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      Mona Santoes looked around Cut and Curl, the hair salon where she worked. Mona did not have any formal training. She learned everything she knew from her mother, watching her working on ladies’ hair. As soon as she was tall enough, her mother let her help. She was giving perms by the time she was eight.

      Her dad was gone. He had run out on her mom and Mona when she was two. The only good thing he did was leave them a hundred-acre farm. He signed the deed over to her mom before he left. They were not able to farm it themselves, but they had a place to live, and they leased the land to the McCray ranch. It helped to pay the taxes, so they didn’t have to worry about losing their home.

      The police brought them news of the death of Mario Santoes two years later. He had died in a car crash. His death had very little impact on their lives. They did not even have to bury him. His girlfriend at the time had already taken care of it for them.

      When Mona was eleven, her mom remarried. She married Giles Santoes, a cousin of Mona’s dad. They didn’t even have to change their last name. Mona soon had two half-sisters and a half-brother. Mona adored the little ones, and they loved her, too. Mona took care of them when she was home from school.

      Both Giles and her mom were working the evening shifts. Giles worked as a mechanic at a local garage in Barons. Her mom was working part-time at the Cut and Curl Hair Salon. Everything was going okay for them. They were not wealthy, but they managed to keep food on the table, everyone had decent clothes, and Mona was able to make friends with the girls in her class at school.

      After graduation, Mona managed to get Pat, the manager of Cut and Curl, to give her a job doing hair. Giles fixed up an old Chevy car and gave it to Mona for graduation. It provided Mona a way to get back and forth to work.

      Mona managed to remain friends with the girls from school. They would come to her to get their hair done. She was happy to be included in the party to Danny’s Bar and Grill for Charise’s bachelorette party. She very much wanted to look in the magic mirror, but even though she looked more than once, she did not see anyone in the mirror. Mona was disappointed. She was twenty-four, and, after five years working at Cut and Curl, she was beginning to think there was no true love for her.

      She was invited to Charise’s wedding at the country club. She could not afford a dress fancy enough for a wedding attended by the Governor and a Senator, so she feared she was going to have to make some excuse and turn down the invitation, but Charise solved the problem for Mona when she asked Mona to be one of her bridesmaids. She told the girls not to worry about dresses because Charise was buying all of the bridesmaid dresses, so they would match in the theme she had for the wedding. All they had to do was show up for fittings. Charise also included shoes in the package, so they matched the dresses. Mona was thrilled. She offered to do Charise’s makeup and hair for the wedding for free as a wedding gift.

      When it came time for Charise to have a new bachelorette party, Zachery flatly refused for it to be at Danny’s in Sharpville. Everyone laughed at him, but he was determined, and Charise was so in love with him, she went along with his wishes. The party was held at Fitness Central. The girls told the guys to find another place to be, so the guys went to Danny’s.
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      Charise and Zachery’s wedding was scheduled for one week before Christmas. Charise explained to Zachery that school would be out for two weeks for Christmas, so they could have two weeks for a honeymoon, and she would not have to get a sub to teach her fitness class at the school. It also gave them time to make sure their house was ready for them to move into.

      Charise and Zachery had made a trip to the military hospital to visit with Dawson Staloc, the Seal Zachery helped to rescue.

      “Hi,” said Zachery as he and Charise entered the hospital room of Dawson Staloc.

      “Hello,” greeted Dawson with a big grin as he saw who was there.

      “How are you doing?” asked Zachery?”

      “I’m very thankful to be alive. I understand I owe my rescue to you, Lieutenant,” said Dawson. Zachery looked surprised. Dawson, seeing Zachery’s look of surprise, smiled. “Pollack and Fortanos came by to see me. They overheard some guys in the office complaining about your pulling strings when they were there to get their orders. They were glad you had told the ones in charge to give them all of the information instead of sending them in half-prepared.”

      “I was just looking out for my Seal Team,” said Zachery. “This is my fiancée.” Zachery pulled Charise forward close to his side.

      “Congratulations, Sir,” said Dawson. “It’s nice to meet you, Ma’am.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Dawson. I’m glad your rescuers managed to find you and get you home,” said Charise.

      “So am I, Ma’am,” said Dawson.

      “Where are you going when you get out of the hospital?” asked Zachery.

      “I don’t know,” said Dawson. “My mom died last year, and my dad and I don’t get along. I’ll figure something out,” said Dawson with a shrug.

      Zachery looked at Charise, and she smiled and nodded.

      “I’m building an Olympic-size indoor swimming pool. If you want a job, look me up at Fitness Central in Sharpville. I can use a good swimming instructor,” said Zachery. “Who better to teach swimming than a Navy Seal?”

      Dawson smiled at Zachery. “I will see you as soon as they let me out of here,” he said.

      “Good,” said Zachery. “Take care and follow the doctor’s orders, and we will see you soon.”

      Zachery and Dawson saluted each other, and Charise smiled as she and Zachery left.

      They left behind a Seal with new hope for the future.

      “Won’t he still be a Seal?” asked Charise when they were on their way to the car.

      “He will always be a Seal, but he will be an inactive one, for now. After being tortured, his body has to be retrained, and he has to rebuild his stamina. He can not go out on a mission until he is in top shape. He would put the whole team in danger. Being at the swimming pool will be good for him. Swimming is one of the best ways to build stamina and retrain your body,” explained Zachery.

      “I see,” said Charise. “Won’t the commanders think you are interfering, again?”

      “Probably,” agreed Zachery with a grin. “I have to take what pleasure I can.”

      Charise smiled at him and hugged his arm.
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      Mona made arrangements to ride to Sharpville with Nessie for the fitting of her bridesmaid dress. They met Evone outside the shop. When they went inside, Stacy, Babs, and Sylvia were already there with Charise.

      “Good,” said Charise. “We are all here except Gloria. She’s away at school. We are the same size, so I can try on her dress.”

      They all tried on their dresses. Each girl had a different color dress made in the same style. The alterations were set, and the dresses would be ready for pickup in a week. The girls said goodbye outside the shop. Charise was headed for Fitness Central. Babs and Stacy, who had driven in together left for home. Some of the others were going shopping. Nessie asked Mona what she wanted to do. Mona did not hesitate.

      “Could we stop at Danny’s and get a burger. I would like to look in the magic mirror,” said Mona.

      Nessie started grinning. “Danny’s it is. Maybe if we look often enough, the magic mirror will show us someone just to get rid of us,” said Nessie.

      Mona laughed. “I am not giving up. I know there is someone meant just for me. He is waiting for his true love, just like I am. We just need a chance to be together.”

      “Yeah,” agreed Nessie as she parked in front of Danny’s, and the girls went in to try to see their future one more time.

      There was no one at the mirror, so the girls headed straight for it. Nessie sat down first. She started looking in the magic mirror. A face appeared in the mirror. It looked like someone in a bed looking in a hand mirror. The person in the mirror was being shaved, and he was checking his face. He smiled at the person doing the shaving, and she came into view for a minute. It was a nurse. She left, and the man in the bed looked back in the mirror. He was startled to see Nessie looking at him. He looked around and then back at the mirror.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I’m Nessie.”

      “How can I see you?” he asked.

      “I am looking in a magic mirror in Danny’s in Sharpville,” said Nessie. “Who are you?”

      “I am Dawson. Do you know Lieutenant Zachery Willis?”

      “Yes, he is engaged to a friend of mine,” replied Nessie.

      “I will be working for him when I get out of the hospital,” said Dawson. “I’ll see you then. Why does this mirror show us each other?”

      “It is a magic mirror. When a girl looks into it, sometimes it will show them their true love,” said Nessie.

      “You mean you and I are true loves?” asked Dawson.

      Nessie shrugged. “The magic mirror seems to think so,” she said.

      “Well, I’ll be,” said Dawson. The magic mirror faded back to silver.

      Nessie looked up at Mona and smiled. “My true love’s name is Dawson. He is going to be coming here to work for Zachery.”

      Mona smiled. “I’m so happy for you,” she said.

      Nessie got up so Mona could sit down.

      Mona sat down and looked in the magic mirror. She saw what looked like a reflection of someone looking down into the water. He was turned slightly away and looking to the side. Mona looked at him closely. It looked like Manuel McCray. He looked down at the water and frowned.

      “Now, you’ve moved from my dreams into the daylight,” he said. “Why are you haunting me?”

      “I am not haunting you,” protested Mona.

      Manny looked surprised. “You are going to talk to me now,” he said.

      “I have been seeing you in my dreams for a year now. Always just glimpses of you. If you are real, why haven’t you shown yourself before now?” asked Manny.

      “I didn’t know,” protested Mona. “I’m in Danny’s looking in the magic mirror. My name is Mona, and you are Manny.”

      Manny looked startled. “How do you know my name?” he asked.

      “I live in Barons,” said Mona.

      “When can I see you?” asked Manny.

      “You need a haircut. Try the Cut and Curl,” said Mona.

      The image faded before they could say anything else.

      Mona looked at Nessie. Nessie had a big smile on her face. “We both have true loves,” she said.

      “Yes, we do,” agreed Mona with satisfaction. “Let’s go eat. I’m starved.”

      They went to a table, and when the waitress came, they ordered burgers. They were very happy with the results of this trip. Both were looking forward to meeting their own true loves.

      Manny finished the work he was doing. He headed for the house and went to take a shower. When he was dressed, he went downstairs. His mom, Cathy, and his dad, Alvin, were in the living room. They were sitting on the couch, talking.

      Cathy looked at Manny as he came into the room. “Where are you going all dressed up?” she asked.

      “I am going to get a haircut,” said Manny with a grin.

      “A haircut,” said Alvin. “You just had one a month ago.”

      “I need a trim,” said Manny. “Do you know where the Cut and Curl is?”

      “The Cut and Curl,” said Alvin. “What’s wrong with Barney’s Barber Shop?”

      “I thought I would try something different,” said Manny.

      “The Cut and Curl is behind Molly’s Gift Shop,” said Cathy.

      “Thanks, Mom,” said Manny as he started out the door.

      “What do you think that was about?” asked Alvin.

      “I was wondering,” said Cathy. “How many young single girls do you think are working in the Cut and Curl?”

      Alvin looked at her and grinned. “So, Manny is interested in a girl working in the Cut and Curl.” He frowned. “Why doesn’t he just court her? Why does he have to mess with his hair?”

      Cathy patted his hand. “Don’t worry about it. His hair will grow. I am glad he is showing an interest in someone. We should be in for an interesting time.” She grinned at Alvin.

      Manny arrived downtown. He went behind Molly’s Gift Shop and entered the Cut and Curl. There seemed to be a lot of women in the place. Manny stopped inside the door and looked around.

      “Can I help you?” asked the girl at a desk at the entrance.

      Manny looked around again. “I want to get a haircut,” he said.

      “Okay, let me see who is available,” she said.

      “I want Mona,” said Manny.

      The girl looked up, startled. Mona didn’t have many customers who asked for her by name, and none of them were men. “Mona’s on break. Can someone else help you?” she asked.

      Manny shook his head. “I want Mona,” he said.

      Just then, Mona came out of the break room and started to the front. She looked up and saw Manny. He looked at her and started grinning. He had found her, he thought with satisfaction.

      Mona smiled. “Manny,” she said.

      “I came for my haircut,” said Manny.

      “Come on back,” said Mona, leading the way to her station.

      Manny followed close behind her. He was giving her the once over as he followed behind her. He grinned. She was nicely put together, he thought.

      Mona looked back over her shoulder and grinned when she saw Manny eyeing her figure. Mona motioned for Manny to take a seat, and when he sat down, she put a drape around him.

      “Did you have any trouble finding the Cut and Curl?” asked Mona.

      “No, my mom told me where it was,” said Manny.

      Mona put her hand on his face to turn his head and jerked back her hand when she was shocked.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. Manny had also jumped when he felt the shock. “It must be the magic mirror. Everyone always gets a shock after they see their true love in the magic mirror.”

      “It’s okay. It is not too bad. It just startled me. I wasn’t expecting it. I have had worse static electricity shocks,” said Manny.

      “How am I supposed to cut your hair if I can’t touch you?” asked Mona.

      Manny took her hand. There was a shock, but it wasn’t as bad. It was as if the first shock had drained off some of the power. “See, it’s not as bad. Maybe if we keep touching, it will get less,” said Manny.

      “Maybe,” said Mona. She reached for the water bottle to wet his hair. “Do you know how you want it cut?”

      “Just a trim,” said Manny. “It was getting a little long, and my girl told me I needed a cut.” Manny grinned at her.

      Mona smiled. “I had to think of a way for us to meet. The magic mirror doesn’t give much time for details,” she said.

      Mona cut his hair silently for a few minutes.

      “What did you mean when you said I had been haunting your dreams?” asked Mona.

      Manny looked up at her in the mirror in front of him. He could see Mona busy cutting his hair.

      “I have been having the same dream for over a year now,” said Manny. “I would see you running through this flower garden. I would try to catch you to see you more clearly, but just when I thought I was finally going to catch you, you would disappear.”

      Mona stopped and stared at him. “Wow.” She said. “I wished I had known. I would have stopped and let you catch me.”

      “I guess fate wasn’t ready for us to meet just then,” said Manny.

      “I guess not,” agreed Mona. She ran her fingers through his hair and dusted him off before removing his drape.

      Manny stood and looked down at her. “When do you get off?” he asked.

      “I was already off when you came in. I stayed so we could talk,” said Mona.

      “Do you want to go and eat?” asked Manny.

      Mona nodded. “Just let me check out, and I’ll meet you at the front door.”

      Mona hurried to check out, and Manny went to pay for the hair cut he hadn’t needed. He smiled. It was money well spent, he thought.
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      The girl at the front desk watched enviously as Mona joined Manny and they left together. They didn’t notice. They were too absorbed in each other.

      “Is Lou’s Diner okay?” asked Manny.

      “It’s fine,” said Mona. “We really don’t have much choice if we don’t want to drive into Sharpville.”

      “We can drive to Sharpville if you want to,” said Manny.

      “No, not tonight, maybe some other time,” said Mona. “I’ve already been to Sharpville today. I don’t feel like going back.”

      “Do you want to drive your car over to Lou’s?” asked Manny.

      “Yes, I know it is not far and we could walk, but I would like to have my car nearby when we leave,” said Mona.

      Manny got into his car and followed Mona over to Lou’s diner. They parked, and Manny took her hand to go inside. They ignored the slight shock and kept holding hands. When they got inside, Manny led Mona to a booth close to the back. There were not too many people there, and they would be able to talk.

      After they ordered their food, Manny looked at Mona and smiled. She smiled back.

      “So, you went to Sharpville today,” he said.

      “Yes,” said Mona nodding. “I had a dress fitting. I am going to be a bridesmaid in my friend Charise’s wedding,” she explained.

      Manny shook his head. “Katie told me about the wedding. She said the Governor is going to be there.”

      “Yes, he is Zachery’s Godfather. Senator Willis will be there, too,” said Mona. “I wouldn’t be going, but Charise is furnishing the bridesmaid’s dresses. I’m still a little nervous about it.”

      Manny squeezed her hand. “You will be the most beautiful girl there.” Mona just shook her head and smiled. “You know my last name, but I don’t know yours,” said Manny.

      “It’s Santoes; your family leases land from my mom,” said Mona.

      Manny looked startled. “You mean you have been right next door all of the time?” he asked.

      Mona nodded with a grin. “I have seen you at a distance, but we have never had a chance to really meet,” said Mona.

      Manny grinned. “I guess the magic mirror was ready for us to get together,” said Manny.

      Mona smiled. “I guess so,” she agreed. “I have been looking in the magic mirror a lot. I was beginning to think it was not going to show me anyone,” said Mona.

      “Maybe I wasn’t around any reflective surface,” said Manny. “Maybe my dreams were a way to prepare me for the real thing,” suggested Manny.

      “Maybe, I’m glad you were at the water looking in today,” said Mona.

      “So am I,” agreed Manny with a grin. “I think the magic mirror likes my family. Katie saw Carlos in the magic mirror, and Star saw my brother Sam. They are all very happy.”

      Manny squeezed her hand, which he was still holding. “When am I going to see you again? Do you have to work tomorrow?”

      “No, I am off tomorrow. What about you, I know you stay pretty busy on the ranch?” asked Mona.

      “I can ask one of the hands to cover for me. Things are much more relaxed around the ranch since my granddad started hanging out with Sebastian Kantor. He lost all interest in the ranch. It makes things much better for all of us. Would you like to go on a picnic up to the waterfalls?” asked Manny.

      “I would love to see the waterfalls. It’s beautiful up there,” agreed Mona with a smile.

      Manny took out his phone. “I need your number so I can reach you if I have any trouble getting away,” he said.

      Mona gave him the number, and he put the number in his phone. He punched the call button, and Mona’s phone rang. Manny smiled as she looked at her screen. “Now you have my number, in case you need to call me,” he said.

      Mona saved the number to her phone under Manny’s name. She smiled as she put her phone away. “What are you going to be doing during Christmas break?” she asked.

      Manny shrugged. “I haven’t made any plans. I imagine Mom will try to get everyone out to the ranch for Christmas,” he said.

      “Charise and Zachery are getting married a week before Christmas at the country club. I know Katie and Carlos will be there. Sam and Star will probably be there, also. Would you like to go as my date? I have to march down the aisle at the ceremony, but the rest of the time, we could dance and eat and enjoy ourselves. We may even get to say hello to Senator Willis and Governor Hayes.”

      Manny paused. He wasn’t used to going to fancy parties. “Would I have to wear a tux?” he asked.

      Mona shook her head. “A suit will do. The only ones wearing a tux will be the groom and best man. The rest of the guys will be wearing suits.”

      “I would love to go with you,” said Manny. “I would love to hold you in my arms and dance. Besides, I want all of the guys to know you are taken. You are mine. They need to keep looking.”

      Mona smiled. “I don’t think you have to worry about other guys. They haven’t exactly been beating a path to my door.”

      “I’m glad the guys around here are so blind. I’m glad you were saved for me,” said Manny.

      “We need to go,” said Mona. “I think they are about ready to close.”

      They went to the front where Manny paid for their food. After paying, they went outside where they lingered beside Mona’s car. They were both reluctant to say good night. They stood looking in each other’s eyes until Manny leaned down and gently kissed her.

      Mona sighed and leaned in and laid her head against his chest. Manny put his arms around her and held her for a minute. Mona pulled back and looked into his face. “I guess I should go,” she whispered.

      “I guess,” said Manny. He kissed her again. “I will follow you home.”

      Mona smiled. “You don’t have to follow me. It’s not too far.”

      “I’ll follow,” insisted Manny.

      “Okay,” agreed Mona getting in her car.

      Manny entered his car and waited for Mona to pull out, then followed her home. It was about a ten-minute drive, not far from the McCray ranch. Manny parked behind Mona and got out of his car. He went up and opened Mona’s door for her and helped her out. As soon as she was standing, Manny held her close and kissed her again.

      “I’ll see you in the morning about nine,” he said.

      “I’ll be waiting,” agreed Mona.

      She watched as Manny turned and entered his car. He backed up and turned. Manny waved as he started to leave. Mona waved back. With a sigh, she turned and started for the door. Her ten-year-old brother Glen opened the door.

      “Hi, Mona,” he said

      “Hi, Squirt,” said Mona bending down and hugging him.

      “Who was in the car behind you?” asked Glen.

      “It was Manny McCray from the ranch,” said Mona.

      “Do you like him?” asked Glen.

      “Yes, I do, why?” asked Mona.

      “I was just wondering,” said Glen.

      Mona took his hand and started toward the kitchen. “Have you eaten?” asked Mona.

      “No, Mom’s lying down with a headache, and Beth and Poppie are in their rooms doing homework,” he replied.

      Mona frowned. She doubted they were doing homework. She was going to have to talk to them about making sure Glen had something to eat.

      “What do you want to eat?” asked Mona.

      “Mac and cheese,” said Glen with a grin.

      Mona ruffled his hair. “I should have known. You would live on mac and cheese if you could,” she laughed.

      “I like it,” agreed Glen with a smile.

      Mona put his mac and cheese on to cook and then looked to see what else they had to go with it. She opened a can of beans and put it in a boiler. She cut up some wieners and stirred them into the beans. She pulled out a can of rolls and put them into the oven to bake. She poured Glen a glass of milk and sat him down at the table while she stirred the mac and cheese.

      “Have you done your homework?” asked Mona.

      Glen nodded. “I did it as soon as I came home from school,” said Glen. “I have some papers the teacher wants signed. I have to take them back tomorrow.”

      “I’ll sign them after you eat,” said Mona.

      Mona always signed their papers and made sure their homework was done. Their mom, Jewel, was always having headaches. Mona had urged her to go to the doctor and find out their cause, but so far, she had not been able to convince her to go.

      Mona stirred the mac and cheese and put some on a plate for Glen. She added some of the beans and wieners. After putting a roll on his plate, she set it in front of Glen and smiled as she watched him dig in.

      Beth and Poppie had smelled the food and emerged from their rooms. They both came and filled plates for themselves and sat at the table to eat.

      “Have you two finished your homework?” she asked.

      “I’m finished,” said Poppie.

      “I’m almost done,” said Beth.

      “Well, you can finish as soon as you clean the kitchen,” said Mona.

      Beth looked like she wanted to protest, but she changed her mind and was silent.

      “I want to see your schoolwork as soon as you are finished,” said Mona. “I’ll look over Glen’s while you are cleaning the kitchen.”

      “Can I take my lunch tomorrow, Mona?” asked Glen.

      “Why do you want to take your lunch instead of eating in the lunchroom?” asked Mona.

      Glen hung his head and didn’t look at Mona.

      “Glen, what’s wrong?” asked Mona.

      “Some of the kids were teasing me because I get a free lunch,” said Glen.

      Mona pursed her lips. She had gone through the same thing when she had been in school. She had solved the problem by taking her lunch, too. She was not going to let Glen suffer. She needed to go and talk to the principal and teachers. “You can take your lunch tomorrow,” said Mona to Glen, who had been looking anxious.

      Glen relaxed and smiled. “Thanks, Mona,” he said.

      The next morning, Mona fixed Glen a lunch to take to school with him. After the school bus left, Mona hurried to be ready for Manny’s arrival.

      When she came into the living room, her mom was there lying on the sofa. Mona stopped and looked at her. She didn’t look well. “Are you feeling better?” asked Mona.

      Jewel looked at Mona without answering her. “Are you going somewhere?” she asked.

      “Yes, I am. I am going on a picnic with Manny McCray,” said Mona.

      “Is he the one Hazel was telling about him coming into the Cut and Curl to get a haircut? She said he would not let anyone cut his hair but you.”

      “Yes, he is,” said Mona. “He didn’t really need a haircut. He came in to see me.”

      “I see,” said Jewel. “I hope you know what you are doing.”

      “I am very aware of what I am doing. I am going on a picnic with a great guy. One who treats me with respect, can’t you be happy for me?”

      Jewel sighed and lay back and closed her eyes.

      There was a knock at the door. Mona went to open it. She smiled back at Manny as he smiled at her. “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Mona nodded. She turned and called out to her mom, “I’ll be here when the school bus comes.” There was no answer, so Mona went out and closed the door behind her.

      When they were in the car, Mona looked at Manny and smiled.

      “Could we make a stop at the school on the way? Some boys have been bullying my brother Glen, and I need to see if I can get it stopped,” said Mona.

      “Sure, we can stop. How old is Glen?” asked Manny.

      “He is ten. He is in the fifth grade. He asked me last night if he could bring his lunch from home. The boys are picking on him because he gets a free lunch. I made him a lunch. I didn’t have the heart to tell him they probably wouldn’t stop. I thought I would talk to the principal and his teacher,” said Mona.

      Manny pulled to a stop in the school parking lot. He got out and came around and opened her door.

      “You don’t have to come in with me,” said Mona.

      “I want to if you have no objection. I may know the boys. We had a problem with them on the ranch. If it is them, their fathers work for me. I warned them if I caught them bullying anyone else, I would take care of them,” said Manny. “I need to know if it is them.”
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