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      Cady knew she was in trouble.

      Unlocking the front door, she found Jameson waiting at the dining room table, his rigid figure an indication of how tightly strung his emotions were. His broad shoulders vibrated with tension. With anger.

      Taking a deep breath, Cady dropped her purse on the couch and walked further into the room but kept a healthy distance between Jameson and herself. The waves of fury emanating from him had her nerves on edge, a warning to Cady that something was wrong. Very wrong. With a wary eye locked on her husband, she scanned the room for Montgomery. He normally greeted her at the door, his fluffy tail wagging a happy greeting.

      "You're home early," she commented quietly, her breath hitching in her throat. She listened anxiously for sounds in the house, some clue to where Montgomery was. She desperately wanted to ask, but Jameson hated the dog with a passion and his mood was already black. Perhaps it was best if she navigated the mess she was in first, searched for Montgomery later.

      For a minute, she wasn't sure he was going to answer, and the silence stretched out between them, increasing the tension. Cady glanced uneasily at her purse, wondering if she should turn tail and run.

      "You're late."

      His words made her jump. There had been a time, a few years ago, when that same voice had filled her with an overwhelming sense of security. Now it had a much different effect and Cady cringed. "Yes. I'm sorry. I had a cake to finish and it took a little longer than I expected."

      Jameson’s shoulders tensed, and his hands scrunched into fists. "Cakes. It's always the cakes." He held up a page torn from the newspaper. "Fucking cakes," he sneered. "Cady Caldwell. The Queen of Cakes."

      He spat her name as if it was a curse and Cady considered her options. Should she admit to knowledge of the newspaper report, or plead ignorance? Which one would work? Jameson's angry stare, his brown eyes penetrating, made it hard to decide. "Why don't we go out for supper?" Cady suggested, deciding avoidance might be best. Perhaps he could be sidetracked – though the whisky bottle and empty glass beside it suggested it was already too late. Jameson had been drinking, and given the nearly empty bottle, he'd been at it for a while. Certainly, long enough to work up into a rage.

      He got to his feet, still clutching the newspaper in his fist. "Did you think I wouldn't find out?"

      Cady shook her head, her eyes wide. She'd been so careful. When Mario decided to enter her cake in the prestigious Decorators of America competition, he'd promised to keep her name out of it. She didn't need the attention, not when Jameson was so incredibly jealous. When Mario showed her the newspaper this morning, his blue eyes filled with regret, Cady knew it had been a terrible mistake. True to Mario's promise, the newspaper hadn't used her name, but what she'd assumed would take up a few lines in the back pages turned out to be front-page news. 'Mario's Bakery Takes out Prestigious Gold Medal for a Sublime Creation'. It went on to describe the cake and its decoration at length, and the prestige which came from one of San Francisco's favorite bakeries scooping the gold medal out from under the noses of other, more famous bakeries throughout the States. They hadn't mentioned her name, but the subtle hint about the creator being 'the wife of a world-renowned chef' was enough to cause overwhelming damage.

      Jameson stepped towards her, his movements slow, measured, his eyes burning with hatred. "You smart ass bitch. You're throwing my failure in my face!"

      Cady twisted her head rapidly from side to side, backing away. "No Jameson… that's not true… you aren't a failure…"

      "Offering fake sympathy when those bastards overlooked me for the third Michelin star, pretending to care! I bet you were laughing behind my back, the whole time. You're nothing without me! You slap a bit of icing on a cake and you win a fucking award for it! Thought you were clever, not giving them your name? You must think I'm a damned fool. It could only be your doing; that idiot you work for is such a dolt, it couldn't possibly have been his work. You're going to wish you were dead by the time I've finished with you!"

      Cady panicked, making a dash for the door even knowing it was a useless endeavor. She shouldn't have come inside, should have driven straight to Harry's when she saw Jameson's car in the driveway. She could have come up with some excuse for visiting, even though she hadn't seen Harry for nearly six months. Jameson's jealous rages had isolated her from everyone, using her desperation for his financial help as a counterweight to everything he demanded.

      He wrapped one hand around her arm and wrenched Cady backwards. She struggled desperately to escape, but he was stronger. He wrapped his arms around her waist and Cady kicked and struggled when he dragged her through the house, thrusting her down into the basement. She caught her ankle on a step as she fell, and it wrenched painfully. Any hope of escape was gone and when Cady hit the cold concrete floor, she curled into a ball, making herself into as small a target as possible.

      The first kick created a wellspring of agony in her lower back, convincing Cady her kidneys had exploded. The second kick cracked a couple of ribs. Jameson resorted to using his fists, punching Cady's face until she was seeing stars. Her screams were reduced to horrified whimpers, and then little moans as her body became a ball of incessant pain. Jameson clutched her shoulders, lifting her head again and again, slamming her against the unforgiving concrete. He stopped abruptly, using a knife to tear her shirt away, his eyes filled with fury. The knife flicked through her bra, catching her skin when he cut through the fragile lace and Cady whimpered. "You're an ungrateful little whore. You used me from the beginning," Jameson muttered, shifting his attention to her jeans.

      She tried to see past the stars inhibiting her sight. When Jameson came into focus, she watched anxiously when he lit a cigarette, lowering it from his lips to blow against the smoldering end, to make the ash redden.

      He brought the burning cigarette down and pressed the tip of it against her naked breast. Cady screamed and screamed, the lancing pain in her head surpassed by the pain as her skin burned. Her last conscious thought, as the world darkened around her was that Jameson was going to exceed his plan. He'd announced she was going to wish she were dead.

      Cady thought she probably was dead.
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      Meredith Caldwell paced. A fine figure of a woman, she was still a beauty in her advancing years. Her gray hair was stylishly cut, and she filled out a pair of jeans like a woman who was two decades younger. Yes, indeed; a damn fine-looking woman. Sheriff George Davis watched as she walked back and forth across the living room, pausing on the completion of every lap to peer through the lace curtains, watching anxiously for an approaching car. He idly wondered if she might wear a hole in the carpet before her granddaughter arrived.

      George tried – and failed – to keep his eyes off her shapely legs. He sipped from the coffee mug he gripped in one calloused hand then cleared his throat. "Meredith, for Christ's sake – sit down. They'll get here when they get here. You wearin’ a hole in the carpet ain't gonna hurry them up."

      She stopped pacing and glanced at George with anxious blue eyes, tiny frown lines marring her skin. "Shouldn't they be here by now?"

      George glanced at his watch. "It's a couple of hours drive to Garrison and they could have hit traffic leaving Billings. I'd guess they'll arrive anytime in the next half hour." He watched Meredith resume pacing and drew himself from the chair, placing a hand on her arm. "Meredith. You pacing ain't gonna make a lick of difference. Sit down. Please."

      With a heavy sigh, Meredith took his advice and settled on the edge of the couch, but her attention remained focused on the window. She'd waited so long for this day. She'd met her other two grandchildren more than twelve months back, but today was the culmination of a long wait to meet her eldest granddaughter. Even now, it was obvious she couldn't quite believe it was going to happen. If only it was under better circumstances.

      George sat back down and picked up his coffee mug. "You haven't told me much about her."

      "I don't know much."

      George shrugged, determined to keep Meredith talking if it meant she'd relax a smidgeon. "So, tell me what you do know."

      Meredith clasped her hands together. "Her name is Arcadia, but she apparently prefers Cady." Her gaze had to be forcefully torn away from the window to face her friend.

      "No surprise there." George grinned. "You've got to admit; they gave those kids the worst damn names." He'd never heard such ridiculous names in his life – even with the younger generation’s penchant for bestowing God-awful monikers on their kids – Meredith's son had taken the cake.

      "I've met Sid and Harry. It's been wonderful having the opportunity to know them after the shock of discovering they existed." Meredith smiled warmly; obviously pleased with the relationship she'd forged with the girls.

      George knew that despite the masculine-sounding names, 'Sid' and 'Harry' were women. Sidonia and Hermione. God-only-knew-where their parents had gotten those names. It wasn't much wonder the girls preferred the nicknames they'd bestowed on themselves. It had been an emotional moment for Meredith when she'd discovered her deceased son had fathered three daughters. It had come as quite a revelation, not only to Meredith, but to the entire small community of Garrison.

      "You still don't know why Cady wouldn't meet with you before now?" George asked quietly.

      Meredith had lost her battle with impatience and was pacing again. She shrugged. "I have no idea. Maybe because she was older, Mark managed to turn her against us. Lord knows, he made his own disdain obvious enough. It wouldn't come as a surprise if he'd told Cady any number of lies."

      Everyone in town knew the story of the Caldwell's oldest son – Mark had gone bad as a teenager, rebelling against his parents and descending into a sordid life of drug use and alcoholism. He'd up and left Garrison when he was seventeen, and other than intermittent contact with Meredith, usually begging for money, he’d had no contact with his parents.

      Jim Caldwell had passed away just a few short years after Mark's disappearance, the strain of worrying about his son bringing on a heart attack at the age of forty-nine. Meredith had been left to bring up their younger son alone, but she'd done an excellent job. Unlike Mark, David had matured into a good-hearted, responsible man. Meredith was so proud of him; he was caring and considerate, and he'd never given her a lick of trouble in the years since.

      Three years ago, George had been the one to bring the terrible news to Meredith of Mark's death. She'd accepted the news stoically, reassuring George that to all intents and purposes, Mark had been dead to her for years. Despite the heartache, she'd provided her son with a Christian burial, bringing his body back to Garrison and he’d been laid to rest close to his father's grave in the town cemetery.

      The few belongings Mark had in his possession when he died were forwarded to Meredith. It had taken a few weeks before she could face going through them and George recalled her excitement when she discovered there were three birth certificates for three baby girls, resulting from a relationship Mark had with a woman named Lisa Drummond.

      With David's support, Meredith hired a reputable private investigator to find out more about Mark's family. Over the next few months, she'd received sporadic reports, learning that Mark lived with Lisa Drummond for several years. They’d had the three children together, but the relationship was volatile from all accounts and there'd been more than one occasion when the children were taken by social services. Reports of arrests for drug use, alcoholism – even prostitution – were recorded for both Mark and Lisa. Meredith had been devastated by the knowledge; worried about what the three little girls had dealt with, and so sorry she hadn't been able to help them.

      "You think Mark would have fed Cady more bullshit than he did Sid and Harry?" George questioned. There was something strange about the situation, and George had been chewing over the mystery for months, ever since Meredith first contacted her granddaughters. While Sid and Harry embraced their newly-discovered grandmother with open arms, Cady had been reticent, refusing to meet her. Cady's current circumstances could have something to do with it, but George's gut instincts told him there was more to the story than met the eye.

      "She's the eldest," Meredith pointed out. "Sid and Harry were maybe too young to influence." She chewed her lip pensively, searching the street outside.

      "She's agreed to come now," George offered. "Maybe what was a bad situation for the girl will turn into something good, for both of you."

      Meredith frowned, crossing her arms over her chest. "She didn't agree to come. Not without considerable pressure from Sid and Harry. I think it's been an uphill battle to get her here at all."

      "She'll be safer." George intended to be certain of it, after hearing what her bastard husband had done. He'd seen the medical reports – the information he'd kept from Meredith. She was anxious enough about Cady coming to stay, without hearing about the beating the young woman had taken; the history of domestic abuse. George soothed his conscience by reminding himself of his legal obligation to suppress the reports. He'd received them as a courtesy from the San Francisco PD and once George read them, he'd taken no chances, going so far as to send Kane to collect the young woman from Billings. Nothing was going to happen to Cady Caldwell on his watch, he respected and cared for her grandmamma too much to let anything go wrong.

      Meredith turned to him, offering him a tense smile. "Thank you, George. I appreciate everything you've done."

      "It's nothin', Meredith. I know how much you've come to love Sid and Harry and the SFPD agreed it was a good idea to get Cady out of California."

      "There's still no word about her husband?" Meredith asked.

      George scowled. "No sign of him, he's lying low." The bastard had disappeared after he'd beaten the crap out of his young wife and left her for dead – and George's blood boiled whenever he thought about it. Wife beaters were lower than pond scum and George had seen a few in his time, but this case – where it involved someone he knew, even by association - was stuck in his craw. He wouldn't rest until Jameson Le Batelier was captured.

      "They're still searching, aren't they?"

      "Yeah. He can't disappear for long. The guy is too well-known. His face is recognizable."

      "George, be honest with me." Bright blue eyes sought his and he gave Meredith his full attention. "Do you think he'll try to hurt her again?"

      George inhaled sharply; this was a conversation he’d hoped to avoid. "I can't answer that," he said gently. "This asshole doesn't have any prior convictions, but I don't know enough to say what he might do. There's a history of violence with Cady, but it was never enough for the police to press charges, not when Cady wouldn't corroborate. What did Sid and Harry tell you?"

      "They had no idea about the physical abuse. But neither of them had seen Cady for nearly six months." Meredith turned back to the window.

      George knew what happened with Cady was standard procedure for a wife beater – isolating them from family and friends. He wondered how Cady's sisters were coping with what had happened. Domestic violence never just affected the victim; it had a ripple effect on their families and loved ones too.

      George heard a car coming down the street, his years as Sheriff fine-tuning his senses. "Looks like the wait is over. I think that's them."
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      Deputy Kane Garrison drew to a halt in front of Meredith's house, glancing in the rearview mirror at the young woman sitting behind him. "We're here."

      Sid whooped with joy. "Gran's gonna be so excited to meet you, Cades. Let's go!" With a brief smile, Sid pushed the car door open and launched herself onto the front walk towards her grandmother.

      Cady watched Sid throw herself into the arms of the older woman who stood near the bottom of the steps. Even from the car, she could hear Sid chattering a mile a minute. When Deputy Garrison picked them up from Billings, Sid had climbed into the car beside him without a hint of shyness and proceeded to talk his ear off for the entire two-hour journey. Typical for Sid, she was exuberant and excitable, her joie de vivre tangible to everyone around her. Through Sid's intensive questioning, Cady knew that Kane Garrison was married with twin sons and was a descendant of the original town founders, who'd travelled across the wilderness to Montana in the mid-eighteenth century and settled in the area.

      The Deputy stepped out of the car, reaching down to open the back door for her. "Ms. Caldwell?" He held the door patiently, waiting for her to make a move. She was as skittish as a newborn colt and he watched her take a deep breath, centering herself, but still she didn't attempt to get out of the car. He leaned over and regarded her for a second or two, offering her a warm smile. "Your Grandmamma's excited about meeting you, honey. Come on out, now."

      Cady brushed her fingers across Churchill's fur, savoring the comfort she found in patting him. She'd been apprehensive since they set off from Harry's apartment this morning, and the anxiety just kept reaching higher levels as the day wore on. Even now, Cady wished she were back in San Francisco, where she'd built a life for herself and her sisters.

      Until it all collapsed in a whirlpool of disaster.

      Why she'd even agreed to come to Garrison, she couldn't say. Sid and Harry had repeatedly tried to convince her she'd like her grandmother once she met her, but flashbacks to the past had kept Cady from contacting the woman. It unleashed too much pain, too many memories that she'd spent years suppressing. But circumstances out of her control had brought her to this point, and Sid and Harry had pressured her into agreeing, despite her qualms. Stuck between one nightmare and another, with nowhere to go in San Francisco where she would be safe, Cady found herself agreeing to stay with her grandmother, at least until Jameson was captured. With a sigh, Cady cautiously edged towards the door, Churchill's leash clutched in her fingers.

      She eased out of the car, her eyes widening when she caught site of Meredith's handsome Victorian. It was one of the finest homes in Garrison, built in the late nineteenth century; it featured beautifully painted gingerbread features and a turret, which stood to the right of the front door. A wide veranda graced the entire lower floor and the gardens were a treat to behold in mid-summer, filled with flowers in a multitude of colors and shapes. "It's a lovely house, Ms. Caldwell. I'm sure you'll enjoy your stay."

      "Thank you, Deputy."

      Kane took the leash from Cady's fingers and watched the dog climb down eagerly from the back seat, intent on inspecting a new garden. Kane stifled a grin, reaching for his wide-brimmed hat. The trip had been worth it, if only to get a look at George's face when he discovered Kane had transported the huge dog in a County Sheriff's vehicle. He had no doubt he'd be tasked with cleaning the back seat until every speck of dog fur was eradicated, but it had been a deal breaker if he hadn't agreed. Cady Caldwell had absolutely no intentions of getting in the car if the dog didn't get in with her. Thinking back, it had been the most animated she'd been during the entire trip, eyes flashing with single-minded determination as she'd stood at the curb, her fists clenched, and her jaw set in a stubborn line. Reminded him of his wife when she got a full head of steam up, and that was always fun. Of course, with Hallie, making up was the best fun of all.

      Kane strode across the lawn with Churchill, catching George's horror-struck expression from the corner of his eye. Yep, he'd definitely be cleaning out the patrol car in the morning. He might even be forced into doing it tonight if the way George’s eyes were bugging out was any indication.

      Cady hitched her purse onto her shoulder, taking the first tentative steps towards where Sid stood with the older woman. Meredith Caldwell was attractive, her grey hair curling loosely around a face that was lined, but soft, and she was beautifully styled with subtle make-up. Cady couldn't see much resemblance between this woman and the father she remembered, and she relaxed incrementally. Maybe she could survive this ordeal.

      Sid did the introductions, drawing Meredith along by the hand. "Cady, this is our grandmother, Meredith Caldwell. Gran, this is Cady."

      "Cady, I can't tell you how much I've been looking forward to meeting you." Meredith was stunned by the beauty of her eldest granddaughter. Sid and Harry had told Meredith a lot about Cady, and they hadn't overstated her uniqueness. They’d told her Cady was enchanted by the fashions of the fifties and she was dressed elegantly and beautifully in a stylish sky-blue suit. The skirt flared softly around her slim legs and the jacket was closely fitted, buttoned up the front with a collar trimmed in navy blue. Her deep red hair was artfully curled until she'd achieved a perfect early-fifties style and her make-up was subtle and stunning.

      Cady attempted a smile, but it didn't reach her eyes. "It's a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for letting me stay in your home."

      "It's your home now too, Cades. Isn't that right, Gran?" Sid was watching Cady anxiously and Meredith could see how much the younger girl worried about her older sibling.

      "Of course it is," Meredith agreed. Cady looked terrified, her eyes brimming with tears and she resisted the urge to wrap the younger woman in her arms and take the hurt away. She reminded herself to give Cady some time, let her get used to things.

      "Thank you, but I... I won't be staying long. As soon as the police have captured Jameso─ my husband, I'll be heading back."

      Meredith frowned, but decided against comment. Cady was fragile and hurting. There would be plenty of time for talking once she'd gotten used to Garrison and started to relax. No sense in agitating her further now. Meredith eyed the dog Kane was holding, amused to see the young Deputy letting the dog walk around the yard at his own pace, sniffing flowers, the grass, the trees and doing all the things dogs seemed to like to do. He was a mountain of dark brown and reddish fur, his face almost completely concealed, and she hid a smile when she caught sight of George's dismay as he watched the behemoth of canine fluff on her front lawn. "He's a lovely dog, Cady. What's his name?"

      "Churchill."

      "Harry and I chipped in and bought him, after—" Sid stopped abruptly, rolled her eyes and her cheeks colored. "Damn it, Cades, I'm so sorry."

      Cady shook her head, her face expressionless. "They brought him after my husband killed my first dog. He broke Montgomery’s legs with a baseball bat and slit his throat."

      Meredith had to hold herself very still, fighting to avoid overreacting. She flashed a quick glance towards George; his stiff expression revealed he'd been aware of those details. She made a mental note to interrogate him later, find out exactly what had been done to her granddaughter by the man she’d never met but held a burning fury towards. "I'm so sorry, Cady. That must have been awful for you."

      Cady drew herself upright, straightening her shoulders determinedly and Meredith felt a burst of pride in her quietly stoic demeanor.

      "Why don't we head inside, I'll make coffee," George suggested. He held his hand out to Cady with a gentle smile. "I'm George Davis, a friend of your grandmamma and Garrison's Sheriff. Welcome to Garrison, Ms. Caldwell."

      Cady took his hand and smiled weakly. "Sheriff."

      "Yes, let's go inside." Meredith was glad for George's interruption, at a moment when she was struggling to form a coherent thought. "George, if you'll make coffee, I'll take Cady up to show her the room where she'll be staying."

      Cady followed Meredith into the house, clinging to Sid's hand like a lifeline. She didn't want to do this, didn't think she could become comfortable in this house, no matter how hard she tried. The house itself was beautiful and decorated with an understated elegance which Cady could appreciate, despite her anxiety. A doorway to the right led to a bright living room, and the door to the left was open, revealing a handsome study. Meredith led the way up the stairs, into a hallway decorated with photographs of what appeared to be local scenery.

      "This is your room, Cady. Sid is next door and the bathroom is on the other side of the hall." Meredith pushed open the door and stood back, letting Sid drag Cady into the room.

      The room was lovely, and Cady stood in the doorway, taking in the details. Wooden floorboards added a distinct warmth to the room. The walls were painted in the palest shade of blue; the windows on either side of the bed curtained with floral material in muted pinks and blues. A cast iron bed head was uniquely antiqued with white sand wash, and the pink gingham ruffle around the edge of the bed was complimented by matching sheets. Cushions and pillows were plumped up against the bed head, in pink gingham and floral prints which matched the curtains.

      "I'll leave you to get comfortable and go help George." Meredith slipped from the room and left the two sisters alone.

      Cady rubbed her arms, glancing around the room uncertainly.

      "Was this... our father's room?"

      Sid lifted Cady's bag onto the bed and unzipped it. "Nah, it was Uncle Dave's but Gran redecorated after he moved out." Sid started taking things out of Cady's bag, and opened drawers, putting the clothes away.

      "I can do that." Cady moved to Sid's side, but her younger sister brushed off the offer.

      "Nope, I'll do it. You relax."

      "I've done nothing but relax for the past six weeks." Cady rubbed her lower back absently, aware of the low-level ache which seemed to develop when she got especially tired. The surgery to remove her ruptured kidney had been successful, but there was still some residual pain to overcome and she hoped it would soon settle down.

      "You can just keep relaxing," Sid responded imperiously. "That bastard nearly killed you, Cades. You need time to recover from the injuries." She lifted a pile of Cady's lingerie from the bag and installed it in the top drawer. "You can do that with Gran's help." Sid slumped onto the side of the bed. "Let her in, Cady. She's a wonderful person and she only wants to support you, like she does Harry and me."

      "Harry and I," Cady corrected Sid automatically, as she'd been doing for years. She glanced up and found Sid watching her through green eyes so much like her own and filled with unadulterated sympathy.

      "I still don't get why you didn't want to meet Gran," Sid began quietly. "She's not like our parents, Cades. She's a wonderful person."

      Cady didn't need the reminder and she turned away, staring out of the window at the gardens below while she composed her thoughts. "I know that," she finally admitted.

      "So why didn't you want to come?" Sid pressed, brushing her fingers through her hair. She resembled a little pixie, with her dark auburn locks cut short around her face.

      "Because our father lived here. And I didn't want to be reminded of him."

      "None of us like those reminders, Cades. But Gran won't talk about him, not unless you decide you want to. She's not like that."

      "I don't belong here."

      Sid smiled gently at her sister, going to her and wrapping her in an embrace. "You'll learn to love it. I did."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Meredith was settled at the expansive breakfast bar in Nancy Garrison's kitchen, nursing a mug of coffee and a half-eaten oatmeal cookie. After regaling her best friend with the details of Cady's arrival and the subsequent two weeks, Meredith was at her lowest point. "I don't know what else to do," she admitted. She’d honestly believed she could help Cady and develop a positive relationship with the younger woman. Despite her best intentions, it had been an unmitigated disaster, with no sign of improvement anytime soon. She'd decided on the spur of the moment this morning to drive out to the Silver Peaks Ranch for a visit, see if Nancy could provide her with any ideas on how to proceed.

      Cady was monosyllabic at best – answering direct questions with a polite detachment that made Meredith's teeth grind. She wouldn't be drawn into talking about herself or her sisters, the few subjects Meredith had initially thought would be safe topics. Cady would offer no information about herself and showed no interest in developing a relationship with Meredith, nor in seeing anything of Garrison, for that matter. Meredith tapped her fingernails on the black granite counter while she waited for Nancy’s reaction.

      Nancy sipped her coffee and eyed her friend with sympathy. Meredith was a strong, independent woman who was a pillar of the local community, helping many locals through times both bad and good. To be struggling with her own flesh and blood, particularly after what happened with Mark, was no doubt a bitter pill to swallow. "Nothing is working, huh?"

      "Nope. She barely leaves her room, other than to take Churchill for a walk twice a day. Sid's so worried, she's talking about deferring her last semester at SFSU and coming back to stay with Cady until she starts to recover."

      "That’d be a shame, she’s only got six months to go.”

      "And I’d hate to see her put her dreams of becoming a doctor on hold, not when she’s so close. I don't want to agree to her suggestion, but I don't know what else to do."

      "What does Harry think?"

      Meredith shrugged gracefully. "Harry’s worried too, but she thinks Cady will start to improve when she believes Jameson won't find her in Garrison. Harry's trying to convince Sid she needs to stay at college and finish her degree."

      The back door opened, and John Garrison stepped into the kitchen, brushing his boots carefully on the worn mat outside the door. At sixty-two, he was an attractive man and his piercing blue eyes zeroed in on his wife with the seductive look of a man who was as much in love with his wife today as he'd been when he and Nancy met over forty years before. He brushed a soft kiss across his wife's lips before straightening to offer Meredith a warm smile. "Hey Mer, how's things?"

      "Terrible."

      John exchanged a glance with his wife, resting one fist against his lean hip. "No success with your granddaughter, then?"

      Nancy slipped from the stool she was perched on, brushing a hand across John's backside. "I'll get you a coffee; Meredith, would you like a fresh cup?" Meredith nodded agreement and Nancy picked up her mug. "John knows you’ve had some trouble with Cady; he might have some ideas of how to proceed."

      John settled on the stool Nancy had vacated and grabbed a couple of cookies, biting into one and chewing thoughtfully before he spoke. "Mer, she might need more help than you're capable of providing," he announced bluntly. "The girl went through God-knows-what with that prick she married, and we know social services were called in more than once when the girls were kids. That must have left some pretty deep scars on her psyche."

      "We know that, honey," Nancy protested quietly. She placed two steaming mugs on the bench and leaned on it, her arms crossed. "Cady's got no real family support network to fall back on, only Sid and Harry and let's face it, for years she's been like a mother to them. All Meredith wants is to provide her with the support she needs, find a way to reach out to her and be accepted."

      "It might not be possible." John grabbed another two cookies, levelling Meredith with his direct gaze. "You can't always fix somethin' which is broken."

      "I have to fix this," Meredith responded stubbornly. "I'm sure I could help her heal, if she would just let me in. You haven't met her, John. She's a wonderfully unique individual, who deserves so much happiness. She's capable of great affection; she's absolutely devoted to Churchill and showers him with love."

      "Churchill?" John raised an eyebrow.

      "Cady's dog," Nancy supplied. "Sid and Harry bought him after that crazy bastard son-of-a-bitch husband killed her first dog."

      John's lips quirked at his wife's outburst and he didn't miss the flash of anger in her pretty blue eyes. His usually placid Nancy had a head of steam built up over this young woman he hadn't met. He knew, in that moment, it was a lost cause to try and fight them. Nancy had joined Meredith in a mission to help Meredith's granddaughter and no amount of arguing would dissuade either one of them from their goal. He wondered if he should drive into town and speak to the girl himself – give her fair warning that she was about to be tag-teamed into submission by two very determined women. Better still, maybe an invitation to the ranch might draw the young woman out of her funk. "Why don't we invite Meredith and Cady to supper?" If he was going to be shanghaied into any crazy schemes the two women came up with, he figured it'd be best to go on the offensive and make sure anything they planned was something he'd want to be involved in.

      "I don't think she'd come," Meredith argued. "I can't get her to leave the house other than to walk Churchill. She's avoiding meeting anyone."

      John shrugged. "Okay then. We'll come to your place. Nancy and I, maybe Kane and Hallie. You say she's met Kane already, and Hallie is about her age, which might help them establish a connection."

      Nancy and Meredith exchanged a long, silent exchange and John amused himself by trying to figure out if they really did have the ability to talk telepathically to one another. He had his suspicions it was true. Judging by the looks on their faces, there was a lot of silent discussion going on. "It does sound like a reasonable idea," Nancy finally said.

      John smirked. "Thanks for the vote of confidence, darlin'."

      Meredith was still considering the proposal, examining it from all angles. She feared Cady would veto the suggestion outright and voiced her concerns to John and Nancy.

      John stood up, grabbing another couple of cookies. "So, don't tell her. We'll bring everything – that way she won't have a chance to shore up her defenses if she sees you preparing." On those parting words, he pressed another long kiss to his wife's lips, winked at Meredith and headed back out to work.
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        * * *

      

      Cady lay on the bed with a book, although she was struggling to concentrate on the words. She hadn't read much since Jameson had beaten the crap out of her two months ago, continued to struggle with the after-effects of the attack. Having your head smashed repeatedly against concrete tended to mess around with your thought processes. Some of the residual effects had long since disappeared, but others were still making their presence known. Although reading was difficult, she'd found it was the easiest way of staying out of Meredith's way and avoid her attempts to forge a friendship. There was nothing wrong with Meredith, nothing at all, from what Cady could see. She just didn't want to start a relationship with the older woman, not when she intended to get the hell out of Garrison as soon as Jameson was captured and charged. She needed to get back to San Francisco, Mario had promised to keep her job for her and she needed to start working as soon as possible. With the fees for Sid's final semester at college due soon, she needed the income to pay that debt, along with the massive medical bills she'd accumulated after Jameson's attack.

      Her attention was captured by Churchill, his ears pricking up in interest as he turned towards the windows. Seconds later, Cady heard car engines, growing louder as they approached Meredith's house.

      Excited by a change of routine, Churchill vaulted from his position at Cady's side and leaped straight over her and onto the wooden floor, his claws clattering on the wood as he approached the window. He wagged his enormously fluffy tail in excitement before running to the door and turning back to Cady with expectation in his eyes. At eight months old, the Tibetan Mastiff was highly intelligent and devoted to his new mistress.

      With a sigh, Cady stood up and peeked out of the window, careful to remain hidden from view to anyone downstairs. Two late model trucks had parked by the curb near Meredith's white picket fence. An older couple stepped out of the first vehicle; they were about Meredith's age and busied themselves retrieving baskets and hampers from the back of the sleek silver truck. Cady recognized Kane Garrison when he stepped from the second truck and watched as he lifted a little boy from a car seat and set him gently down onto the grass verge. Dressed in faded blue jeans and a white polo shirt, he leaned back into the car, drawing a second little boy into his arms. This boy was identical to the first one and Cady could only assume they were the twin sons he'd mentioned. Setting the little boy down onto the grass beside his brother, Kane exchanged a warm smile and quick exchange with the pretty woman who was exiting the passenger seat. With dark eyes and a smile that lit up her whole face, the woman flicked her long ponytail over her shoulder before picking up her purse.

      Cady drew back from the window and slumped onto the bed, a sense of dread filling her chest. This had all the hallmarks of a conspiracy and she suspected Meredith was at the center of it. Damn that woman! Couldn't she understand that Cady didn't want to meet anyone? This was a small town, everybody would know about Cady's humiliation and she wasn't up to being the brunt of their well-meaning, but unwanted, sympathy and curiosity.

      Churchill whined softly and scratched at the door, but Cady avoided looking at him and fell back on the bed, picking up her book with a huff of exasperation. Why wouldn't Meredith accept that she wasn't going to become involved in this town? Cady wished she'd stop being so nice and leave her alone. Didn't she understand that Cady could look after herself, had been doing so for years now? Not only herself, but her two younger sisters. She didn't need anyone else. In fact, she didn't want anyone else. She'd let Jameson in, and look where that had gotten her – a one-way ticket to hell. Ignoring her conscience, which was busy suggesting she was chicken, Cady forced her attention back to the book.

      After a few minutes, Churchill gave up his vigil at the door and returned to the bed. Instead of jumping up beside her as he usually would, he stood beside the bed with his massive black and brown head resting on Cady's pillow. The reproach in his eyes was burning a hole in her cheek, but Cady ignored him, staring at the book. She wouldn’t give in; no matter how pathetic Churchill behaved. He just didn't understand how bad things were, how beaten down Cady felt. How anxious she was about meeting new people. She couldn't trust anyone, no matter how kind they seemed to be. Jameson had been kind, once upon a time. He'd promised her the world and Cady had willingly been drawn into his web, not understanding that it was all a false front, an illusion he'd created to get Cady into exactly the position he'd wanted her. Then he'd set out to destroy her individuality, take away her freedom until she'd lost all belief in herself.

      It wasn't long before the knock she'd been expecting came. Cady rolled over onto her side, putting her back to the door and ignored it. A second knock sounded a few seconds later, a little harder and sharper than the first. Cady continued to ignore it, hoping Meredith would get the message and leave her alone. Churchill – the traitor – ran to the door and started up with a determined whine.

      The door opened. "Cady, would you come downstairs, please? John and Nancy Garrison have come over and brought the fixings for a barbecue. Kane is here too; you remember him? He collected you and Sid in Billings when you arrived."

      "I remember."

      "Come downstairs and say hello, honey."

      "No, thank you."

      Cady heard Meredith's frustrated sigh. "Cady, you can't hide out in here forever."

      "I'm perfectly fine, thank you." Cady turned a page in the book, trying her darndest to make it appear as if she was reading, despite not having focused on a single word in the past ten minutes.

      She could hear Meredith's sharp inhalation all the way across the room. What happened next was the unexpected part. "Arcadia Williamina Arabella Caldwell! Get your tush off that bed and come downstairs, right this instant. I don't know how it's done in San Francisco, but here in Garrison, we treat people with respect! My friends have come visiting, and they expect to meet my eldest granddaughter. I will not tolerate you being rude just because you're so busy wallowing in self-pity that you think you can hide out in here and treat other people with disrespect! You will come downstairs, you will be polite to my friends and you will eat barbeque with us. You hear?"

      Cady's eyes widened, and she sat up on the bed and stared at Meredith, barely suppressing the urge to stand and salute. "I hate my full name!" she grumbled instead.

      Meredith heaved a sigh, brushing her fingers through her hair in frustration. "Well, don't make me use it again. You're right, it's quite the mouthful."

      "It's a ridiculous name," Cady muttered.

      Meredith strolled across to the bed and sat down beside Cady, patting her shoulder gently. "I'm not going to take back what I said, Cady. Like it or not, I'm your grandmother and I'm trying my best to help you here. Come on downstairs; meet my friends. Please."

      It was the please which swayed her decision. Her grandmother had yelled at her, but somehow, she'd managed to do it without making Cady feel like she was two inches tall. She hadn't berated her or belittled her. Meredith was trying her hardest to be nice and Cady was beginning to like her. Another complication she didn't need or want. But she could tell from the determination in Meredith's countenance that she wasn't going to let this one go. "Fine. I'll be down in five minutes."

      Without another word, Meredith stood up and left the room, leaving Cady feeling shell-shocked and Churchill chasing his tail in delight. Somehow, the dog knew that Meredith had won this battle. As Cady got to her feet, she humored herself by deciding that while Meredith might have won this battle, she wouldn't win the war. Cady would go downstairs, but she didn't have to socialize. It would serve Meredith right if Cady just sat in the garden and ignored everyone. That would teach Meredith for thinking she could force Cady into doing something she didn't want to do. Nobody would ever do that to Cady, not ever again.
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      It took about fifteen minutes for Cady to realize she might struggle to win this particular war.

      The sound of voices reached her when she walked towards the kitchen and she brushed her hands over her Capris nervously, smoothing the white linen material. She hadn't changed, deciding if she was being forced into this, Meredith's friends would have to accept her exactly the way she was. Her personal style had developed long ago, and she wouldn't change to conform to Garrison's standards.

      Cady had loved the fashions of the forties and fifties ever since she'd been old enough to take an interest in clothing. She's obsessed over information on the internet, borrowing books from the library to feed her passion and watching old movies until she was old enough to make her own clothes. She loved the femininity of the era, the swirling skirts, the petticoats, and the elegance of a time long since passed. It had caused nothing but trouble, first with her father deriding her choices, then Jameson belittling the differences he'd claimed to love when they'd first met. Despite it all, Cady's obsession had never weakened, her love for the era growing as time passed.

      She was dressed casually tonight, the cotton Capris matched with a checked gingham shirt in red and white, the shirttails tied in a knot at her waist. She'd pulled her hair into a ponytail and wore a red scarf tied neatly around the band. Her feet were encased in soft leather saddle shoes in red and white, which she'd sourced and ordered online.

      Meredith’s kitchen was one of Cady's favorite rooms, featuring warm honey-brown wooden cabinets, terracotta tiles, and walls painted in a rich pine green. The entire room was welcoming and relaxing, a place to enjoy a coffee or sit quietly and read the newspaper. At least, it normally was. Tonight it was a hubbub of activity, with Meredith and the two women Cady had spied earlier working together at the bench.

      Meredith threw Cady a grateful smile when she walked in, and the pleasure in her eyes confirmed her approval. "Cady, come here and meet my friends." Cady stepped in, holding back a much more enthusiastic Churchill, who was interested in both greeting the new people and sniffing out the source of the smells emanating from the kitchen bench. "This is my good friend, Nancy Garrison and her daughter-in-law, Hallie. Girls, this is my granddaughter, Cady."

      Nancy immediately stepped away from the bench and embraced Cady warmly. "Aren't you just the sweetest little thing? It's wonderful to meet you. We've heard such a lot about you from Sid and Harry, but they didn't tell us how pretty you were!"

      "Mom, you'll embarrass her," Hallie said, putting down the knife she'd been using to slice tomatoes. "Hi, Cady, good to meet you."

      Cady offered her a little half-wave and a smile.

      "This must be Churchill. He's enormous, Meredith! How are you coping with this great big adorable dog in the house?"

      Meredith chuckled. "He might be a big fellow, but Cady's got him well-trained. Hasn't she, Churchill?" She scratched Churchill under the chin and Cady smiled at the interaction. Meredith had taken the arrival of a massive black and brown ball of fluff in her stride; although she'd admitted to never owning a dog before, she’d accepted Churchill's arrival in her house with good grace and a significant amount of affection.

      "Now you girls head outside, I'm sure Tyler and Thomas will get a kick out of meeting this big fella, and Mer and I can finish up the salads. Hallie, introduce Cady to John; he's been looking forward to meeting her," Nancy announced.

      "Sounds good to me. C'mon, Cady."

      Against her better judgement, Cady followed the young woman out into the garden, which was an oasis of cool greenery in the heat of a late summer evening in Montana. A paved area was set down along the back of the patio with a barbeque and outdoor setting, shaded by spreading oaks. Kane looked up from the barbeque when the door opened and grinned at Cady, offering her a wink. "Hey, Ms. Caldwell. How're you doing?"

      Cady offered him a weak smile. "Call me Cady, please."

      "Alright then. Cady." He waved towards the older man who stood beside him, nursing a longneck in one hand, a spatula in the other. "This is my father, John Garrison. Dad, this is Cady."

      The older Garrison put down his beer and offered Cady a firm handshake, his piercing blue eyes assessing. "Pleasure to meet you, Cady."

      "And this is Churchill," Kane added.

      John Garrison crouched beside Churchill, holding his hand up in front of Churchill's nose to allow the dog to catch his scent. "You're a mighty fine-looking dog, Churchill." He glanced up at Cady. "Mastiff?"

      Cady nodded shyly. "Tibetan. My sisters brought him for me."

      "After your ex-husband killed your other dog, I hear. It's a terrible thing when a man can harm an animal."

      Cady blinked, stunned by his candor. "Yes," she muttered.

      John straightened up, eyeing her kindly. "You're going to be safe here, Cady. Garrison looks after its own, none more so than anyone related to Meredith. She's well respected around these parts and loved. Her kin are important to us too."

      Cady blushed and looked away. She wasn't sure what she'd been expecting from these people, but John Garrison's direct manner of speaking and kindness touched her deeply. He wasn't offering sympathy, instead he was using a no-nonsense, direct approach to acknowledge her problems and treat them naturally. A little of the tightness in her shoulders eased.

      "Wow!"

      The adults turned as one to see twin boys come running from the back of the yard, their eyes zoned in on Churchill who easily outreached them for height. Cady ordered Churchill to sit and he instantly obeyed the command, watching the two little boys running towards him with his tongue lolling from the side of his mouth, and his tail wagging.

      Kane dropped a hand onto each of the boys’ shoulders before they could launch themselves at Churchill and knelt between them. "Listen up, you little tearaways. This is Cady Caldwell, and her dog, Churchill. Cady, these are my sons, Thomas, and Tyler.” Kane offered Cady a bright smile before he turned his attention to the two boys. “What do you have to do when you meet a new dog?"

      "Slow down, Daddy, and let him get used to us."

      "That's right, Tyler." Kane brushed his hand across the little boy's dark hair affectionately. "What else, Thomas?"

      The second little boy, identical in every way to his brother, pursed his lips and considered the question thoughtfully. "Hold your hand out for the dog to get used to you."

      "Good answer, son," Kane agreed with a warm smile. "Now, how do we know if a dog is going to be friendly?"

      Tyler giggled, his big brown eyes filled with knowledge. "You can tell if he's happy to meet you because his tail will be wagging." He pointed in delight at Churchill's rapidly swaying tail. "Look, he's happy!"

      "Yes, he is, Tyler. But what else do you have to watch for?" Hallie questioned, joining the lesson.

      The little boy frowned deeply, his thought processes easily visible crossing his little face. Both boys were the spitting image of their father and had their mother's dark brown eyes. "I don't know, Dad."

      Kane ruffled his son's hair and scooped him into his arms for a hug. "Never be ashamed of telling people you don't know an answer, son. That's how we learn new things, by having other people help us out when we're stuck."

      Thomas turned to glance up at his mother. "He'll look happy?" He posed his answer as a question, his eyes upturned to watch his mother carefully.

      "That's exactly right," John lowered himself to one knee next to his grandson. "See how Churchill is sitting there so nicely, his tail wagging and he looks happy, almost like he's smiling at you, doesn't he?"

      Thomas nodded agreement, his little fingers clenching and unclenching as if he couldn't wait to throw his arms around Churchill's neck.

      "When a dog is looking happy and relaxed like that, he's comfortable about being around you and doesn't feel threatened. You can go on now and hold your hand out, like this," he demonstrated for them, "and let him sniff your hand and get a handle on your scent, just like we do with the horses out on the ranch."

      Both little boys followed his lead and held their small hands out for Churchill to sniff. The dog completed this action with a great amount of gusto, no doubt helped along by the crumbs of potato chips the boys had recently been eating. They both giggled when he licked furiously at their fingers.

      "Okay, boys, looks like he's accepted you just fine, so you can go ahead and pat him now," Kane instructed them, with a grin at Cady. Much to her surprise, she found herself grinning back at the antics of two little boys and a huge Tibetan Mastiff, enjoying the boys’ delighted smiles and laughter. This was what family was all about – this was what Cady had never had, and she found herself envious of their easy rapport as the two boys played with Churchill and Kane and John returned to cooking the barbeque.

      "C'mon, Cady, let's sit down and get to know one another while Kane and Dad finish cooking."

      "Would you like a drink, Cady?" Kane offered.

      "A juice please."

      Hallie grabbed Cady's arm and drew her towards the outdoor setting, settling down on one of the comfortable wicker chairs. "How're you enjoying Garrison so far?"

      Cady shrugged, her barricades automatically slamming back into place. "I haven't been going out much."

      Hallie chuckled. "So I've heard. You take Churchill out walking and spend most of your time in your room."

      Cady bristled. "I hardly think that's any of your business."

      "Cady, I'm not trying to upset you, or hurt your feelings. But you've got to admit since your ex-husband attacked you, you've kind of withdrawn from the whole world."

      Cady lifted her head to look at Hallie's eyes, seeing nothing but sincerity looking back at her, but the knowledge did nothing to dampen down her anger. "Still none of your business."

      "No, it's not, that's certainly true. But your grandmother is worried sick about you, and she's a great friend of the Garrison family. If Meredith Caldwell is hurting – well, the town tries to help. We try to help anyone who's hurting."

      "I'm not hurting. I'm fine." Cady mentally cringed at the stubborn tone in her voice, but she couldn't give in to this woman, didn't want anyone trying to help her. It was bad enough that Sid and Harry were stressing themselves into early strokes about her, and now Meredith had joined in. Why didn't they get it? Why couldn't they understand that Cady needed to work through this at her own pace? Why didn't they understand that she was to blame for what Jameson had done?

      "Okay." Hallie held her hands up in surrender. "Kane'll tell you I have a bad habit of butting into other people's business," she grinned self-consciously, "and he's right."

      Cady turned her attention to where the boys were still playing with Churchill. The dog was laying on his back, four outrageously fluffy legs sticking up in the air, whilst the boys rubbed his tummy gently, laughing and chattering to one another.

      "A juice for you and a white wine for my lovely wife," Kane announced, placing glasses in front of the two women with a warm smile. "Everything okay?" he questioned, eyeing Hallie with a raised eyebrow.

      Hallie grimaced and squirmed in the seat and Cady found herself answering. "We're fine. Thank you."

      The two women lapsed into silence and Cady considered her reaction to Hallie's forthright comments. Despite her qualms, she kind of liked the woman, wished she could be as strong and candid as Hallie seemed to be. From beneath her lowered gaze, she saw an interaction between Kane and Hallie – saw their silent communication and the smile they shared when their gazes turned towards their sons, their eyes lit with delight. Was this what life was like for married couples who loved each other? She had no parameters to judge it by; not her own parents for sure, and her marriage to Jameson had never been a bed of roses, not after the first couple of months.

      "Cady?" Hallie's voice interrupted Cady's musings and she raised her gaze to meet the other woman’s. Hallie offered her a grimaced smile. "I really am sorry, you know."

      Cady smiled weakly. "It's okay, you didn't mean any harm."

      "Tell me, what sort of things do you like to do? Did you have a job in San Francisco?"

      Cady nodded. "I worked at a bakery."

      Hallie straightened, her eyes shining with interest. "You're a baker? Kane'd love it if I could bake – I can't make a cake to save my life." She chuckled.

      "I can bake a little, but I mainly do decorating," Cady explained.

      "Cake decorating? Like, wedding cakes and stuff?" Hallie grinned. "That must be amazing fun."

      Cady nodded, sipping her juice. "It is fun. I enjoy it."

      "The only person around here who decorates cakes is old Mrs. Knightley. I swear, every wedding cake she's produced has been the exact same design for at least fifty years. Poor Mrs. Knightley, she doesn’t have a lot of imagination."

      "Is there a bakery in Garrison?"

      "Nah, hasn't been one for getting on for ten years now. Mrs. Knightley does wedding cakes, but she's getting past it. Most of the local girls end up ordering what they want from Billings."

      "I wouldn't think there'd be much business in Garrison for a baker." Cady's knowledge wasn't extensive, but the sign they’d passed when they drove into the town limits suggested the population was only about fifteen hundred.

      Hallie chuckled. "You'd be surprised. The town might be small, but in a rural area like this, there are a lot of ranches outside of town." She shrugged her slender shoulders. "Lots of cowboys, lots of young women. There's always some sort of celebration going on."

      Their conversation was interrupted when Meredith and Nancy appeared; carrying bowls of salad and Nancy had a basket of bread rolls hooked over one arm. Minutes afterwards, Kane laid a big tray of hamburgers and hot dogs on the table. “Dig in, ladies.”

      Cady settled back as Hallie started to fill plates for Thomas and Tyler, and then called them to the table. The two little boys came running, with Churchill following closely behind and while the boys wriggled up onto chairs, Cady spoke a quiet command to Churchill, who bounded across the patio and settled on the stone pavers beside the door.

      John whistled through his teeth. “That’s some well-trained dog you’ve got there, Cady. Did you do the training?” While he spoke, he was filling a plate with meat and salad, adding a crusty bread roll.

      “Harry and Sid bought him from Roberto Huerta, a breeder in St. Louis. He was responsible for a good part of the training, and then I took over. I can’t take sole responsibility for how obedient he is, Churchill and I have only been together for a few weeks.”

      John glanced towards Churchill. “You’re doing something right; he obviously respects you. It takes giving respect to earn it.” Cady suspected there was a hidden message in John’s words, but his face remained carefully neutral. He passed the plate he’d been filling across the table, placing it in front of Cady and she paused to stare at the heavily-laden plate with wide eyes.

      “Um, thank you?”

      Nancy slipped onto the wooden bench beside Cady and chuckled. “John thinks everyone eats the same amount as he and our boys do. Just eat what you’d like, honey, and leave the rest.”

      “The girl looks like she needs some weight on those bones,” John protested with a warm smile.

      Cady picked up her knife and fork and began picking at the meal, listening shyly to the conversation going on around the table. It was apparent the Garrisons were a warm and loving family and she was surprised by the amount of good-natured teasing which went on among them. It was a stark contrast to her own family life and Cady felt a twinge of envy towards Kane, knowing he’d grown up in a household filled with respect and love. So different to her own childhood, with Mark Caldwell and Lisa Drummond. The two people who had given life to her had never done anything to deserve being called Mom and Dad. From the time she’d become cognizant of their drug and alcohol use, when she’d realized the strange men coming into their ratty apartment were having sex with Lisa for cash, Cady had thought of them as Mark and Lisa. Or more often than not, ‘those scumbags’ who had spawned her and her sisters. She was slightly more forgiving of Lisa than she could ever be of Mark. In her lucid moments, Lisa had tried to be a mother, though her efforts were sporadic and ineffective.

      Mark Caldwell, however, had never done a thing to deserve her love. In fact, during the last few months when Cady, Harry, and Sid lived with him after Lisa’s death, the only thing he’d earned was loathing and hatred. Losing Lisa had barely dented his usual routine of drinks and drugs, but it had certainly curtailed his sexual activity. Without Lisa, his attention had turned to his sixteen-year-old daughter.

      The descent into true hell had been gradual – sometimes her father would ‘accidentally’ walk in on her in the shower. He would brush against her in the small confines of the apartment, making contact with her breast or her bottom. Cady had been terrified and repulsed, and life became a constant battle to keep away from Mark. Worse, she feared for her sisters – with Harry blossoming into teenage curves at the age of thirteen, Cady worried Mark would tire of her efforts to evade him and turn to Harry to get what he wanted. She tried to keep the nightmare from affecting Sid, who at ten, still believed in knights in shining armor and fairy tales. Cady had seen enough at sixteen to know there was no such thing, but she refused to allow Sid’s innocence to be destroyed.

      She’d struggled to keep the family together for nearly two years, until her eighteenth birthday. Evading Mark’s attention as much as possible, she’d gone so far as visiting a hardware store, shoplifting a couple of locks to put on the bathroom door and the small bedroom she shared with her sisters. Buying them had been impossible, most of the time there was barely any money to buy groceries, and they’d long ago learned to hide when the landlord came around looking for the rent. They’d moved half a dozen times in the two years after Lisa’s death, and each apartment was worse than the last.

      An elderly neighbor, Mr. Kornberg, had fitted the locks for Cady and thankfully, hadn’t asked questions. She would have been too embarrassed, to be truthful with the white-haired, stoop-backed gentleman, but his dark brown eyes had been filled with sympathy as he carefully screwed the locks into place. He’d left the apartment with an offer for Cady and the girls to call on him, any time, day or night if they needed him. Cady had been grateful for the offer, but what help could Mr. Kornberg provide? And she couldn’t put him in a situation where Mark might get angry and hurt the old man.

      “Cady? You’ve hardly eaten a bite, honey.” Hearing her grandmother’s voice brought her attention back to the barbeque, and Cady glanced up at Meredith and offered her a tiny smile. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t very hungry.”

      “Are you feeling okay?” Meredith studied her with worry in her blue eyes and Cady squirmed on the spot.

      “My back’s a little achy,” she admitted quietly. It wasn’t as bad as it had been straight after the surgery, but the air was cooling down as night fell and it affected the area where her ruptured kidney had been removed.

      Meredith patted her shoulder. “I’ll run and get you a jacket.”

      “It’s okay…,” Cady stumbled over saying ‘Gran’. She was trying hard to keep her distance from Meredith, usually referring to her by her given name, but the older woman didn’t make it easy. She’d offered nothing but kindness since Cady’s arrival in Garrison, but Cady didn’t know how she could develop a relationship with Meredith without revealing the truth. She’d do anything to keep the past in the past and certainly didn’t want to hurt Meredith with the sordid truth about her son.

      “It’s no bother, Cady. I’ll grab a heat pack for you, as well.” Before Cady could protest further, Meredith slipped into the house, leaving her alone with the Garrisons.

      “Did you know Cady does cake decorating?” Hallie asked her mother-in-law.

      “Meredith mentioned it; she’s very proud of the work you do, Cady,” Nancy said. She sipped her wine, offering Cady a heartfelt smile.

      “We’ve got Granny Benton’s birthday coming up,” Kane announced. “Has anyone organized her cake yet? Maybe Cady could rustle up something.”

      Before Cady could protest, Hallie clapped her hands in delight. “That’s a wonderful idea! We’d love you to make Granny Benton’s cake. She’s Kane’s paternal grandmother, Nancy’s mother.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Cady began, but she’d barely gotten the words out before Meredith appeared, handing Cady a heat pack and draping a jacket around her shoulders.

      “I think that’s a great idea, I’m sure Cady would love to help out, wouldn’t you? It would give you something to sink your teeth into while you’re recuperating.”

      “What sort of cake decorating do you do?” Nancy asked.

      Cady took a moment to lean forward in her chair and pressed the heat pack against her lower back. “I’ve done quite a few designs, a lot of traditional cakes, but sometimes customers want something a little more unique. I’ve done everything from cakes shaped like pregnant bellies, through to giraffes and trucks.”

      “Wow, really?” Hallie’s enthusiasm was contagious, and Cady nodded and smiled.

      “Have you got any photos of the cakes you’ve decorated?” John questioned.

      Cady shrugged, a small frown marring her pretty features for a moment. “I only have a few.” She was too embarrassed to admit that Jamison had destroyed her display album, burning the photographs in a fit of jealous rage. The only photos left were a few Mario and her friends at the bakery had rustled up before she’d been spirited out of San Francisco.

      Before Cady knew what was happening, Meredith and Hallie had disappeared inside again to collect the photographs, after gaining instructions from Cady about where to find them.

      Watching as the two women disappeared into the house, Cady suspected this was all happening much faster than she felt able to deal with, and she was swiftly realizing the truth. The Garrison family was a force to be reckoned with.
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      Cady stood in the kitchen, humming softly to herself as she put the finishing touches on the cake she’d promised for the birthday celebrations of Nancy’s mother.

      “How’s it going, honey?” Meredith walked in through the back door, hanging her slicker on a hook in the mudroom. “It’s pouring out there; seems we’ve seen the end of summer.” The past few days had been wet, and the leaves on the soaring trees in Meredith’s yard had begun to turn, their glossy green giving way to yellowing as fall began.

      “Nearly finished,” Cady announced. It felt good to be working on her craft, although it hadn’t been easy without her regular tools. She’d brought nothing from San Francisco, hadn’t replaced her decorating equipment after Jameson destroyed everything she’d owned. Consequently, after consultation with Nancy and Hallie about Mrs. Benton’s interests and likes, Cady had needed to think on her feet to come up with regular kitchen utensils which could produce the decorations in a professional manner. Fortunately for her, Nancy’s elderly mother was a great lover of roses, a relatively simple item to create from icing, and she’d designed a two-tiered cake which had turned out rather nicely, given what she had to work with. Wiping her hands on a towel, Cady adjusted a couple of rosebuds and then stood back with her head dipped to one side, evaluating her efforts.

      Both cakes had been covered in creamy ivory fondant, and she’d created an intricate lacework pattern which resembled an elegant tablecloth on each tier. A fondant bow concealed the join between the two cakes and tiny rosebuds in shades from the palest tangerine through to a deep apricot nestled against the ribbons’ folds. The entire top of the second, smaller cake was covered in a half circle bouquet, made up of dozens of the same tiny, simple rosebuds, interspersed with green fondant shaped to resemble leaves. All she needed to do now was create a pattern of dots over the fondant bow with royal icing, and the cake would be ready. Mrs. Benton’s party was being held at the Garrison’s ranch tonight and despite her qualms, Cady was pleased she’d agreed to do the cake. It was therapeutic to work on something requiring her total concentration and now that it was almost complete, Cady had to admit she’d had fun.

      “That’s so beautiful, Cady, you have an incredible talent.”

      Cady demurred, turning back to stir the royal icing she’d made earlier, before scooping spoonful’s into a piping bag to complete the bow. “It’s really no big deal.”

      Meredith patted her shoulder. “On the contrary – it’s a talent, Cady. I certainly couldn’t do it.”

      Cady leaned over the cake and started dobbing tiny icing dots on the bow at precisely spaced intervals. “Honestly, it’s just icing. I can’t make the cakes, if you hadn’t baked them, this would never have happened.”

      Meredith picked up the kettle and placed it beneath the faucet, filling it with water before returning it to the stovetop. “Either way, I think Granny Benton is going to be delighted. She’s really looking forward to meeting you.”

      Cady straightened up abruptly, twisting to stare at Meredith in dismay. This hadn’t been part of the arrangement; she’d planned to make the cake, hand it over to Kane this afternoon and stay home tonight. Meredith was welcome to attend the party – Cady didn’t intend to go with her. “Oh, no. I’m not going.”

      “Of course you are,” Meredith announced calmly, placing coffee mugs on the counter. She measured out teaspoons of instant coffee and placed them into the mugs. “It’s the social event of the year. Surely you realized you’ve been invited when you’ve been talking with Nancy and Hallie?”

      It was true; Nancy and Hallie had talked endlessly about the party when they’d dropped by in the past two weeks. Ostensibly, they’d been visiting to see how the cake was coming along, but Cady knew they’d also been part of Meredith’s plan to coax Cady into becoming more involved in the town’s residents. Meredith Caldwell seemed to be waging war by stealth, with visitors regularly ‘popping’ into the house to meet Cady. It seemed that as far as Meredith was concerned, if Cady wouldn’t visit the people of Garrison, she’d bring Garrison home to visit with Cady. Every other day, they seemed to be hosting an unexpected visitor who had ‘dropped by’ for a coffee and a piece of Meredith’s lemon layer cake, which she seemed to perpetually have ready at a moment’s notice.

      Well, she’d just show Meredith, Nancy and Hallie that they couldn’t force her into doing something she didn’t want to do. “I won’t be attending. I keep warning you – I’m going back to San Francisco, as soon as Sheriff Davis gives me the all clear.”

      “Now, Cady…” Meredith began, but Cady wasn’t having any of it.

      “There’s no ‘now Cady’,” she announced, bending back over the cake to continue work. “I’m not going to the party. I won’t know anyone, and besides, I’ve got no intentions of getting to know anyone in Garrison any better.” The town was lovely, from what little Cady had seen, and the residents were friendly and warm-hearted, but Cady couldn’t afford to stay here any longer than necessary. The fees for Sid’s tuition were due, and she needed to get back to work to pay for them. She was already stressed; knowing that Jameson continued to elude capture – in fact, there’d been no sightings of him in the past ten weeks. But he had to be out there somewhere. Sheriff Davis had confirmed Jameson hadn’t left the country, so he had to be hiding under a rock somewhere in the States. And Cady had no doubt, given the opportunity, he would finish what he’d started. Despite the warmth in the bright kitchen, she shivered.

      “Granny Benton will be terribly disappointed—” Meredith started a new tack in her campaign, reaching into the refrigerator for the milk.

      “She doesn’t even know me; so how could she possibly be disappointed?” Cady countered.

      “I’ll be disappointed if you don’t come along,” Meredith retorted.

      “Well, you’d better prepare yourself for disappointment. I’m not going,” Cady stated, sounding just as determined.

      “Damn it. Of course you’re going, Cady.”

      Cady jumped when she heard Kane Garrison’s deep voice from the doorway and she rested a hand on her chest, waiting for her heart’s tempo to settle before she spoke. “I don’t want to go to your grandmother’s party.”

      Kane stepped into the kitchen, his height and size overwhelming the room and behind him; a second man, equally as tall, followed. “This is my brother, Josh. Josh, this is Cady Caldwell.”

      The man stepped forward, removing his hat and holding out his hand. “Ma’am, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Welcome to Garrison.”

      Cady hastily wiped her fingers on her dungarees and held her hand out to Josh. A family resemblance was visible between Kane and his brother; they both had the same chestnut hair and dark eyes. Both men had broad shoulders, narrow waists, and long, muscled legs, and wore dark Wranglers, well-worn boots, and t-shirts.

      Josh stepped back after shaking Cady’s hand and wrapped his arms around Meredith, planting a kiss on her cheek. “Meredith, it’s good to see you.”

      Meredith smiled coquettishly, and Cady glimpsed what a beauty her grandmother must have been in her younger years. She was still a beauty, at the age of sixty-four and her high cheekbones and bright blue eyes made her face light up when she smiled. “You too, Josh, it’s been a while.”

      “Yes Ma’am, breeding season is always busy around Garrison. I’ve been on the road for nearly a month.”

      “All finished up now, though, I assume?” Meredith turned back to the counter and drew another two mugs from the overhead cupboard. “Cady, Josh is the Garrison vet; he looks after everyone’s animals and does a damn fine job of it. I was just saying to Cady; I think we’ve seen the last of summer by the look of that rain out there.”

      “Yes, ma’am, but I hope the rain clears a little before Granny’s party tonight,” Josh said.

      “Now what’s this I hear about you not coming to the party? You just know Mom is going to insist on you being there, ’specially since you made the cake and all,” Kane announced, leaning up against the counter beside Cady.

      “I won’t know anyone, and I’d really prefer to stay home and paint my toenails.”

      Kane glanced down at Cady’s bare feet and perfectly painted toenails and grinned. “They don’t look like they need paintin’ to me, Cady. That’s just an excuse and you know it.”

      Cady ignored the indelicate snort of amusement that came from her grandmother and turned back to the cake, picking up the icing bag with a sigh.

      “Besides, you can’t say you won’t know anyone. Hallie, the boys and I’ll be there, Mom, Dad, and your Gran. And most of the town is wantin’ to meet you. They keep seeing this little sprite running around town, being dragged along the streets by an enormous fluffy mutt…”

      Cady spun on her heels, reacting to Kane’s well-aimed barb. “I’ve met most of the town already; they seem to turn up here at Meredith’s with alarming regularity. And I don’t get dragged around the streets by Churchill. And he is not a mutt!”

      Kane chuckled. “I notice you’re not arguing with the enormous or fluffy.”

      Josh settled down on his haunches next to the dog in question, who was happily watching Cady work, and rubbed his fur affectionately. “That’s some dog, Ms. Caldwell…”

      Cady puffed out a breath of exasperated air, watching as Churchill rolled himself belly up to allow Josh to rub his tummy. The damn dog was a traitor, an attention seeker to the worst degree. And were all the men so amazingly polite in this little town? “Please, call me Cady.”

      “Okay, Cady. He’s a beautiful dog, how old is he?”

      “Nine months,” Cady responded, leaning over again to finish decorating the bow.

      “I told you he was a good-looking dog,” Kane leaned against the bench next to Cady and grinned down at her. “Now about tonight…”

      Cady rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Kane, no offense to you or your family, but I don’t want to attend a party. I won’t be here for all that long – as soon as I can, I’ll be heading back to San Francisco, I’ve got to get back to work. There’s no point in making friends when I won’t be staying.”

      “There’s always a point to making new friends,” Meredith announced. “And honey, there’s no rush. You’ve suffered some extensive injuries; you don’t want to overdo it by going back to work too quickly. Besides, where would you live? Until they have that man behind bars, I think you should stay here in Garrison, where you’re safe.” Meredith spooned sugar into the mugs. “Now, I didn’t want to do this, but I’m going to pull the ‘good manners’ card again. You’ve been invited to Granny Benton’s party, and you’ll be attending. Unless you suddenly take ill between now and tonight, I won’t take no for an answer, and believe me, I’ll recognize if you're faking or not. I’ve had years of experience around here, not only with my own boys but also with most of the other kids in Garrison when I was working at the high school. And if necessary, I’ll have George or Kane turn up and arrest you, to get you out there.”

      With a satisfied smile, Meredith turned back to the kettle and began to pour hot water into the mugs, leaving Cady to stare at her, her mouth gaping open.
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        * * *

      

      Quinn Garrison hadn’t been certain he’d make it back in time for Granny Benton’s birthday party – in fact, up until this morning, he’d been convinced he wouldn’t. Tasked by his father with heading out to the northernmost reaches of the ranch, to bring in the last of the calves before autumn’s cool nights got a grip on the plains, he and Matt had gotten caught up with retrieving a stray group of cattle who’d climbed high into the Beartooth Mountains surrounding the Silver Peaks Ranch. It was remote, inaccessible country and they’d cussed out the cattle who’d taken it on themselves to get stuck in such an isolated area. Getting them down from the ranges proved difficult, especially with the downpours they’d had this morning. Quinn had suspected, up until late this afternoon, they wouldn’t make it back in time.

      While his mother was usually far too impatient for her own good, in this situation it had proven to be a blessing. She’d sent a couple of the ranch hands to meet up with them in Springwater Gully, and arranged for Quinn and Matt to leave their horses and come back the rest of the way by four-wheel drive. Consequently, they’d managed to shave a good eight hours off their journey and gotten back to Silver Peaks in time to take a long, hot shower and gussy up for Granny’s birthday party.

      Which, by the looks of it, was going to be quite the shindig. His Mom had outdone herself, cleaning out and decorating the old barn and in the early evening, it was already jam-packed with a noisy throng of people. The pungent aroma of fresh hay filled the air, along with the sound of crackling wood from the fire Josh and Kane had prepared in a pit just outside the barn doors. Even the rain was holding off – probably too frightened to disrupt his mother’s plans.

      “D’you wanna beer, Quinn?” Without waiting for a response, Matt handed Quinn a longneck, the top already removed. Quinn took a long swig, enjoying the cool bitter taste as it slipped down his throat.

      He stood to one side, watching the partygoers who’d already settled into dancing and drinking. Granny Benton had taken up residence in the northernmost corner of the barn; settled in a comfortable armchair, she was holding court with a group of other elderly women. For a lady who’d just turned ninety, she was remarkably spry. Quinn caught sight of his Mom, flitting back and forth, checking on the food that filled four long narrow tables along the wide side of the barn. The aroma of spit-roasted beef drifted across and Quinn realized how hungry he was. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast when they’d broken camp this morning, and his stomach rumbled, reminding him of the fact.

      “I’m gonna eat,” Quinn announced, leaving Matt and striding towards the trestle tables. He stopped to talk to a couple of his friends and avoided one or two women along the way. He caught sight of Marcie Beauchamp and adjusted his direction marginally. She was definitely someone he wanted to avoid, having made it clear she was interested in him after he and Julia divorced. Marcie had been trying to tie him down to a date for months, almost since he’d returned home from Iraq and Afghanistan, finishing his final tour of duty with the 75th Rangers two years ago.

      His tour had ended, ironically, on the same day as his marriage, after he’d received a ‘Dear John’ letter from Julia while he was battling through daily skirmishes with the enemy in Kabul. He’d flown home to the States on the same day as the divorce finalized and returned to Garrison as a newly single man.

      Being one of the four Garrison brothers – and now one of the three single Garrison brothers, Quinn was in hot demand among the women in the area. He used the situation to his advantage, indulging in a few hot and heavy relationships with some of the local women, although he made it clear to every one of them that he wasn’t looking for anything serious. He’d been burned, badly, by Julia’s betrayal, and he didn’t intend on getting seriously involved with anyone again.

      Despite his best efforts to avoid her, Marcie was gaining ground – and apparently intended to cut Quinn off before he reached the food. Scanning the barn, Quinn caught sight of a red-headed beauty standing at one side, engaged in conversation with Meredith Caldwell. He turned on the spot and strode across to them.

      “Meredith, good to see you,” Quinn said, leaning forward to kiss his mother’s friend on the cheek and placing his beer on a nearby table. “I saw you here with this lovely young lady and thought I might come and ask her to dance.”

      The woman was even more gorgeous close-up, although a second, longer glance confirmed she had unusual tastes in clothes. He couldn’t pick for certain, but thought she looked like some of the women he’d seen in movies from the fifties. Her dress fitted her figure perfectly; enhancing pert little breasts and a narrow waist, and her lustrous red hair curled and hung down across one fair shoulder.

      Meredith chuckled. “You’re a liar, Quinn Garrison. I saw Marcie headed your way.”

      He rolled his eyes, amused by the sparkle in Meredith’s bright blue gaze. He lowered his gaze to Meredith’s companion and offered her his most charming smile. “Please, I’m begging you. Dance with me and save me from a fate worse than death.”

      The little redhead shook her head vehemently. “Oh, no…”

      “Go on, Cady, live a little. Quinn’s a nice man.” Meredith shoved Cady forward before she could protest further, and Quinn took her hand in his. He was surprised by the tingle he experienced when their skin touched.

      She obviously wasn’t thrilled with the idea of dancing with him, and he had to admit to being curious. Usually, women threw themselves at the Garrison men, but this little filly didn’t seem impressed in the slightest. In fact, one look at her face suggested she would bolt if he let go of her hand. He drew her across to the makeshift dance floor in the center of the barn and wrapped his arm around her back, drawing her closer before he began to sway to the music.

      Quinn glanced around the crowded barn, across the top of Cady’s head, and located the source of the music. Tommy Heywood, a high school senior and Garrison’s only DJ, was set up in one corner, under the watchful eye of the elderly A.J. Harper, who would no doubt be ensuring Tommy played less of his type of music and more of Granny Benton’s favorites. Hence, the slow tune he found himself dancing to, enjoying the soft material of Cady’s dress brushing against his palm.

      “How long have you been in Garrison, Cady?”

      “Four weeks or so. I’ll be heading back to California soon.” She kept her gaze lowered, and Quinn could smell the soft scent of roses drifting up from her glorious mane of red hair.

      “California, huh? Never been there myself.” A lot of other places around the world, but he’d never stepped foot in California. The idea of busy Los Angeles and San Francisco gave him the heebie-jeebies, but if this woman lived there, he might have to reconsider and make a visit.

      Quinn mentally shook himself. Where did that notion come from? He’d known this woman for thirty seconds and knew absolutely nothing about her. Other than the fact that she was one of the most beautiful women, he’d ever met.

      “You’re not missing all that much. It’s busy, crowded. Not like Montana.”

      “Yeah, I imagine it would be. You’re Meredith’s eldest granddaughter, aren’t you? I’ve met Sid and Harry. What name did your parents stick you with?”

      She stiffened a little in his arms. “Arcadia.”

      Quinn grinned and whistled. “I like Cady much better.”

      His words had the desired effect and she looked up, fixing him with a pair of beautiful, baby blue eyes. “So do I.”

      “Are you enjoying your stay in Montana?”

      She shrugged, the movement drawing his attention to the smooth, pale skin on her bare shoulders, skin that he’d like to kiss his way across as his lips found their way to those pert little breasts... Quinn felt himself harden as he inhaled another hint of roses, and he drew back a little, creating a respectable distance between himself and the young woman in his arms. He was intrigued and wanted to know more about her. Having been away for weeks, he hadn’t heard much about Cady Caldwell’s arrival in town and wondered what had brought her to stay. He intended to find out. He glanced up and saw Marcie standing with some of her friends at the edge of the dance floor, and deliberately turned Cady in the opposite direction.

      “Is that the girl you’re avoiding?”

      He lowered his gaze to Cady’s and amended his earlier description. He’d thought her eyes were baby blue, but on closer inspection, they were the color of Forget-Me-Nots. He made an immediate decision that this was his new favorite flower. “Yep, Marcie Beauchamp.”

      “I’m assuming the Garrison men are hot tickets?”

      He laughed aloud. “So I’ve heard. Where did you hear that?”

      “My grandmother told me.” She eyed Marcie with undisguised interest. “So what’s wrong with Marcie Beauchamp?”

      “She’s looking to get a ring on her finger.”

      “And you’re not interested in marriage?”

      For a moment, he wondered if that was what Cady Caldwell was looking for, but she certainly didn’t appear to be angling particularly for his attention, and he dismissed the idea. “Nope. Tried it once. Not gonna do it again.”

      “I see.”

      The music stopped and Cady stepped away, offering him a warm smile. “Thanks for the dance.”

      “Thanks for rescuing me.” He glanced across to see Marcie headed his way and turned his attention back to Cady. “Uh, I don’t suppose…”

      Cady laughed and shook her head. “I’m afraid not. You’re on your own.” With a warm smile, she sashayed away from him and Quinn was left with the distinct impression he’d just been shut down.
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      Cady returned to Meredith’s side, and ignored the delight she saw reflected in the older woman’s eyes. Sheriff Davis had joined her grandmother while she’d been dancing with Quinn and he looked particularly spiffy in what seemed to be the standard Montana uniform of Wranglers and cowboy boots, which he’d paired with a navy-blue shirt, crisply ironed with sharp creases along the sleeves. He wore a dark brown Stetson on his head, which he tipped in Cady’s direction when she arrived.

      “Hi Sheriff,” Cady greeted him with a little wave.

      “Cady, how are you?”

      Cady nodded, picking up the glass of wine she’d left sitting on the table and sipping from it. “No news from San Francisco?” She wasn’t certain what she wanted most – to hear that Jameson had been captured – or hear that he hadn’t been found. When Jameson was apprehended, she’d have to face him again in court, when he stood trial for what he’d done. She’d started divorce proceedings, but Cady was completely terrified of being in the same room with him. She took a hasty sip from her wine, aware of the trembling that started up in her fingers.

      In hindsight, she couldn’t understand why she’d put up with Jameson’s abuse for so long – but to a certain extent, she also knew that what had happened was her fault. She’d loved Jameson, but she’d also known by marrying him, she’d have the means to support her sisters. The price she’d paid for that support had been incredibly high; in hindsight, too high. She’d fallen out of love with Jameson long ago, but she couldn’t help thinking that she’d been wrong to use him the way she had. His money had supported Harry and Sid through college – without his help, Harry wouldn’t have been able to finish nursing school, and Sid certainly wouldn’t have had the opportunity to follow her dreams and become a doctor. And while Cady was incredibly proud of her sisters and what they’d achieved – she often wondered if she hadn’t whored herself out so they could achieve it.

      Sheriff Davis’ voice drew her back to their conversation. “Nothing, I’m afraid. Wherever Le Batelier is, he’s lying low. The SFPD think he’s got to be getting help from someone.”

      “You don’t think I could go back yet?” The idea of staying in Garrison long term was inconceivable; Cady had no income, no money, and no way of paying for Sid’s final semester. She’d considered seeking a job here in Garrison, but honestly, in a town this size and with the downturn in the economy, she doubted she’d find anything that paid well enough to make it worthwhile. And the truth was, she missed city life. Garrison was so quiet; she sometimes sat out on the porch in the evenings and listened to the silence. It was a tangible thing, something she wouldn’t have believed until she’d come to stay with Meredith. She’d never thought silence would have a noise of its own, but it did – it was the sound of her heart beating in her chest, the whisper of the breeze blowing through the trees, the slight flutter of the leaves and flowers in the garden as wind blew them gently across the lawn. No cars, no buses or trains, not a single human element broke the stillness. In some ways, she enjoyed the change from the hustle and bustle of San Francisco, but she couldn’t imagine staying here longer than a few more weeks at most.

      “Sorry, Cady, but it’s not advisable yet. We have to assume that he intended to kill you – and would take the opportunity if it presented in the future.”

      A chill ran up Cady’s spine and Meredith wrapped an arm protectively around her shoulders. “George! Don’t frighten her; Cady’s had more than enough to deal with from that no-good husband of hers. Now this is a party – Cady, honey, what did you think of Quinn Garrison? Don’t you think he’s just about the most handsome young man at the party?”

      Cady smiled despite herself. “He seems nice. And I’m not in the slightest bit interested.” Cady glanced across to where Quinn stood with his brother Josh, and had to admit to herself - if not her grandmother - that he was an extremely handsome man. His dark hair was a little longer than Josh’s and touched the collar of the white shirt he wore. His jeans (Wranglers’, naturally) sat low on his lean hips and his legs were well developed and muscled. In fact, judging by his lower back, where her hand had rested while they danced, he was well muscled from top to bottom. She tore her gaze away from him and avoided the knowledgeable smirk on Sheriff Davis’s lips.

      “You say that now, honey, but maybe later when your divorce comes through,” Meredith said hopefully.

      Cady put her hands up to stop her grandmother. Despite her best efforts to avoid it, she’d grown to like Meredith Caldwell in the past few weeks, but she wasn’t about to let the woman start matchmaking. “Don’t you start. Anyway, he told me he’s not interested. In fact, his exact words regarding marriage were, ‘Tried it once, not gonna do it again’.” Cady drained her wineglass. “And I’m of the same opinion.”

      “Aw, Cady, just because you’ve had one bad experience—”

      Cady held up a hand in protest. “I’m serious. If you don’t stop this… I’ll leave the party right this minute and walk back to San Francisco.”

      George laughed, running his hand over his smooth jawline. “Can’t say that you can blame the girl, Mer. Seems she’s been taking lessons from her grandmother in bribery and corruption.”
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      Quinn found himself searching for Cady in the crowded party throughout the evening, keeping an eye on where the little redhead was and who she was spending her time with. For the most part, she remained with her grandmother, keeping to herself and not socializing with the other partygoers. At one stage, he saw her talking with Hallie and some of Hallie’s friends, and he was enchanted by her smile. For a long time, she’d settled on a chair by the wall, watching the party activities and keeping herself distanced.

      The more Quinn saw, the more he wanted to know. His opportunity came when he grabbed a fresh beer and met up with Kane and Hallie at the front of the barn.

      “What’s up, brother? How was the trip?” Kane asked with an easy smile. His arm was wrapped protectively around Hallie’s shoulders, and they stood in front of the fire pit with a group of the younger attendees. Tyler and Thomas had fallen asleep hours ago, and they were under the watchful eye of some of the teenagers, who’d taken on babysitting duties for the evening. Of course, babysitting duties in this instance meant the benefits of the Garrison family living room, which came complete with a huge, flat screen television, cable TV and an impressive range of computer games. Quinn didn’t imagine they were finding it too much of a hardship.

      “Long,” Quinn grunted. He was rapidly running out of energy; after a 4am start this morning, he was more than ready for his bed, but knew he had an hour or two to go before he’d get the opportunity to slip away. Garrison family parties weren’t something you escaped from, especially not when they were in honor of your grandmother.

      “You look tired, man.” Kane pointed out the obvious.

      “Yeah, I’m ready for some shut eye.” Quinn caught movement at the entrance of the barn and watched as Meredith and Cady made their way outside. Cady seemed tired, her shoulders drooping a little and she’d wrapped a soft shawl around her shoulders to guard against the late-night chill. Meredith wrapped her arm around her granddaughter and he watched his dad escort them to where the guests’ cars were parked further down the hill.

      “I see you’ve met Cady Caldwell.”

      Quinn had to forcibly draw his gaze away from Meredith and Cady. “Yeah, we danced.”

      Hallie punched his shoulder. “Only so you could avoid Marcie, you big goof. Why don’t you just tell Marcie you’re not interested?”

      Quinn rolled his eyes. “You think I haven’t already tried that? Marcie’s like a freaking piranha.” He inclined his head towards Cady. “What’s the story? I thought this was the one who refused to come to Garrison?”

      “Wow, you really have been out of the loop, haven’t you?” Hallie countered, raising her eyebrows. “Kane, honey, perhaps you better catch your brother up on what’s been happening in his absence.”

      “Now I just know you’re bustin’ a gut to tell him the story yourself, darlin’,” Kane smirked and lowered his head to brush Hallie’s lips with a kiss.

      Quinn suffered a pang of jealousy. He wanted what Kane and Hallie had, even though he was careful to keep the thought to himself and never share it with anyone. After Julia’s betrayal he’d sworn to never marry again, but he had to admit he yearned for the closeness Kane and Hallie shared, the palpable love between them. He wanted that affection with a woman of his own.

      Hell, he needed to tamp that thought down, right now. He would never put himself in a position where he’d get hurt again, not the way Julia had wounded him. His marriage had been a farce from the beginning, when he’d been charmed by Julia’s exterior package and hadn’t realized the bitter woman who lay underneath. They’d been childhood sweethearts, and marriage had been a natural stepping stone after graduation. He still wasn’t certain if they’d married because they’d wanted it, or if it had been what the townsfolk expected. Either way, it had been a terrible, terrible mistake and Julia started fooling around not long after he’d joined the army. The culmination had been her affair with one of his football buddies, whom she’d married about five minutes after their divorce got finalized.

      He inclined his head towards Cady’s departing figure. “So what’s her story?”

      “She’s gorgeous, isn’t she? I just love that fifties thing she’s got going on, she’s so comfortable in her own skin, being her own person,” Hallie began enthusiastically.

      Quinn was quietly pleased to know he’d picked the era correctly, although he still found it strange that Cady wanted to dress that way. Despite his doubts, he had to admit, it was top-of-the-shelf sexy, and she was incredibly feminine. He mentally shook himself, returning his attention to what Hallie was saying.

      “… so anyway, her husband is Jameson Le Batelier, you know, one of those fancy-schmancy chefs in San Francisco. They’ve been married for about seven years, but—”

      “Wait, she’s married?” Quinn wasn’t certain why he cared, but he did.

      Hallie rolled her eyes and put a hand on her hip. “Where have you been? Under a rock? How could you not have known that?”

      “Unlike you, Hals, I don’t listen to all the gossip which gets passed around this little town. Where’s her husband?”

      “Hiding out somewhere,” Kane responded, and Quinn caught the coldness in his tone. “The bastard is a wife beater; beat the crap out of Cady and that’s how she ended up here in Garrison. He’s on the run; George is running a permanent ‘Be On the Look Out’ in case he turns up in town, but I doubt he’d show his ugly mug around here. He’s got about two dozen charges waiting on him when we catch the bastard.”

      Quinn watched as Cady and her grandmother climbed into Meredith’s sporty little convertible. She might look like a sweet little thing, but he decided there and then that Cady Caldwell obviously had far too much going on in her life to be considered a possible relationship prospect.

      And besides – hadn’t he just finished telling himself he wasn’t interested in a relationship?
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      “It’s for you.”

      Cady lifted an enquiring eyebrow. “Again?”

      Meredith laughed. “Yep. When you decorated Granny Benton’s cake, I knew the residents of Garrison would jump on your services. And when I saw Dotty Knightley at church on Sunday, she was tickled to think she might finally get to retire. She’d be pleased to hand the reins over to someone else.” Meredith handed Cady the telephone receiver. “It’s Lorna Mendez; she runs the gift store on Main Street. She wants to talk to you about decorating a cake for her son Rory’s eighteenth birthday on the fourth of October.”

      Cady shook her head. “I’m not going to do this.” The idea that Dotty Knightley thought Cady was going to take over Garrison’s cake decorating requirements sent a swirl of panic through her chest. “I’m not staying here!”

      “Of course you can help, honey. I’m glad to make the cakes, and it’s providing you with some income. Plus, it’s helping the locals at the same time.”

      Cady shook her head. “I have no intentions of living in Garrison. I need to go back.”

      “You know you can’t go back to San Francisco right now! It’s too dangerous,” Meredith protested. “Anyway, talk to Lorna about what she’d like for Rory’s birthday, it’s only a couple of weeks until then, and we can discuss your plans when you finish your phone call.”

      With a sigh, Cady took the phone and found herself agreeing to help Lorna Mendez with a cake. It was already mid-September and now she’d tied herself into staying until the first week of October by agreeing to this order. Even though the people asking for her help paid well and seemed so grateful, it wasn’t going to be anywhere near enough to cover Sid’s tuition costs. With a sigh, Cady disconnected the call and turned to stare out of the window. This was one of her favorite spots in the house; the reading nook, Meredith called it. Situated underneath the stairs, it featured a large ninety-degree window which looked out over the yard, and a long, comfortable couch, which was fitted in snugly beneath the stairs, making it the perfect spot to lay and read on a cool autumn day. A pile of cushions in shades of pink, raspberry and fuchsia were piled at one end and Cady slumped back onto them, dropping her hand to scratch Churchill, who was lying in a fluffy pile next to the couch to snooze.

      She chewed nervously on a fingernail. She didn’t really know what to do. Despite her best efforts, she was beginning to form relationships here in Garrison, especially with Meredith. She’d been doing her best to remain distanced, but the older woman worked hard to break down Cady’s barriers. There was no way she would stay in this small country town – her life, such as it was, was in San Francisco. Mario was still holding her job, and she needed the income. She’d been here for five weeks already, and it was almost three months since Jameson’s attack. She was running out of time.

      As if Meredith had overheard her thoughts, she appeared with a mug of coffee and a warm smile. “All sorted?” She handed the mug to Cady and settled beside her on the couch.

      “I’ve agreed to decorate a cake for her, yes,” Cady sipped her coffee, chewing her lower lip pensively, “but after that, I really need to go back to San Francisco. There are things I can’t avoid any longer.”

      “I don’t think that’s wise; George says you’ll be in danger until they capture Jameson.”

      Cady huffed out a frustrated sigh. “There doesn’t seem to be any sign of him and it's been eleven weeks! And I can’t put my life on hold forever. I’ll stay until after I’ve done the cake for Lorna, and then I’m going back. I’ll ask Harry if I can stay with her and Scott for a while.”

      Meredith remained silent for a few seconds before she spoke again. “Cady, I wish you’d talk to me about what happened. We’ve been living together here for over a month and yet you won’t talk to me at all.”

      Cady squirmed uncomfortably. “We do talk.”

      “Not about anything important,” Meredith disagreed quietly. “You do your level best to keep our discussions on neutral subjects. You won’t talk about your husband. You don’t talk about your parents.”

      Cady turned to stare at the garden outside, stubbornly avoiding Meredith’s gaze. “There’s nothing to say.”

      “I’ve got no doubt you had a difficult childhood, Cady,” Meredith began in a low voice. “Lord knows, Mark was no angel, and the private detective said that more than once, you and your sisters were put into the foster system. I’m sure that had a terrible effect on the three of you.”

      Cady wrapped her arms around her waist and stared resolutely out the window. There was no way she’d discuss Mark with this woman; she had no intentions of shattering whatever illusions Meredith held regarding her son. How could she? There was no way to explain the hell she and her sisters had lived in, until Cady had taken the girls and run away from their father when she was barely eighteen.

      Meredith tried again. “Cady, I want to help you, I really do. But I can’t help if you won’t let me know what you’re thinking, how you’re feeling.”

      “I’m feeling fine, and honestly, none of this is your business. I appreciate you letting me stay here, but this is only temporary. I’m going back to San Francisco,” Cady said stiffly.

      “I think that’s a terrible mistake,” Meredith started, but Cady held up a hand in warning.

      “Please. I can’t stay here forever. There are things I have to do back in San Francisco.”

      Meredith inhaled heavily. “Do you realize you never, ever call it home?”

      Cady stared at Meredith. “What?”

      “You never say, ‘I want to go home’. You always refer to it as ‘San Francisco’.”

      Cady shrugged, her frustration growing. “What does that have to do with anything? It’s where I live, where I belong.”

      “Is it? I know from the private detective I hired that your parents dragged you all around the country, from place to place, from one disgusting apartment to another. They only ever stayed until they got into trouble with the law or had to run off in the middle of the night because they owed money on the rent and couldn’t pay it. Or they were going to be arrested for drug use or robbery…” Meredith drew in a sharp breath, “…or prostitution.”

      Cady shook her head impatiently. “What’s your point?”

      “San Francisco isn’t your home, Cady. I don’t think you’ve ever had somewhere you could put down roots.” Meredith took another deep breath as if mentally preparing herself for an attack. “I think you’re going back to San Francisco because that man you worked for is holding your job. I think you’re in such a hurry because you’re worried about Sid’s fees for her final semester at college and your hospital costs.” Meredith leaned forward, placing a hand on Cady’s shoulder. “You don’t have to worry about it, I’ve already paid those bills. You have nothing to rush back to San Francisco for.”

      Cady stared at Meredith, unable to believe what she was hearing. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I could. And because I didn’t want you to be worrying about either of those things while you’re recuperating.”

      “And because you thought you could take over my life?” Cady demanded. “What right do you have to interfere? Neither of those things was your responsibility!”

      “Cady, I just wanted to help—”

      Cady threw her book to the floor and hastily got to her feet, spilling coffee all over the couch in the process. Churchill nudged Cady’s fingers with his nose and Cady ignored him. “I didn’t ask for your help! I didn’t want your help! Sid and Harry are my responsibility, not yours!”

      Meredith stood up. “They’re my granddaughters!”

      “They’re my sisters! I kept us together, I kept them safe! I got us a place to live when we left that shithole and ran away! I got a job and kept them in school! Don’t think you can take over our lives now!”

      Meredith looked horrified. “Cady, that was never my intention—”

      In a temper, Cady threw the mug to the floor, the last of the coffee splashing across the tiles when the mug smashed. “We don’t need you! Sid, Harry and I have done just fine without your help!”

      “By marrying Jameson Le Batelier? Yes, that worked out beautifully! You nearly got yourself killed by him, to support your sisters!” Meredith snapped.

      For a tense minute, silence descended between the two women, and Cady stared at Meredith, breathing heavily.

      “Cady—” Meredith’s face fell and she stepped forward to comfort her granddaughter, but Cady took a swift step backward, shaking her head.

      Without another word, she turned and walked to the front door, wrenching it open and snatching Churchill’s lead from the small hallstand. She whistled, and Churchill bounded out beside her before Cady slammed the door, barreling down the stairs in a fury.
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        * * *

      

      Cady stomped along the street, barely aware of the beauty of her surroundings as she dwelled on Meredith’s words. She couldn’t have hurt Cady more if she’d taken a knife and stabbed her in the chest.

      Cady was only too aware of the mistakes she’d made – painfully aware of what a blunder it had been to marry Jameson. Older than Cady by a decade, he’d pursued her from the moment he first met her. Cady had been working in a diner near his restaurant when he’d stopped in for a coffee one morning. That first morning had led to Jameson visiting the diner regularly, but it had taken a while for a naïve Cady to realize he was coming because of her, not for the diner’s somewhat ordinary coffee.

      Jameson had bedazzled her from the very beginning; with charm, a warm smile and what seemed to be genuine interest in the quirky twenty-year-old, who was barely keeping her family together with three minimum wage jobs. She’d been fortunate, because they found a safe, warm home with Mr. Kornberg’s widowed sister. Mr. Kornberg had been a lifesaver – he’d kept a solicitous eye on Cady and her sisters after the lock incident, and often met Cady at the door to his apartment when she walked past. Sometimes he’d give Cady a couple of dollars to buy some bread and milk; or hand over a pot of soup, which Mrs. Kornberg had made for the girls to survive on for a couple of days. When things deteriorated still further, and Mark had begun to threaten Cady with the prospect of prostituting herself to pay for his drugs and drinking, Mr. Kornberg stepped in. When Mark was out buying drugs one night, Mr. Kornberg appeared at their apartment door with his wife. Between them, they’d packed up a couple of battered bags with Cady, Harry, and Sid’s meager possessions, and given the girls money to buy bus tickets out of Detroit. Mr. Kornberg handed Cady a slip of paper with a San Francisco address written on it and told Cady to take her sisters and run.

      Cady had thanked the elderly couple and done exactly what they’d suggested. She still remembered the terror of that trip – the rush to the bus station, buying the tickets, trying to make it seem as if she was confident and wasn’t stealing her underage sisters away from their abusive father. Cady knew that at eighteen, if they were caught and the girls were sent into the foster system again, she wouldn’t be going with them, and might lose contact with them forever. More than once, the three girls had been split up for placement, and after the last time, she’d sworn to Sid and Harry she would never let it happen again.

      Arriving in San Francisco, Cady had been overwhelmed and uncertain if this was the right thing to do. Could they be leaving the horror of one dire situation, only to fall into an even worse one?

      Fortunately, that hadn’t been the case. Sylvia Olszewska, Mr. Kornberg’s widowed sister, was their salvation. Seventy-two years old, the elderly woman had taken the three girls in, giving them a place to stay and providing them with love and acceptance. She’d made sure Harry and Sid got off to school each day and been there when they got home, while Cady worked to provide them with what they needed.

      But Jameson had swooped in, like a knight in shining armor, and taken over fiscal responsibility for Harry and Sid after he’d convinced Cady to marry him. Mrs. Olszewska had regarded Jameson with skepticism, and a healthy dose of warnings about him ‘not being everything he seemed’, but Cady was already certain she loved him and believed everything he told her about how wonderful their life would be together.

      It had all been a ruse. Cady had no doubt Jameson did love her, in his own twisted way. But now, she was certain he’d looked upon her as a project, someone he could shape to his very specific ideas on how a wife should behave and act. It hadn’t taken long for Cady to realize she couldn’t reach his high ideals – that she was destined to be a continual disappointment to Jameson. Nor had she allowed for the abuse she would suffer when she failed to meet his standards. It hadn’t taken long to realize that what she’d believed was love, was, in fact, a form of hero worship for someone she’d thought could keep her safe. But she’d remained with Jameson, long after she should have because he’d provided the means for Harry and Sid to follow their dreams, to build the lives they deserved. The lives they wouldn’t have had if Cady hadn’t used Jameson and access to his money.

      Glancing up, Cady realized she’d left Hillman Street and they were walking along Polson, which led on to Main Street. With a wry smile, Cady considered the possibility of every small town in America having a Main Street. Perhaps she’d Google the question later, see if she could find the statistics. Meredith had been letting Cady use her computer since she’d been in Garrison, a novelty because Jameson had refused to allow Cady to have one, part of his methods for keeping her under control. Without a computer, she had limited access to the outside world, other than what Jameson provided. He had a laptop, a top of the range, expensive one which he used all the time, but he refused to allow Cady to access it. She wasn’t allowed to have a cell phone either. It had been the story of her life after their marriage – being told what she could and couldn’t do; and what she did and didn’t need. Where she could and couldn’t go. Jameson had only agreed to Cady enrolling in a cake decorating course because he’d gotten talked into it by a business associate, whose wife wanted to do the same course. She suspected Jameson thought it was harmless and wouldn’t take Cady away from meeting his constant demands.

      The problem with that theory happened when Cady discovered she had a natural aptitude. In fact, she mused as she turned onto Main Street – it was something she’d proven to have a real talent for. She had a natural flair for creating something special from a cake and some icing, an ability she’d never been aware of until she started classes. The desire to create new and more complex cakes grew, and she’d wanted to find a job where she could continue expanding her skills.

      Getting a job was another stroke of good luck because Jameson had refused to consider Cady working until one of his associates celebrated a birthday. Cady decorated the cake for the occasion and overwhelmed by the number of compliments she received, Jameson had been at a loss for words when another associate suggested Cady follow her dreams and start decorating cakes – and said he knew someone who would be happy to have Cady join his team. Reluctant to let his friends discover their marriage was a sham and he controlled every minute of Cady’s life, Jameson agreed, assuming Cady would follow his orders, delivered through a meaningful glare, and refuse the offer.

      To his disgust – and Cady’s shock – she’d thanked Jameson’s associate and presented herself at Mario’s Bakery the following Monday morning. From that point on, their marriage had deteriorated rapidly, culminating in Jameson’s jealous rage after she won the award.

      Cady mentally shook herself, drawing away from the memories. Thinking about it wouldn’t change anything. If she had the opportunity to do it over, she’d probably still make the same decisions, even knowing in hindsight how bad they’d been. But what she’d done had improved Harry and Sid’s lives, and that’s all she’d ever wanted. Even if it did leave her consumed with guilt for using Jameson the way she had. But when she considered the cost she’d paid, Cady thought they might be a little more even. Jameson had supported her sisters’ – but Cady had paid for that support in blood and misery.

      Churchill was sniffing the sidewalk, lifting his nose to trace the source of the many scents wafting from the stores. Pausing at the corner, Cady glanced around. She had to admit Garrison was a pretty town, although like most of rural America there were signs of the recession. A few stores were boarded up, and in between some of the modern buildings were a couple that had probably been built before the turn of the century and long ago abandoned. One had an old ice cream sign hanging from its second story, the plastic cone and ice cream faded and the wording indistinguishable. Against the row of buildings, the majestic Beartooth Mountains created a picturesque snow-covered backdrop.

      Some older buildings had been renovated and across the road, Cady saw what she now knew to be Lorna Mendez’s gift store, brightly painted in pale green with dusky pink and white trim, big pots of brightly colored flowers lining the windowsills. The town was still bustling with activity in the late afternoon, the road on either side lined with cars parallel parked to the curb. Next to the gift store, Cady saw the hardware store, and a little way up, past one of the abandoned stores, people were still darting in and out of the grocery. She started walking again, Churchill happy to wander further. Usually, she would stick to the back streets, but today Cady needed a good long walk to clear her heart and mind of the anger that had built up.

      She could hardly blame Meredith for what she’d done – in any other circumstances, Cady probably would have been grateful. But Meredith had hit her squarely in the solar plexus with first, the revelation that she’d so easily paid what would have taken Cady months to deal with, and second; her point, so close to the mark, about how much of a disaster Cady’s marriage had been. And Cady had only herself to blame.
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      Cady arrived home well after darkness fell, to find the detritus of her temper tantrum cleared up, and a fresh cover on the couch under the stairs. Offering a polite apology for breaking the mug, Cady managed to reach a truce, of sorts, with Meredith in the following days. Cady reverted to her usual strategy, remaining well-mannered, but distant, and for now, Meredith seemed happy to accept her reticence. There’d been no more mention of Jameson Le Batelier or Mark Caldwell since their fight and both women were keeping the subjects pushed firmly into the background.

      “Your sisters are coming to visit this weekend,” Meredith announced the following Friday after they’d eaten sandwiches for lunch. “I thought you’d like to spend some time with them after being here for so long. They’ll be arriving tonight, a little after supper.”

      Cady lifted her head, surprised to hear her sisters would be visiting and wondering if this was a ploy on Meredith’s part, to force her into talking about her ex-husband or her dead father. She met Meredith’s steady gaze with the question in her eyes and Meredith smiled and shook her head. “They want to see you, to confirm for themselves that you’re recovering well. You can hardly blame them for being worried.”

      “Are Scott and Dylan coming with them?” Scott was Harry’s husband of two years, an electrician, fanatical football fan, and all-around nice guy who adored his wife and was protective of his sisters-in-law. Dylan was Sid’s boyfriend, a fellow med school student who intended to specialize in emergency medicine. Dylan and Sid shared an apartment near their college with two other med students, all of them working part-time jobs to cover their living costs. Dylan worked at a nearby Cheesecake Factory as a server, and Sid had picked up some tuition work for nearby high school students and worked at a supermarket most weekends.

      “Nope, just the girls. They seemed to think a girls’ weekend without Scott and Dylan would be fun.”

      Cady suspected this visit had been orchestrated by Meredith, part of her efforts to thwart Cady’s plans of returning to San Francisco. There was still no sign of the elusive Jameson Le Batelier, but to Cady’s disgust his restaurants were reportedly doing huge business, Jameson’s fame only increasing with his status as a fugitive.

      With a sigh, Cady turned from filling the kitchen sink and met Meredith’s gaze. “It’ll be good to see them.”

      Meredith grinned. “I think so too, Cady. Telephone calls just aren’t the same as a visit.” The blue in Meredith’s eyes sparkled – it was apparent she adored her two younger granddaughters. “And I’ve heard from your Uncle David, he and his wife are visiting the following weekend.” She hesitated, eyeing Cady cautiously. “You’ll still be here, won’t you?”

      “Yeah. That’s the weekend of Rory Mendez’s eighteenth birthday. I’ll finish up his cake and head back to San Fra—… home, on Monday,” Cady responded, turning back to washing up the lunch dishes. She was determined to leave Garrison before she got more firmly entrenched and carefully avoided further eye contact with Meredith, evading the hurt she was sure would be revealed in the older woman’s expression.
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      “You’re looking so much better, Cades, country life seems to be agreeing with you.” Sid slumped into a corner booth at Grizzlies, the only bar in Garrison, and flipped the cap from her beer before she glanced around the busy venue. “Oooh, look – they have karaoke on Saturday nights – we should come along for the heck of it, before Harry and I head home on Sunday!”

      Cady slipped into the booth beside her sister, picking up Sid’s beer cap and flicking it neatly into a nearby trashcan. “I think one visit will probably be enough,” she announced, sipping from the glass of white wine she’d been talked into ordering. Coming to the bar had been Sid and Harry’s idea – Cady would quite happily have remained at the house, but the two girls had joined forces and insisted she needed to get out. Grizzlies appeared to be the only form of social life available in Garrison, and on a Friday night, the stone building was bursting at the seams. Up at the bar, patrons stood three deep waiting to place their orders, and four servers were rushing around the vast room, struggling to keep up with demand. The servers balanced their trays high over their heads, to avoid being jostled by the nearly wall-to-wall mass of customers vying for positions near the half-dozen pool tables, or dancing to music being pumped from the jukebox in the corner. Much to Cady’s amusement, Wranglers and Levi 501’s once again seemed to be the standard uniform for everyone, including the waitresses and the bartenders who were rushing back and forth, supplying their patrons with booze. Everyone who worked here wore a white t-shirt with ‘Grizzlies’ written across the chest, a bear face superimposed into the capital ‘G’.

      In direct contrast, Cady wore a red checked shirt with a white collar, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and rockabilly-style denim overalls, with big white buttons on the side pockets. The wide cuffs at her ankles revealed patent red sandals with wedge heels and peep-toes. She’d pulled her hair up and curled it in a style reminiscent of the early forties. With matching nail polish and lipstick, she was pleased with the overall effect and had applied a small spray of her favorite rose-scented perfume.

      “It might be fun Cades.” Harry slipped into the seat opposite Sid and Cady and touched her hair self-consciously. Since Cady had seen her last, Harry had cut her hair into a cute, chin-length bob, and the gorgeous red tresses hung softly about her face, enhancing her elfin features and big hazel eyes.

      Cady smiled at her middle sister. “Stop fussing. It looks amazing, Harry. Gorgeous. Does Scott like the new style?”

      Harry smiled and reached for her wine. “Yeah. He says he does, but you know Scott. If I shaved my head, eyebrows and my eyelashes, and finished off by piercing my lip fifteen times, he’d still tell me I looked amazing.”

      “And he’d be right,” Sid agreed, sipping her beer. “So Cades, how are things going with Gran?”

      Trust Sid to cut straight to the chase. No beating around the bush with the future Dr. Caldwell, pediatric specialist. “It’s been okay, but I’m coming back to San Francisco in a few weeks.”

      “Is that a good idea?” Harry asked. “They haven’t found that asshole yet.”

      “I can’t stay here indefinitely,” Cady pointed out. She glared at Harry, annoyed that her sister was spouting the same concerns as Meredith had, and she suspected it was beginning to sound like the party line. Didn’t anyone realize her situation out here in the boondocks was untenable?

      Sid grinned, indicating a group of beautifully muscled, Wrangler-clad butts near the bar. Cady followed her gaze and then hurriedly glanced away with a blush. “I don’t know, Cades, the scenery is great out here, and I’m not talking about the Beartooth Mountains.”

      Cady chuckled, despite her annoyance. “Does Dylan know how bad you are?”

      “Dylan knows I’m an independent, free-spirited woman, who appreciates the finer things in life,” Sid retorted. She eyed the group of men admiringly. “And as long as I only look and don’t touch, he’s fine with that arrangement.”

      “We’re getting off track here,” Harry pointed out, offering Cady a worried smile. “Cades, until Jameson is arrested, it’ll be dangerous for you to be in San Francisco.”

      Cady gulped down some of her wine; probably a little faster than she should, but her anxiety levels were high and Sid and Harry seemingly siding with Meredith didn’t reduce her unease. “I’ve got to earn some money.” She glanced from Sid to Harry and back. “Did you know that Meredith paid my medical bills, and Sid’s tuition for this last semester?” she demanded.

      Harry averted her gaze, a tactic she’d used since childhood when she’d been caught out keeping a secret. “Well, yeah. But Cades, she wanted to do it. And when are you going to start calling her Gran, like the rest of us?”

      “Yeah, and you’ve taken responsibility for us for far too long,” Sid agreed, tipping her beer from side to side and watching the liquid sway.

      Cady downed the rest of her wine. “But you are my responsibility.”

      Sid drew closer to Cady and squeezed her hand. “No, Cades. We were never meant to be your responsibility. Those assholes we managed to score as parents were supposed to be responsible for us, and a fat lot of good they were. Gran can afford this, and she wants to help.”

      Cady huffed out an impatient breath. “Am I the only one who thinks this isn’t her problem?”

      A server arrived at their table and snagged Cady’s empty wineglass, smiling brightly at the three women. “Anything else?”

      “Yeah,” Cady grumbled. “A scotch on the rocks. Make it a double.”
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      By eleven pm, Cady was happily drunk. Not fall-off-your-chair, outrageously smashed, but certainly the type of drunk that meant for the moment, her worries had fallen by the wayside. She’d given up fretting over Jameson; she’d stopped worrying about the money Meredith had forked out. She wasn’t even considering how uncomfortable she was, staying in the same house her father had grown up in. She was relaxed and enjoying watching the spectacle that was Garrison on a Friday night. Sipping her third scotch, Cady was comfortably settled in the booth, watching Sid and Harry whoopin’ it up on the dance floor with a couple of cowboys. They were having an awesome time, and it was fun to watch. Harry was usually so serious, so to see her boot scooting like a pro was amusing. Even more so was her solemn discussion with the cowboy she was dancing with, before she’d agreed to get up on the floor with him – ensuring he understood completely and thoroughly that she was a happily married woman.

      “Hey, honey. Now aren’t you just the prettiest little freak of nature I’ve seen here in Garrison?”

      Cady sat up a little straighter, twisting towards the man who’d spoken. He was tall and slender, with bright blue eyes and dirty blonde hair. He licked his lips, studying her lasciviously and Cady shuddered. “Hi.”

      “That’s quite a look you’ve got going there, little girl. Did you get stuck in a time machine or something? You look like you’re in the wrong decade.” He laughed and settled into the booth beside her. “Is this some kinda Back to the Future thing? You from another dimension or somethin’?”

      Cady slid across to the far end of the booth, out of his reach. “That’s another decade, not a dimension, you tool. Didn’t you ever see the movies?”

      The man refused to be discouraged. “Whoa there, darlin’. Come a little closer, I want to get a good look at that getup you’ve got going on—”

      Cady shook her head. “I think you should go back to your friends—”

      Not taking no for an answer, the blonde man gripped her arm. “Now don’t be such a bitch, I just wanna get to know you a little better, that’s all—”

      “Get the hell out of my seat, you moron.” Sid appeared at the end of the table, glaring down at the man, her eyes blazing fire.

      Beside her, looking no less fierce, was Harry, who scowled. “Leave my sister alone, you dickwad.”

      The man’s casual countenance disappeared, and his beer-soaked breath wafted over Cady. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Why don’t you two girls go back to your dancin’, while me and this little lady get better acquainted? I ain’t doing her no harm—”

      “Why don’t you go on home to your wife, Earl, and leave these young women alone?” A big man leaned into the booth and grabbed the blonde man by the sleeve, dragging him out forcibly. Cady watched as the newcomer gave the man a good shove, pushing him towards the doors leading outside. “You’ve had a skin full, and you need to head on home now. Stop being an ass.”

      Cady watched as Earl stumbled out through the door, and the big man who’d come to their rescue shook his head when he turned back to her. He appeared to be about fifty years old, but his skin was weathered by years of outside work and darkly tanned, so it was difficult to tell. “You alright, Ma’am?”

      Cady nodded, abruptly soberer than she had been. She’d been harassed for the way she chose to dress by people before, but it hadn’t happened in Garrison until now. “I’m ready to go home,” she announced.

      “Let me walk you to your car,” the big man said, tipping his hat. “The name’s Hop Skipton; I work out on the Crazy Horseshoes Ranch.”

      Sid giggled, staring up at the man with mischief sparking in her eyes. “That’s your name? For real?”

      Hop grinned, his brown eyes warm. “Yes, ma’am. Of course, Hop is just a nickname. Real name is Ed.”

      “Thanks for your assistance, Hop,” Harry said, helping Cady to her feet. “This is my sister, Cady Caldwell, I’m Harry, and this is Sid. We can make our own way home, we’re just a street away and we walked.”

      “Cady Caldwell? The cake lady? I’ve heard about you – you’re all Meredith’s kin, aren’t you?” He doffed his hat and indicated the door. “Let me make sure you ladies get back to Meredith’s house safe. Earl’s probably well on his way home, but better safe than sorry, I always say.”

      By the time they reached Meredith’s house, Cady was still smarting from the way the blonde man had spoken and using his behavior as further validation for leaving Garrison. Who was he to pick on the way she liked to dress? The sooner she was out of this hick town, the better off she’d be. Obviously, some of the locals were narrow-minded enough to think she should be just like everyone else.

      Deep down, Cady knew she was being unfair to Garrison’s inhabitants, but she was still smarting from the way her sisters had taken Meredith’s side. After an enjoyable couple of hours, she was fast falling into a funk.

      “Thank you, Hop,” Harry said when they reached the gate.

      “My pleasure, ladies.” With another flick of his hat, Hop grinned down at the three young women, and then sauntered back along the sidewalk, retracing his steps to Grizzlies.

      “Well, that was fun,” Cady announced dryly. She slumped onto the porch swing, leaning over to remove her shoes. After the walk back from Main Street her feet ached and all she wanted to do was collapse into bed.

      “It was kinda fun to see you standing up for yourself,” Harry smiled. “Haven’t seen the spirited Cady Caldwell in quite a while.”

      Cady stopped in the task of undoing one shoe and stared at Harry. Her sister was right – it was a long time since Cady’d had the courage to tell someone to back off. Maybe she was healing and hadn’t noticed.

      “Aw c’mon, Cades, it was fun, until that fool started annoying you,” Sid protested. “Once the locals get to know you, none of them will bother about how you dress.”

      “They’re not going to get to know me,” Cady muttered. “Haven’t I just got through telling you I’m not staying? Three more weeks and then I’m heading back to San Francisco.”

      “I really think you should stay here,” Harry protested.

      Cady picked up her shoes and got to her feet. “I am not staying here.”

      “Cades,” Sid protested, looping her arm over Cady’s shoulder while Harry unlocked the front door. The living room light was still glowing, and upstairs, Meredith’s bedroom light was on. “It’s nuts to go back now when that bastard is still on the loose.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard this about a million times,” Cady grumbled. “Why don’t you two understand – I can’t stay here!”

      “Because I don’t understand why you can’t stay here,” Harry muttered, shoving at the front door with her hip. “Damn it, this door always sticks.”

      Cady sighed heavily. “You two are driving me nuts. Yes, Meredith is nice, and I get that you both like her so much. But don’t you see? I will never, ever be comfortable in this place.” The alcohol had loosened Cady’s tongue, and she shook her head vehemently when she stepped through the front door.

      “Why? It’s not like Gran has dozens of photos of Dad all over the house!” Sid grumbled. “There are hardly any reminders of him here at all.”

      Cady turned on her sister, her voice rising. It had been a long twelve weeks, and the stress of what Jameson had done, fleeing to Garrison, the uncertainty she was facing – it all came crashing in on her at once. “I can’t stay here! Don’t you see that? This is the house where that man – my so-called father lived! The man who wanted to sell my virginity to the highest bidder! The man who wanted to molest me! Why do you think I stole those locks at the hardware store and got Mr. Kornberg to put them on the doors? Why do you think I was so grateful when he and Mrs. Kornberg gave us the money for bus tickets? I was saving myself – and you – from him!”

      Harry and Sid stared at Cady, their mouths hanging open, and she watched as the color receded from their cheeks. As fast as her temper had flared, it receded, leaving Cady feeling empty, gutted. She’d kept this information from her sisters for a decade, wanting to protect them from learning what their father had really been like. After his death, she’d continued to keep the secret, not wanting to recall the details and dredge up the past. They’d escaped, the girls were safe, and Mark hadn’t gotten his way. What was the point of bringing up the subject and further destroying Sid and Harry’s opinion of their father? It would resolve nothing, only make them feel worse about what Cady had done to keep them safe. She’d never wanted to burden anyone with that knowledge.

      Cady sniffled, surprised to notice she was crying. She’d held the emotions in for so long, and to admit the truth now, to the two women she was closest to in the world, was crushing.

      “Cades…” Sid began, but Cady held up her hand.

      “Not tonight. I never meant for you to find out what happened. I’m sorry. I just can’t… I can’t…” Cady brushed her palms across her face, wiping away the tears. “I can’t deal with this tonight, I’m sorry.”

      She turned away and glanced up the stairwell, her heart coming to a standstill in her chest.

      Meredith was on the upstairs landing, her hands clutched to her breast in dismay.
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      Cady woke early the following morning and slipped out before anyone else got up. The autumn air was crisp and cool, her breath creating a fine cloud of mist as she walked Churchill around Garrison. Despite being early, many of the residents greeted her with a smile and a wave when she walked past, and Cady admitted to herself she’d judged the town harshly last night, because of one bigot’s behavior. Worse still had been her own actions, when she’d lost her temper and opened her big mouth.

      Now she’d have to face the fallout. Buying some time when she got back to the house, Cady pulled off her jacket and hung it in the mudroom, then slipped off her boots, leaving them standing neatly by the mudroom bench. Just inside the kitchen, she’d spied Harry and Sid sitting at the table, watching her every move as if they suspected she’d try and escape again.

      “You could have told us, Cades,” Harry suggested quietly, watching Cady make a cup of coffee after she entered the kitchen.

      “What was the point?” Cady asked, when she sat down opposite her sisters at the table. There was no sign of Meredith; Cady wondered if she was out of bed yet. A pang of guilt twisted her gut – she would never have intentionally hurt the older woman; another reason it had been so hard to live here. She wouldn’t have shared this information about Mark with anyone, not if she could help it. Nothing had happened, other than some inappropriate touching, and she’d gotten her sisters out before it could amount to anything more awful.

      But strangely enough, Cady did feel a little better, knowing she wasn’t holding on to such a huge secret any longer. Her steps had been lighter when she’d strode through the streets with Churchill, a weight lifted off her shoulders had made her greetings to the Garrison townsfolk a little more enthusiastic, her smile a little brighter. Cady suddenly realized she was coming to like the place. Weird.

      Her attention was drawn back to Harry and Sid, who were both staring at her as if expecting a response. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Harry looked exasperated. She wrapped her fingers around her coffee mug, leaning it against her chin. “The point is, we’re your sisters! You should have told us about this, from the very beginning!” She shook her head indignantly. “We already knew Dad was an asshole—”

      “Shhh! Keep your voice down! I don’t want Meredith to hear you talking like that about him,” Cady warned.

      Sid laughed dryly. “Cady, you think Gran doesn’t already know this? You’ve been living here for six weeks – haven’t you talked to her about Dad at all?” Sid paused, observing Cady and when no response was forthcoming, she continued. “Cades, Gran knows exactly what Dad was like. He was in trouble with drugs and alcohol before he ever left Garrison. If you’d talked to Gran, you’d know that she holds no illusions over his character.”

      Cady stared silently at Sid. Harry lowered her coffee mug onto the table and reached across, grasping Cady’s hands in hers. “So much more makes sense now. I think, deep down, I always knew there was something hinky about Dad’s behavior after Mom died. And remembering you getting Mr. Kornberg to fit those locks— well, I should have realized. But I was just a kid, Cades. God, I’m so sorry.” Harry tucked her hair behind her ear. “Did he… well, did it...”

      Cady rushed to reassure her sister, shaking her head vehemently. “No! No.” Just the memory was enough to send a shiver racing down her spine.

      “Just another reason to be glad he’s dead,” Sid added bitterly.

      Cady stared at her in surprise. While she hadn’t been able to protect her sisters from everything their parents had done, she’d tried her best. It was a shock to consider she might not be the only one harboring secrets. “He didn’t… do anything…” She found she couldn’t finish the sentence.

      Harry screwed up her nose. “Ew! No.” Wrapping her arms around herself, Harry brushed at her skin as if trying to get rid of an errant cobweb. “I don’t know how you stayed so strong for so long, Cades.”

      “Neither do I,” Sid agreed. “But don’t you think it’s time you let us look after you?” Sid’s expression softened, her green eyes luminous as she watched Cady. “Stay here in Garrison. Please. There’s no reason for you to leave right now and Harry and I will both feel better, knowing you’re safe here with Gran.”

      “I know you hate the thought of living in the same house as Dad did, but honestly, Cades, there’s very little evidence of him ever being here. It’s years since he ran away from home.”

      Cady nodded, sipping her coffee thoughtfully. “I know that, but it’s hard, you know?”

      It was true, there were very few mementos of Mark Caldwell in this house, but there were a couple of photos on the mantel, and some in the study, which Cady avoided whenever possible. She hated being faced with the reminders. Glancing around the kitchen, Cady turned back to Harry. “Where’s Meredith?”

      Harry rolled her eyes. “Gran, Cady. For God’s sake, call her Gran! She’s gone to visit with Sheriff Davis. She left not long after I got up.”

      Cady chewed her bottom lip, worried that she’d hurt Meredith’s feelings. “Was she okay?”

      “She’s fine. Cades, she doesn’t blame you for any of this. And to be honest, I think it was a relief for her to get a little understanding about why you were so determined not to talk about Dad. But you forget we’ve been visiting with Gran for a while now. I don’t think there’s much that Sid and I haven’t told her about the nightmare that was ‘growing up Caldwell’.”

      Cady stared at Harry for a moment, then smiled weakly. “‘Growing up Caldwell’? Really? That’s what you’re calling it?”

      Sid chuckled. “Yeah, it’s like our own sick, twisted and perverted little reality show.” She winked at Cady. “Besides, Cades, you’ve had enough sadness and drama in your life – if we don’t try and laugh about this stuff, and move on – what’s the point in surviving it?”
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      Meredith was sitting in George’s kitchen, an unusual occurrence on a Saturday morning. George knew she had something on her mind – he just wasn’t certain what it was. She’d arrived a little after eight, with a wan smile and tired eyes, asking if she could share breakfast with him.

      Hiding his surprise, George had ushered her inside, settling her at the breakfast bar while he got the coffee pot running and hustled to find something he could offer Meredith for breakfast. Usually, he grabbed a bite on the way to work, and he hadn’t been grocery shopping this week, but if Meredith was here and wanting breakfast, well, he’d damn well make certain he gave the lady breakfast.

      “I’ve got some puffed wheat, or I can cook some toast,” he announced after a fruitless search of the freezer. Hell, he didn’t even have any eggs.

      “Toast is fine,” Meredith responded quietly. She was staring out of the window, her thoughts apparently a hundred miles away. George guessed it had something to do with Cady – he just wasn’t certain what. All he did know was that Meredith was here, with him, and this was a step forward in their relationship. He didn’t want to blow it now.

      For as long as he could remember, George had been friends with Meredith. They’d both grown up in Garrison, attended school together. He’d always suspected he would marry her until she’d up and married Jim Caldwell. Not that George held a grudge – Jim had been a good man, and Meredith had adored him – but he’d loved her from afar and never gotten over her. Hell, he’d never married because of her. When Jim died, George had been there, the good friend Meredith needed as she recovered from her husband’s death. He’d been a shoulder to cry on, a friend to attend functions with, when either of them required a partner. Now he wanted to be more. Lord, how he wanted to be more to Meredith.

      George took some bread from the freezer and placed it in the toaster, pulling some plates out of one cupboard, and mugs from another. “Coffee?”

      “Please.” She continued staring out the window, picking at one fingernail inattentively.

      George poured coffee, buttered a couple of slices of toast and placed the plate and mug in front of Meredith before his impatience got the better of him. He considered it some sort of record that he’d managed to last this long. “Eat. And for Christ’s sake, tell me what’s going on with you.”

      Meredith drew her attention away from the window and offered him a drawn smile. “I thought I’d heard the very worst of what my son did to his family. Until last night.” She lowered the mug to the table and shook her head. “The private detective I hired, he told me about Mark’s arrests for drugs, being drunk and disorderly, the prostitution charges – and I thought I could eventually come to terms with everything he’d done.” She stopped speaking, dropping her head into her hands. “Did you know he attempted to molest Cady? Intended to prostitute her – sell her to the highest bidder?”

      Well, shit. George settled into a chair opposite Meredith and reached across to place his hand over hers. “I’ve seen his rap sheet, Mer. There’s nothing to suggest he was sexually assaulting the girls. Abusing drugs, petty theft, check fraud, prostitution, selling drugs, credit card fraud…” George listed off everything he could recall, from what he’d seen after the PI located Mark. “With regards to the girls, there was reckless endangerment, abandonment, any number of charges of the girls being left to fend for themselves at odd hours. I didn’t see any evidence to suggest he was sexually assaulting Cady.”

      Meredith looked up at him, and he was stunned by the anger in her expression. “You don’t believe what Cady says is true?”

      George shook his head and held up his hands in protest. “Now hang on a minute. That’s not what I said, Mer. I said there weren’t any charges of molestation. That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.”

      Meredith’s shoulder slumped. “It happened after their mother died.”

      George clenched his jaw, thinking over his response. If Mark Caldwell had still been alive George would have killed him with his own bare hands, for the pain he’d put Meredith through. “Cady told you this?”

      “I overheard her when the girls came back from Grizzlies last night.” Meredith dropped her head back into her hands. “I want to help Cady so badly, but I just don’t know how! And now she’s threatening to go back to San Francisco—”

      “What?” George rubbed his hand across his jaw. “She can’t go back to San Francisco.”

      “I know that. You know that. But convincing Cady is going to be the difficult part. She’s resentful because I paid the fees for Sid’s final semester and covered her medical bills. She doesn’t think she belongs here. She doesn’t like living at my house, and I can hardly blame her, she must feel as if her father is all around her.”

      George didn’t respond, thinking furiously about what to do to convince Cady to stay. “The problem is; the girl is directionless. She’s lost her husband, the need to help her sisters – her whole life. She’s got nothing to plan for, nothing to look forward to…”

      “She’s only twenty-eight, George – she’s got her whole life ahead of her!” Meredith protested.

      “I know that,” George responded gently. “But she’s had a tough time of it, Mer. She’s only had herself to rely on, and she’s been responsible for Sid and Harry – for years. Now she needs to refocus on her own future, and that’s not going to be easy.”

      Meredith sipped her coffee and picked up a slice of toast, biting into it as she considered his words.

      “Maybe it’s time to give the girl a reason to stay in Garrison,” George said, snagging a piece of the toast.

      “What would you suggest?”

      “From what I hear, she’s getting regular orders for those cakes she decorates. Why not help her set up a business here in town? You’ve got the property up on Main Street – let Cady do something with it. It’s her inheritance, after all.”

      Meredith shook her head. “Oh, no, George. I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

      George lifted a eyebrow. “Why not?”

      “You know why – she’d never accept it.”

      George shook his head. “Mer, what the girl doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Let Cady see the place, make up her own mind. Offer it to her. You might be surprised.”
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        * * *

      

      “Cady, can I talk to you please?” Meredith stood in the doorway to Cady’s bedroom, patting Churchill when he bounced across the room to stand beside her.

      Cady nodded. “I’m sorry about last night. I never intended—”

      Meredith held up her hand, halting Cady’s protest. “Don’t apologize, Cady. It isn’t necessary.” She walked into the room, settling next to Cady on the bed.

      “Cady, I know my son was no good; I’ve known for a long time.” Meredith paused, clasping her fingers together tightly. “He got in with the wrong crowd, started drinking, and then came the drugs. He barely came home, dropped out of school, and caused your grandfather and me endless worry. I can’t tell you how many times George brought him home in the back of a squad car because Mark had been up to no good. He vandalized things, he stole.” Meredith brushed an errant tear away, when it rolled slowly down her cheek. “To be honest, in some ways it was a relief when he ran away from home. Your granddaddy and I had been desperately worried about him, but we were also concerned about the influence he was having on David. He was four years younger and adored his older brother. If Mark had stayed here in Garrison… well, I always worried about him drawing David into his schemes.”

      “I’ve never met Uncle David, but Harry and Sid speak highly of him.”

      Meredith smiled. “David loves the girls.” She crossed her legs taking a moment to compose her next words. “Cady… what you said last night, did Mark— did your father do anything… untoward… to you?”

      Cady inhaled sharply, rubbing her hands up and down her arms as if to warm herself. “No. It never got that far. Most of the time, he was drunk, or drugged, or both.” Goosebumps swelled on her arms, and Cady shivered.

      Meredith offered her a relieved smile. “I wish I could have saved you from going through such a terrible childhood. If I’d known—”

      Cady shook her head vehemently. “You couldn’t have known. And it’s been tough, but we were fortunate that our neighbor helped us out when things got really bad.” She smiled, flicking through the pages of her book thoughtfully.

      “Sid and Harry told me about Mr. Kornberg, and his sister, the one you lived with, in San Francisco.”

      “Without them, I think we would have ended up in the foster system permanently, and probably split up forever,” Cady responded.

      “I’ve been talking to George. He strongly advises that you stay here in Garrison, and I have to agree with him.”

      Cady started to protest, but Meredith held up a hand. “Please, let me finish. Cady, you’ve got nothing to go back to San Francisco for. Your marriage is over; you told me yourself you’ve started divorce proceedings. Sid and Harry have lives of their own now, and you don’t have to financially help them any longer. It’s time to start thinking about yourself. Why don’t you consider opening a cake store, here in Garrison?”

      Cady’s mouth dropped open, her eyes growing wide, and then she snapped her mouth shut again while she considered Meredith’s suggestion. Was her grandmother out of her mind? How could Cady possibly do that? “I can’t open a store.”

      “Why not?” Meredith questioned smoothly. “I think you’d enjoy it. And lord knows we need something new in Garrison. All our cakes are shipped in from Billings, they’re practically stale before they get here, and you’ve already seen how keen people are to have you do their cake decorating. And Dotty is practically beside herself, with the prospect of stepping down.

      Cady shook her head, scarcely able to believe what she was hearing. “I can’t do that. I’d need someone to do the baking…”

      “I’m sure that could be arranged—”

      “…and I don’t have the money to start up a business…”

      “I can help you—”

      “You’ve done more than enough to help already—”

      Meredith held up a hand. “Please, Cady. Hear me out. I never thought I would say this, but I hate my son. Not only for what he did by abandoning his family but for what he did to you girls. I want you to have the opportunity to succeed at something you do so very well. I have the property; I own a couple of buildings on Main Street, and they’ve sat empty for years. Just come with me, take a look, and see what you think once you’ve had a few days to think it over.”

      “I can’t do this—” Cady began, but Meredith held up a hand.

      “Cady, listen to me. You’ve got nothing to go back to San Francisco for. Your abusive husband is out there somewhere, and he hasn’t been arrested yet. Your sisters don’t need you any longer. It’s time you did something for yourself.”
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