey, I’m heading to the Café to meet up with some buddies of mine. You and Rob have a nice dinner.”

“Grandad, you don’t have to leave. I made enough for all of us.”

“Oh, I’m not staying around for your date hun.” He smiled and walked out the front door.

She just shook her head. Then she heard the door open again, “Did you forget something?”

“No, but your grandfather said to come on in.”

Courtney was standing near the bar that divided the kitchen from the dining room. She had put on a cute lavender sundress that hung just below her knees and some flat white sandals, hot damn she’s fine. “Where did your grandad go?”

“Said he was meeting some buddies at the Café. He didn’t want to interfere with our...dinner.”

Rob smiled, “He’s a great man. I’ll have to thank him later.”

“Are you hungry? Dinner is ready.”

Oh, I’m hungry alright, not sure for food. “Yeah, starved.”

The long table usually could hold ten people easily, but tonight it held two, Rob and Courtney.

She poured a sweet wine that would complement the steak, in each of their glasses. She found this winery in the neighboring town that had the best wines. She handed Rob the plate with steak on it and then a potato. “Salad?”

“Certainly, ranch dressing?”

“Of course, is there any other dressing?” She giggled and the mood became less stressed and more at ease.

Rob looked into her magnificent baby blue eyes, “Tell me something about you.”

She cleared her throat, “I have an interview on Thursday for a teacher position here in Hope.”

“That’s great Cotton.” She smiled at the endearment her grandfather used for her.

“Thanks, I just hope I get it. I would love to stay here in Hope and help out my grandad more.”

“I’m sure you will. What else?”

“Um, well...I’m divorced.”

“Me too. How long were you married?”

“Three years, then I found out he cheated, lied about a lot of things and ...never mind.”

Rob took her hand, “I’m so sorry. He was an idiot. You deserve so much better.”

“Thanks Rob. What about you? Ever been married?” Even though she already knew, she wanted to hear his side of the story.

“Yeah, four years.”

“What happened?”

“She decided I wasn’t enough for her.”

She squeezed his hand, “I’m so sorry. She is the one that wasn’t good enough.”

He stared into her eyes, “She found someone else while I was deployed. I wasn’t enough.”

“Rob, were you in the military when you got married?”

“Yes.”

“Then she knew you might be deployed at some time right?”

“Yes,” he shook his head.

“Then that’s on her. She knew better, it wasn’t you hun, it was her.”

He looked into his plate, still holding Courtney’s hand, “I don’t know. I wasn’t there for her, she found someone that would be.”

“It was your job Rob. When you get married, you’re supposed to only be with the person you married. She was stupid for letting you go.”

He smiled, “Maybe or maybe she was smart. Not sure I’m up for this particular conversation right now.”

“Okay, sorry. Um, what’s your favorite sport?”

He grinned at her with his dimples showing on both sides, “Good one, football. College Oklahoma Sooners and pro, Dallas Cowboys. I know, I’m from Arizona, but I hated the Cardinals. What about you?”

“Same...Sooners and Cowboys. I was more of a fan back when Aikman was quarterback, but no one can outdo Staubach,” she smiled.

“Damn, I like a woman who knows her football.” His smile reached his dark blue eyes and they sparkled while he gazed into Courtney’s baby blues.

He reached over and pulled her to him, “Damn, you are one gorgeous woman.”

“It’s all the football talk that makes you think that.”

He shook his head, “Oh no, you are beautiful.” He pulled her out of her chair and into his lap rather quickly.

“Ooh. That was a neat move.”

He put his large hand on the back of her neck and pulled her toward him. He looked at her lips as she wet them with her tongue. God that tongue, I need to taste that.

He pulled her to him and touched her lips with his, lightly at first. “So perfect.” Then he pulled her closer, tilted her head, and split her lips with his tongue. She opened her mouth and let him in. Their tongues played and tasted each other as he held her in his lap.

She pulled back slightly trying to catch her breath, she put her forehead on his, “Damn Rob, that was perfect.”

“Oh it gets better baby, so much better. But I don’t want to rush anything. But damn you taste good.” He pulled her in for another hard, wet kiss.

She pulled back again, breathing harder, “Rob, we need to slow way down here. I don’t do casual and I’m not sure I need a relationship either.”

“You don’t do casual, okay, neither do I, but why not a relationship?”

“I don’t know if I can go through rejection again. Seriously, in my experience, you’ll end up leaving me. I can’t do that again.” She was whispering.

He caressed her cheek with his finger and cupped her jaw with his big hand, “Baby, I can’t make any promises right now. But what I can do is make sure you are treated right. No one should ever walk out on you. You are amazing. But I want to get to know you better. See where this might go. What do you say about that?”

“So, old fashion dating?”

“Yep, old fashion dating. I like that. Maybe if we did that before, we wouldn’t have married the wrong people.”

“I can see where that might work. Okay, dating. I can do that.” She gave him a beautiful smile. “Let’s finish dinner, what do you say?”

“Okay. But we are exclusive. I don’t want to see anyone else and I don’t share.”

She got off his lap and sat back in her chair, “I agree, I don’t share either. So, what are you working on at work?”

“Oh yeah, I have to go out of town. Paul, Dane, and I have to go to Oklahoma City to protect a person during her wedding. Not so much fun.”

“Awesome, when do you leave?”

“Wednesday morning. Can I see you again tomorrow night? I don’t know if I can wait until Sunday,” smiling at her.

“Okay, what do you want to do?”

“Do you ride horses?”

“Of course.”

“Let’s take a ride up the back pasture and take a picnic dinner. How does that sound?”

“Perfect. I can’t wait.”

They kept eating and talking until Bart came back around nine-thirty.

“Hey grandad, how was your dinner?”

“Good, we played a couple rounds of dominoes after dinner and I got to catch up with some old buddies I hadn’t seen in a while.”

“Awesome, glad you had fun.”

“You kids have fun?”

They looked at each other from their sitting position on the sofa, “Yep, we had a nice dinner and have been talking ever since.”

“Okay, glad to hear it. I’m heading to bed. Goodnight you two.”

“Night grandad.”

“Night sir.”

They looked at each other as Bart made his way to the stairs and disappeared to his bedroom.

“Walk me out please?”

She shook her head, “Sure, you don’t have to leave yet though.”

“Yes I do, or I might do something we will regret later.” He smiled at her. “Come on, walk me to my truck.”

He pulled her up off the sofa and they walked hand in hand to his truck. When they reached the driver side door he pulled her into him, “God you are so beautiful. I can’t wait for our second date. I’ll get the picnic for us. I’ll let mom do it, makes her feel important.” He smiled at her.

“Sounds good. Thank you for a wonderful night tonight. I really enjoyed myself.”

“Me too,” then he pulled her to him. She lifted her chin and he took her mouth in a soft, wet, glorious kiss.

He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled even closer, then pulled back slightly, “I really need to go before I drag you to the barn and have my way with you.”

She laughed, “Um, okay.” She reached up and gently kissed him again, this time it was just a barely their whisper of a kiss.

“God you're awesome. I’ll see you tomorrow night, you have a great day tomorrow.”

“Thank you, I will. You too. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” She stepped back so he could open his door and get in the truck.

He rolled the window down and she stepped up to the window, “You have a good night.” She put her hands on his arm that was resting on the door.

He grabbed her hand, “It’s going to be...tough...but I’ll make it as long as I know I get to see you tomorrow.” He pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it. “Goodnight gorgeous.”

“Night handsome.” She stepped back from the truck and watched him pull out of the drive.

Damn, my dreams are going to be great tonight. Filled with a handsome rugged man. She smiled and headed to bed.

***
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Courtney finished her chores and headed into town. She wanted to get something done to her hair and maybe a mani/pedi. She remembered Dani had a salon in the strip mall and headed there. “Hey ladies, I need help. I have a date tonight for a picnic and I want the works. Hair, mani/pedi, waxing, the works.”

Tay and Dani looked at her and smiled, Dani spoke up, “With anyone we know?”

“Um, well maybe.” She said bashfully.

Both girls screeched, “Rob?”

Courtney just smiled really big.

“Come on honey, we can fix you up. So how did this get started?”

“I’m not sure, but I think the day I broke down in town. He’s one hot guy.” She shook her head.

Izzie walked in about the time Courtney was walking to the shampoo bowl, “Well hello. Hot date?”

“Yep.”

Izzie screamed, “Oh my god, that’s awesome. How exciting. Where are you going?”

“Well, we are going on a trail ride and picnic. We have some trails in the back of the property. He’s bringing a picnic, poor Linda has to make it.”

“She won’t mind a bit. She loves to do things for people, especially her sons. I wish she could find someone. She is so sweet, pretty, and still young enough to enjoy herself.” Dani said to no one in particular.

“All I know is he said he would have his mom make the picnic. We had dinner at my house last night and I thought grandad was going to be there, but he decided to come to town and have dinner at the Café. He said he had a great time hanging out with some old friends.”

“That’s awesome. So did anything happen last night?” Tay was very interested in the details.

“A lot of kissing, hand holding, and talking. We decided we want to just date and get to know each other first. We both are divorced and want to take it slow. I’m just not sure how slow I can go. The damn man is intoxicating when I’m within ten feet of him.”

The girls all laughed. Izzie spoke up, “We know exactly how you feel. Been there done that. Married the man.”

Courtney smiled and was getting even more excited about her date.

Dani did her hair, Tay did a manicure and then pedicure, and Izzie kept talking. Courtney was having a great time with the girls.

Sam walked in about the time Izzie pointed out to have some condoms just in case.

“Who needs condoms?”

“Courtney, she is going on a picnic with Rob.”

“That’s wonderful. Didn’t he have a thing for Abby once? Maybe I’m mistaken. She has always had a think for Dane, good thing they got married.”

Dani looked at Sam like she had three heads, “I don’t think so. Dane has always been the one Abby wanted.”

“Wait, Rob had a thing for Abby? When?”

“No, I’m sure we are mistaken. Dane and Abby got married earlier this year in Malibu.” Sam reassured her.

Now some doubt about who Rob really was swept into her mind. Is he just a player? He doesn’t seem to be, but neither did Mark at first. What if he’s no different? Shit...I can’t do this again.

“Hey Courtney, Rob is a good guy. He is not like other men, like your ex. I promise he’s a great guy. Don’t think anything about it. You go and enjoy your date tonight. Promise me.” Dani took her hand.

“Yeah, okay. I will. Thanks ladies for your help today. I feel better about myself if nothing else.”

Courtney got up, paid her bill to Dani and Tay, said her goodbyes, and left. She headed home with thoughts of Rob seeing Abby as early as last year. Why do I care what he did before me? What does it matter? She was before me, right? Why didn’t he tell me about Abby?

It was getting close to time for Rob to be at the farm and Courtney kept feeling like there was something wrong. Rob had texted her earlier, said he was heading to his moms to pick up dinner and would be there soon. Courtney started pacing in the living room watching the drive through the big picture window.

She watched Rob’s truck pull up to the front of the house and Courtney stepped out on the porch. Rob got out of the truck and ran up the stairs to her. He pulled her into his hard chest, she went limp and hung on to him. God he feels good.

“Hey gorgeous how are you? God I missed you today.”

“Did you?”

He pulled back a little, “What’s wrong? Are you okay? Your grandad?”

“No, we are fine. I just heard something today that gave me some reservations.”

He looked at her questioningly, “Okay, let me have it. What did you hear?”

“You dated Abby?”

“No, I never dated Abby. I did ask her out, but she shot me down because she was in love with Dane. I was new to town and was trying to meet people. That’s it.”

“You asked her out. So you found her attractive enough to ask her out?”

“Look, I’m sorry. Yes, I asked Abby out. I was trying and it was over a year ago. I haven’t asked anyone else out until you. Courtney, listen I’m sorry. Abby was about the only other single woman around at the time that I knew. When I went to County Line, I never danced with anyone, just shot pool and drank a few beers. I only asked Abby out at Tay and Seth’s wedding because she was available.”

“And now, did you only ask me out because I’m available?”

“God no. You are amazing. I’ve met other single women since Abby, but none appealed to me. After Abby shot me down I figured it was my destiny to stay single. Until I saw you on the side of the road. You floored me right on the spot. I was so worried about you traveling alone to Ft. Worth. Damn woman you scared me, and I didn’t even know you. Do you believe me?”
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Chapter 7
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Courtney looked across the drive, around the farm that she loved, and then back into the face of the man she wanted to date, “Yes Rob, I believe you. I’m sorry. My past always has me second guessing everything and everyone. I’m sorry.”

“No sorry necessary. Now, can we get on with our date? I want to see you mount that horse.” He smiled down at her and her eyes sparkled. He put his hands on her waist and pulled her to him. He leaned down and kissed her softly on her lips. He was afraid to do any more or he may take it further right there on the front porch.

“Are you ready? I have the horses saddled already for us.”

“Good, I’m ready. I’ll grab the picnic from the truck and meet you in the barn.” Rob headed to the truck and Courtney headed for the barn.

She came out with two horses saddled and ready for the trail ride.

Rob fastened the picnic basket to the saddle horn and helped Courtney up on her horse then mounted his. She took the lead and headed to the north side of the property. He watched her perfect ass in the saddle that was just ahead of him. Damn fine ass on that woman.

There was a clearing near some trees that were near the meadow. Courtney nudged the gelding toward the opening but stayed close to the tree line to stay in the shade.

When they brought the horses to a stop Rob slid down out of his saddle and helped Courtney down from hers. He grabbed the picnic and headed to the shaded area and pulled out a blanket from the basket and spread it on the ground. He sat the basket down and walked over to Courtney.

Rob pulled Courtney into him and kissed her, hard and held her so close they could be one. He pulled back, “Sorry, I just had to do that. I’ve missed you today.”

She smiled up at him, “I’ve missed you too. I’m sorry about earlier.”

“Nope, that’s over and in the past. Nothing but the future for us and now, right now.” He pulled her back into his chest and kissed her silly.

She pulled back and looked up at the gorgeous man, “I’m with you. Right here, right now. Dinner?”

“You bet. Come on.” Rob pulled her to the blanket, and they sat down. He started to pull things out of the basket.

“Oh my gosh, what all did your mom make?”

“A little of everything. Fried chicken, there’s some fruit, salad with ranch, gravy, and wine.”

“Dang, she’s good.”

“Yes she is. I think she likes to cook for us boys from time to time because she’s lonely.”

“Do you think she might be able to find another man? There are some single older men in town that might just be up your mom’s alley.”

“No, she doesn’t need a man. We just need to make sure she feels needed.”

“Um, okay. So, what do you want to talk about tonight?” She bit into the chicken, “Oh my God, I need cooking lessons from your mom. This is fantastic, like gram used to make. I never could get her recipe right.”

“I’m sure mom would love to show you. Come here,” he pulled her close and laid a big ole wet kiss on her.

“What was that for?”

“Because you are amazing.”

“Oh. Okay, well then come here,” she pulled him by his shirt collar toward her and tilted her head making sure she had the best angle to devour his mouth. She moaned, or maybe it was him, it didn’t matter, that kiss was better than any shooting fireworks going off on the fourth.

He pulled back, “Damn woman, you are killing me.”

She smiled, “Sorry, I just had to do that. So, now what do we need to talk about?”

“Just how slow do we have to go? This is killing me.”

She giggled, “We’ll see. Come on, tell me about growing up in Arizona.”

“No, that was a bad time.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, we just had a rough upbringing, hence the military career as soon as we graduated.”

“I see. Will you tell me someday?”

“Maybe, yeah probably. I just don’t want to put a damper on our evening. I have to leave in the morning and won’t be back until Sunday morning. I want to spend as much time with you as I can.”

“Damn you say all the right things.”

He smiled, those damn dimples, “I try. But I don’t just want to say the right things, I want to do the right things. I really like you Courtney. I mean, damn, really like you. I’m so lost right now I don’t even know how to date anyone the right way.”

She put her hand on his knee, “You are doing a great job. This is all so perfect. I want to spend as much time with you as I can. I really like you too.”

“Thank God, I just don’t want to mess up. I don’t want to rush, but then again I do. It’s damn hard to keep my distance from you.”

“I’m sorry, I just need a little more time. I don’t want to rush and make any more mistakes.”

“Every relationship is going to have mistakes. But if you are worried about me leaving you, or hurting you, I won’t and I don’t lie. I can’t stand anyone that lies.”

She watched the play in his beautiful blue eyes that were the color of the deep ocean. They sparkled and it seemed they could see inside her soul. Damn man. She smiled, “Rob, you are one amazing man.” She reached up and caressed his strong solid jaw, “I just need time.”

“I will give you all the time you need. I just want to spend it with you.” He pulled her hand to his mouth and kissed her palm. “We better finish eating.”

“Yeah.”

***
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After dinner they cleared the mess and put the picnic basket to the side. Then they laid down on the blanket, each on their backs. He was holding her hand and they were staring into the night sky.

Rob pointed out the big dipper, “I was always fascinated with the stars. When I was in Afghanistan I would look up and try to find the northern star and make a wish. Then I would find the big dipper and it seemed that everything was going to be okay.”

“The stars can tell a story. There are a lot of stories about star crossed lovers. Shakespeare was great about showing that in Romeo and Juliet. But I think they can tell a story about love. If you watch the stars they show a pattern in several different areas. Sometimes when they are aligned right, then lovers are born.”

“Are they aligned right tonight?”

She laughed, “I don’t know. But I do know they are beautiful to watch. It’s always beautiful to watch love grow into something magnificent. Don’t you think?”

“Oh yes, I do.”

“That’s not what I mean. Men have a one track mind.”

“No we don’t. We can follow several tracks, sports, games, friends, but lovers that’s the best one.”

She giggled again and rolled to her side propping her head in her hand, then she smiled down at him, “Yes, I believe your right. But it has to grow into a mutual understanding.”

“Um, okay. Is that what we are doing? Growing into a mutual understanding?”

She smiled, “We are growing our relationship. We shall see where it takes us.” Then she bent down and took his mouth on hers. Then she made a slight sigh.

He pulled back, “What’s wrong?”

“We really should head back. It’s getting really dark and I don’t want the horses to trip on anything on the way back.”

“Okay, but one more kiss please.”

She smiled and went back for another kiss. His lips are so soft, loving, and full of need.

Damn she can kiss. So perfect and her body next to mine is...fantastic. So perfect.

She pulled back next, trying to catch her breath, “Okay, now we need to go.” She smiled down at him.

He raised up, kissed her quickly on the lips, and helped her to her feet. “Fine, but we will finish this later.” Then smiled another magnificent smile. He pulled her into him and just held her for a few minutes.

She laid her head on his hard chest and just breathed in the scent of the man she cared so much about in such a short time. He smelt of woodsy pine and man. God he smells good.

“You ready babe?”

“Not really, but we do need to go before grandad gets worried.”

“Come on then.” Rob picked up the blanket and folded it, placing it back in the basket and fastening the basket to the saddle horn again. Then he helped Courtney mount the gelding and he mounted his paint. “Let’s go.”

She followed him down the path this time and she really loved to watch the play in his back muscles that showed through the t-shirt he was wearing. Damn fine man.

When they reached the barn Courtney showed him where the tack room was, and he pulled both saddles off while she started rubbing down the gelding. Then he returned and started brushing the paint.

“How was our second date?”

“Wonderful, so far.” She gave him a sultry look.

“Don’t look at me like that or this barn is going to see some action,” he smiled.

After rubbing down the horses Courtney invited Rob into the house, and she wanted to check on her grandad.

Bart was getting out of his chair as the two came in the front door, “Y’all have a nice ride?”

“Yes sir, the stars are out brighter tonight it seems.” Rob had a dimpled smile going on.

Courtney kissed Bart on the cheek, “Can I get you anything?”

“No, I’m heading to bed. Past my bedtime. See you two later.”

“Goodnight,” Courtney said.

“Night sir,” Rob pulled Courtney to the sofa. He was getting as much kissing in as he could before he had to leave in the morning.

She giggled all the way to the sofa.

“You are so adorable.”

She blushed a little, “You make me feel good about myself.”

“You should always feel good about yourself. You are a gorgeous woman. What did that asshole do to make you feel less about yourself?” Rob whispered.

“It doesn’t matter. Thank you,” Courtney was looking down.

Rob put his finger under her chin and lifted her face so that she was looking at him, “You should never feel less than the wonderful beautiful woman that you are.”

“Sorry, I can’t help it. I guess I was conditioned this way. Old habits and all.”

“Well, I’m going to make sure you know how adorable you are. Now, tell me what that asshole did to make you feel this way.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Yes it does. If you talk about it, it will help. Tell me.”

“I will, just not tonight. I want to spend as much time with you as I can before you have to leave on this assignment.”

“Fair enough, but when I get back, I want you to talk to me.”

“The same goes for you. We need to learn each other’s pasts, so we don’t screw up the future.”

“I like that thought,” Rob pulled her to him and held her close, wrapping her up next to him.

She laid her head over on his chest while his arm rested on her shoulders, “Rob?”

“Hum.”

“You feel really good next to me. This feels really right. Right?”

“Yeah it does.”

She looked up into his deep blue eyes, “Good.” Then she reached up and cupped her hand around his strong jaw and pulled him to her lips. “Very good,” she whispered.

He took her mouth onto his. Soft, subtle, nips, and licks with his tongue. He nipped at her lower lip and sucked it. His tongue met hers and slowly methodically kissed her soundly on the mouth. Their tongues were playing, searching, seeking fulfillment.

He pulled her over and she was straddling his lap without breaking the kiss. She fit just perfectly wrapped around the man’s lap.

She pulled back because she could feel his arousal next to her center and thought it best. They were both trying to catch their breath.

“Honey, if I don’t leave soon, we are going to find ourselves in a compromising position.” He gave her a glorious dimpled smile.

“Um...yeah...sorry, I got carried away. Damn, you know how to kiss.”

He kept smiling, “So do you.” He reached up and gently stroked her cheek with his massive calloused fingers. “You are amazing Courtney.”

“So are you.” She started to move from her perch on his lap and he stalled her. “What?”

“I just don’t want to lose your body just yet.” He grabbed her ass with his massive hands and pulled into his hard erection.

“Oh, but if I stay like this very much longer, I may not let you leave.”

“Would that be a bad thing, really?”

“No, but that’s not taking things slow. I need to slow down really. I'm sorry. I...”

He pulled her to him with his hands on each of her cheeks, “I understand. But when I get back, we are talking. I want you, I feel like I can’t breathe without you.”

She stroked his face gently, “I feel the same. I just need to guard my heart. I am sorry.”

“No, you need to stop saying your sorry for everything. You are not and should never be sorry for anything you do or say.”

“I’ll work on that,” their whispers got even quieter.

“I probably better go. We are leaving first thing in the morning. I’m going to miss you while I’m gone. You do know that right?”

“I’m going to miss you too. Let’s see how we feel when you get back. You may change your mind. Find you a city girl,” she laughed.

“I don’t want a city girl, I want you.” He pulled her to his face, his lips hovering just above hers.

She could feel the warmth from his breath, her breathing stuttered slightly.

Then he pulled her the rest of the way to his mouth and kissed her holding nothing back. He wanted her to know, he was coming back to her, and they were finishing this when he got back.

She knew. She knew he was amazing, and she wanted more. She just needed to make sure he wasn’t going to be a one and done kinda guy. He sure didn’t feel like that right now, but she needed to make sure.

She pulled back from his lips, missing them already. Then scooted off his lap and certainly missed that feeling and then she stood up. “Come on, you need to leave before we both do something we may regret later.”

He stood, “I’m never going to regret having you. But we will talk when I get back. This thing between us is right. I can feel it.”

“You sure that’s not just animal magnetism?”

He laughed, “Oh it’s animal magnetism, but I want you. No one else, just you. Now, I need to leave. I still have to finish packing.”

They held hands as she walked him out to his truck. He put his hands on her waist and pulled her in for another round of kissing before he actually got in the truck. “I’ll call you when I can. We have to meet with the client first thing to get our assignments. As soon as I can, I will call.”

“I understand if you can’t. You are working.”

“I know, but I will call.”

“Okay. Be safe and I will see you when you get back.” She leaned into the truck and kissed him one more time.

He smiled at her and pulled out of the drive.

She remained standing there watching as his taillights turned out of the drive and he headed back to his place. Damn man is potent. I almost gave into him tonight. I really need to be careful.

***
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Rob, Dane, and Paul landed in Oklahoma City at Wiley Post Airport. There was an SUV waiting for them. They unloaded their supplies and bags into the waiting vehicle.

Paul drove and headed to downtown. They were to meet Barbara St. James, famous romance author at the Sheraton Hotel in downtown Oklahoma City. They arrived and parked near the front entrance on the road. They grabbed their bags and headed in to get their rooms. Their meeting with Ms. St. James was at ten a.m. in her room. They had an hour to unload and get settled before the meeting.

Rob called Courtney, “Hey babe, I just wanted to let you know we made it to the City.”

“Oh good. Have you met your client yet?”

“No, ten. How are you this morning?”

“Good, did the feeding and grandad and I are going to the diner for lunch.”

“That sounds great. I miss you.”

“I miss you too. You be safe, okay.”

“I will. I’ll call again when I can.”

“Okay, talk soon.”

“Bye.”

Paul and Dane were looking at Rob, “What?”

“Nothing bro, just wondering when your wedding is?” Paul laughed.

“Shut up, I like her. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, just never thought I would see you all googly eyed for another woman after Michelle.”

“Never thought I would. But Courtney is different. Damn, she is so different. She’s good.”

“You sure? You haven’t known her very long.”

“I know. It’s just different. She’s amazing.” Rob was over the moon for Courtney.

“I’m happy for you man. Really I am.”

“Thanks Paul.”

Dane spoke up, “When you know you know. I fell for Abby fast. I wish I had acted on it sooner. Don’t give up on her man, if she’s special to you, don’t wait.”

Rob smiled, “Thanks man.”

The men headed up to Ms. St. James room for their briefing.

***
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The woman sat in a booth at the front of the Café. She had long black hair and she seemed out of place.

The waitress came up to her table, “What can I get ya hun?”

“Cobb salad, Coke, and some information.”

“What information do you need?”

“I’m looking for Robert Michaels. Do you know who he is?”

“Yeah, usually comes in for lunch but haven’t seen him today. I’ll get your order in.”

“Thanks.”

A few minutes later two women walked by the booth and one of them stopped.

“Michelle?”

The woman looked up, “Linda? What are you doing here?”

“I should ask you the same question?”

“I’m here to see Rob. Do you know where I can find him?”

“Yes, but you aren’t going to see him.”

Jan came back to where Linda was standing, “Hello, I’m Jan. Linda, who is this?”

“No one significant. My EX-daughter-in-law.”

“Oh,” Jan’s smile turned into a frown. Then she moved over to the table where she saw Courtney and Bart having lunch.

Linda noticed them earlier and didn’t want Michelle to make a scene, but she needed to know why the woman was in Hope. “Michelle, what on earth would you need to see Rob about?”

“I need to make amends. Apologize and hope he will take me back.”

“I’m sorry, but he won’t. He is also working out of town. I’m not sure when he will be back. You need to just leave and leave him alone.”

“Linda, this is really between him and I.”

“No it’s not. You left him. Divorced him. He wants nothing else to do with you. Why after all this time would you think he would?”

“He was my husband. We loved each other. I’m sure he would want to see me.”

“I’m not so sure. He’s moved on Michelle. He’s happy. Leave him alone.”

“I can’t, I need to apologize and talk to him.”

“Why?”

“I just do. Please, if you talk to him, tell him I will be in town until he talks to me.”

“I’ll pass the message on, but I’m sure he won’t want to see you.”

“I’m sure he will. He loved me. I think he probably still does.”

“No he doesn’t. Like I said, he’s moved on. You need to just leave Michelle.”

“Not until I see him.”

“Fine, I will let him know you are looking for him.”

“Thank you.” Michelle’s food arrived and Linda walked over to Jan.

“Hi Linda, how are you today?” Bart asked the lovely lady.

“I’m good Bart, how about you?” She was trying to smile like Michelle didn’t upset her.

“Good now that I’ve seen two of the most gorgeous women in town.”

“You flatter Bart. How are you Courtney?”

“Good. I talked to Rob this morning and they made it to the City and he will call me later.”

“Good, Jan are you ready?”

“Yeah, see you two later.”

Linda and Jan walked out of the Café and Linda ran right into the fire chief, Terry Jacobson.

“Oh Linda, I’m sorry, I wasn’t watching where I was going. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, it was my fault.” She looked up into the most beautiful hazel eyes. Her breath caught in her throat.

Terry stared down at her and noticed a zing when he touched her arm, “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes, yes of course. Sorry Terry. It was good to see you though.”
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