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Now and Always



Prologue

No one could say exactly how he got five hundred birds in one car.

Electronic carnival lights flashed myriad colors. Loud music blared from rides with names like The Octopus, The Whip, Flying Scooter, and Dodgem Cars.

Nine-year-old Katie and her friend, Essie, stood transfixed, rounded eyes focused on a sideshow where a ten-foot-tall man proceeded to load crates of canaries in a compact car and then folded his legs and nimbly climbed inside behind the wheel.

Another man with a bullhorn promised even more amazing feats, and he gestured the carnivalgoers inside for an astonishing thirty-five cents.

The girls moved on, pausing minutes later in front of the gypsy tent. If a picture was worth a thousand words, this attraction was worth every penny of twenty-five cents.

Katie glanced at Essie and Essie nodded. Here was a real, honest-to-goodness gypsy with stringy, long black hair, witch’s fingernails, and evil — very evil eyes.

Squirming, Katie knew that Grandpops and Tottie would kill her if they knew what she was doing. Essie’s parents weren’t religious like
 Katie’s folks. They’d forked over fifty cents to each girl and told them to “have fun.” One turn on the Ferris wheel would have eaten their fifty cents, but for twenty-five cents they could have their future told and still buy cotton candy. The nine-year-olds paid the admission price, parted the tent, and entered the dim interior.

There she sat, big as life.

Katie’s foot struck the metal folding chair, and she sucked in her breath and dropped onto the cool hardness.

The gypsy focused on them, running her hands over the crystal globe, evil eyes bright with supernatural knowledge. Katie studied the soothsayer, feeling a bit evil herself. Grand-pops said evil powers belonged to Satan. She shouldn’t be here. It was wrong, clearly against God’s teachings. But she had one question, one burning question she needed answered, and chances were she’d never again have an opportunity to ask it.

The old woman eye’s settled on Katie. “Little one. What do you wish to know?”

Katie’s mind went blank as a sheet of paper. What did she want to know? What did she want to know? Her mind was as vacant as the little boy, Ralphie, in A Christmas Story who wanted a Red Ryder BB gun.

The Knowledgeable One waited.

Katie couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe! She sank deeper into the folding metal chair.

“Eh? Speak up!”

Katie couldn’t talk. God had rendered her speechless and with good cause.

Essie edged forward. “I know what I want.”

The old woman’s eyes switched. “And what is that, little one?”

“I want to know if I’ll get married when I’m old.”

“Married?” She cackled. “Married, you say.” She moved her hands over the top of the ball, leaned, and peered closer. “Ah . . . yes. I see.”

Essie slid forward in her chair. “What? What do you see?”

“A handsome man, indeed, very handsome. Fair of color, fair of hair. He will come into your life most unexpectedly, and you will know immediately that he is the one and only.” She looked up, revealing a yellowed grin.

Essie sighed blissfully. “I knew it.”

Katie’s brain still refused to function. Her mind screamed for answers! She’d spent twenty-five cents; she deserved an answer!

The gypsy began to fold a black velvet cloth over the magic globe. She was through. Katie grappled for coherent speech. She’s through. Say something!

“Wait!”

The woman fixed evil eyes on her. “You had your chance. Now move on.”

“No. Wait.” Katie swallowed, then blurted, “I remember my question!”

The mystic snorted, uncovered the ball. “What is it?”

“Will I get any taller?”

There. She may go to hell, but now she’d know, even if Grandpops would skin her alive for consulting an evil power. She’d shot up five inches in the past year, and by golly she couldn’t tolerate any more height. She was taller than every boy in her class, and the girls were starting to call her Giraffe.

The gypsy eyed her. “That’s your question? How tall will you get?”

Katie swallowed. “Yes. How tall will I be?” If the gypsy said seven feet she’d die, right here in this tent on this cold metal folding chair, and pray nobody ever told Grandpops, Grandmoms, or Tottie where she was when it happened.

The mystic sighed and then quickly ran her hands over the top of the ball. “How tall will — what’s your name?”

“Katie. Katie Addison.”

“How tall will Katie Addison grow?” The old woman leaned and peered inside the clear ball. “I see. You will grow very tall — ”

“How tall?”

“How tall do you want to grow?”

“No taller than I am. In fact, I’d like to shrink if you can do that. I have another quarter.” She fumbled in her pocket, but the old woman stopped her.

Her gaze returned to the ball. “You will grow no taller than six feet.”

Katie felt color drain from her face. Six feet. A giant. A big, old, ugly giant.

“But take heart, my child. Your forever love will come along early in life, but you will not recognize him. It will take many years and many trials to distinguish him from other men, but when you do, you will live happily ever after.” She reached for the velvet cover and draped the ball, and before Katie could blink, she’d disappeared through a colorful beaded curtain.

Katie gaped at Essie, astounded. “Did you hear that? I’m going to be a giant.”

She nodded. “I heard. Sorry — but you have pretty hair.”

The girls got up, exiting through a maze of thick electrical cords. Music blared. Screams came from The Octopus, and the smell of popping corn filled the air. Everything seemed so normal, but Katie’s life was over.

Essie shouted above the confusion. “Want some cotton candy?”

Numb, Katie nodded, putting one wooden foot in front of the other. She might as well eat until she burst. No man was ever going to want her. Her conscience pricked her. This was God’s punishment for going to a gypsy.



One

Very few things distracted Katie Addison when she was on a mission, but the sight of three dead horses strewn across the winding road stopped her in her tracks. Her jeep skidded and veered to the right before stopping. Motorists set out flares. The highway patrol began the process of diverting traffic around the gruesome sight.

Putting a tissue over her nose, Katie exited the jeep. Thick smoke covered the area from the fire burning on the ridge below Devils Tower. Wildfire had broken out in the thirteen-hundred-acre park, and crews had been battling it all day. A suffocating haze blanketed the landscape.

Confusion reigned as Katie threaded her way through curious onlookers and fellow travelers who’d stopped to help. Her eyes focused on the black skid marks, and it didn’t take a sleuth to see that the overturned truck and stock trailer had veered to the center and jackknifed, blocking most of the road.

Blowout? Deer blocking the road?

The long, white trailer lay on its side in the ditch. The sides were enclosed, and the top was lined with openings for ventilation. The terrified screams of trapped horses, kicking and lunging, trying to break free, sent a shudder up her spine. She’d lived on a ranch all her life, and while she wasn’t a vet, she knew almost as much as anybody about animals. She took care of her own — three dogs, three cats, a goat, and an aging Appaloosa. She’d sewn up more than one wire cut by lantern light.

Katie approached Sheriff Ben O’Keefe, who was trying to redirect traffic. “Is the driver hurt?”

“Don’t know. An ambulance is on the way.”

Katie strained to see what was going on through the chaos. Men worked to open the truck’s passenger side door while others were trying to break into the mangled trailer. Katie observed the work and then impulsively raced to help, her former mission forgotten.

Working her way around the overturned trailer, Katie tried to peer through the narrow slits in the side wall. It was nearly impossible to count the heaving flesh trapped inside, but she estimated three, maybe four horses down, kicking and struggling to get out. Men worked feverishly to reach the injured animals, but the enclosed trailer defeated their efforts. The back door hung by one hinge, but the divider separating the back compartment from the front was jammed, making it almost impossible to reach the injured. Apparently the dead animals had been thrown out when the trailer jackknifed. Some had been hit by cars, judging from the damaged autos scattered along the
 roadside. A portly man collapsed against the overturned trailer, breathing heavily and wiping sweat from his forehead. The cloud of smoke cast a stifling blanket, hampering rescue efforts.

Katie eased into the back of the overturned carrier, working her way cautiously to the crumpled and jammed divider. Her stomach seized at the sight of tangled limbs and the sound of the injured horses’ screams. There had to be a way to free them before they sustained more injury. A bay kicked frantically, lunging against the divider. Blood spurted from a nasty shoulder gash.

“There, boy, take it easy,” Katie crooned, trying to calm the horse.

A shout and the wail of a siren heralded the arrival of emergency vehicles. Katie focused on the arrival of an ambulance, two firetrucks, and a couple of police cars, sirens blaring. Paramedics hit the ground before their vehicle fully stopped, racing to the truck cab. Firemen approached the overturned trailer, openly assessing the bedlam. Katie wanted to scream at them to move faster, but she knew they needed to determine what would be best for the horses’ sake. Someone brought a Sawzall. Was it strong enough to slice through the metal trailer? Rescue workers were already using the Jaws of Life to cut through the truck cab and reach the driver pinned inside.

The screech of metal cutting metal sent the horses into a panic. Firemen sliced through twisted metal. Whining saws died away, and Katie eased to maneuver into line to help remove the animals. But a burly captain stepped in front of her.

“Sorry. You need to step back out of the way.”

“I can help. I’ve doctored animals all my life.”

“You could get hurt in there. If you want to help, you’ll stand back and let us work.”

A tall, rawboned woman with short salt-and-pepper hair ran toward them. “I’m a vet.” She was allowed to pass to the scene of action.

A couple of men cautiously approached the trailer. Katie held her breath as they tried to untangle the downed animals. Finally they led the bay out at the end of a rope. One by one, the horses were removed. Frightened, shying at every noise, the trembling animals were led to safety. Two were limping and all were bleeding from numerous wounds. A stock trailer rattled up, restoring alarm. The men leading the horses spoke calmly, guiding them gently forward. One horse couldn’t get up. “Broken legs and internal injuries,” someone in the crowd murmured. The vet administered an injection. After a short time the thrashing body went limp, and the horrible sound of an animal in agony was stilled. The carcass was dragged out and loaded on a flatbed trailer.

The woman vet glanced at Katie, her color drained. “Those horses look like someone took a baseball bat to them. It’s a shame to allow this to happen in a civilized nation. Someone ought to do something about this disgrace.” A fireman called her, and she moved away to join him.

What disgrace? Accidents happen.

A news reporter held a microphone to the fire chief ’s mouth, and Katie shamelessly eavesdropped. “How many horses were saved?”

“Four. At first we thought we only had four in the trailer, but when we got inside, one was down and buried under the weight of the others. Eight horses in all were involved.”

“Are the remaining ones going to be all right?”

“Can’t say.” The chief lifted his hat for ventilation. “You’ll need to talk to the vet — looked to me like most of them were hurt pretty badly. They got tossed around when the trailer overturned.”

Attendants strapped the truck driver to a body board and loaded him into the ambulance. A stench of oil and spilled gas, of blood and sweat and death, hung over the scene of the accident like a thundercloud mingling with the sharp, stinging scent of smoke.

Devils Tower loomed in the distance. The national monument formation jutted out of the smoky Black Hills landscape, looking almost surreal with the smoke billowing around its base and the flickering flames skirting the ridge. Katie knew several northern plains tribes called it Bears Lodge and considered it a sacred worship site, but it was probably best known for the role it played in the late seventies movie Close Encounters. Today the tower, the smoke, and the tragic wreck sent a shiver of apprehension rippling through Katie. She breathed a quick prayer.

Father, be with the driver and with these helpless animals.You can work miracles, and it looks like the victims could sureuse one.

“The driver will be lucky to get out of this alive.”

Katie turned to find Warren Tate beside her. Warren owned the ranch two miles to the south. Except for the seven years he’d recently spent on Wall Street, he’d been a fixture in these parts. Katie and Warren had gone to school together, and known each other most of their lives. Warren had returned from New York a few weeks earlier, but this was the first time Katie had bumped into him. She smiled. “I’d heard you were back. Welcome home!”

The former classmate removed his hat. “Katie.” His eyes skimmed her. “You’re looking good.”

“Thank you. So are you.” The latter was an understatement. He looked terrific! Gone was the gangly, acne-prone teenager. In his place stood a self-possessed, darn good-looking man. Rumor had it he’d graduated college summa cum laude. Shortly afterwards, he left the state to make his fortune in New York on the stock exchange.

Warren’s gaze focused on the frantic scene. Katie eased closer. “It’s so tragic. Does anyone know how it happened?”

He inclined his head toward the distorted wreckage. “The driver hasn’t regained consciousness.”

Katie’s eyes scanned the highway where the rest of the carcasses were being loaded on the flatbed trailer. “It’s a miracle anything survived.”

Warren lifted his Stetson and ran a hand through thick black hair. Katie had to admit that the years had worked to his advantage. He’d bloomed. His odd-colored eyes, a dark green hue, had been a distraction during his youth, but now they enhanced his features. In high school he’d been the bookish sort, not particularly handsome and certainly not part of the in crowd. He hadn’t been a partyer. She’d liked that about him, but others called him a geek. Well, world, Warren Tate was anything but a geek now. He was a couple of inches taller than her own six feet, which made it nice to stand beside him. It hadn’t been easy in high school when she had towered above him and most boys her age. Her gaze shifted to his ring finger. Empty . . .

Maybe Warren was like Katie, content to wait until Mrs. Right came along, though rumor also had it he’d been involved in a pretty nasty breakup prior to leaving the Big Apple.

Katie didn’t have time to brood about her own lack of social life, much less Warren Tate’s. Taking care of Grandpops until he died took time, then establishing the shelter . . . She glanced at her watch. “Oh, granny’s skirts! I was due at the airport fifteen minutes ago!”

Warren turned to look at her. “New guest?”

Katie nodded. Everyone around knew that she took in battered women, but the town kept the information to themselves. Little Bush was a close-knit community, loyal to a fault, and the Addisons had been part of the community as far back as anyone remembered. It wasn’t a large community, though it had grown since Katie graduated from high school. A couple of factories had moved in, and a few hometown boys made good, investing time and money into the community. Quite a few mom-and-pop businesses had sprung up, and the chamber of commerce boasted a healthy number of members. The town still had most of the original buildings, reminders that Little Bush was an old town with roots going back a long way. But there was still a hint of wildness, a feel of the frontier that outsiders sometimes found intimidating. If they wanted something more, Sundance and Gillette were a short drive away, and Cody, if you really wanted an outing.

Katie’s Grandpops, old man Addison as the locals called him, was a crusty Little Bush councilman before he died six years ago. Paul and Willa Addison, Katie’s maternal grandparents, had raised Katie from an infant when their daughter had been shot and killed by her jealous husband.

Because
 of the abuse in her background, if mistreated women needed protection, Katie gave it, and Little Bush enforced it. Katie had been young, but she still remembered her mother’s dying screams. They had been seared into her memory, and she vowed she would protect helpless women — with her own life if necessary — when she grew up.

Katie’s thoughts returned to Warren. “What happens to the surviving animals?” She stepped back, allowing an emergency worker to pass.

He shook his head. “Overheard someone speculate they were on their way to the slaughterhouse.”

Katie’s jaw dropped. Slaughterhouse! She knew these things happened, but . . . slaughterhouse?

“Why?”

“Why? Greed, of course.”

Katie had heard that animal byproducts was a huge business, but to see evidence of the cruelty turned her stomach. Sure, she was accused of taking in every stray that wandered her way, and if her house and yard were any indication of her being a pushover, she couldn’t argue with the accusation. But horses, innocent animals, on their way to becoming glue or paste, or whatever they did with them, appalled her.

“How can they do that? The survivors. Where will they go? Who is going to take care of them till they heal?”

Warren shrugged. “If the rumors are true, they’ll continue to their destination. If not, then I really don’t know. Maybe they’ll go to the humane society. I can’t really say.”

“I want them.”

Warren glanced over. “You want them?”

“Yes. I want them if all that awaits them is the slaughterhouse. Who do I talk to?”

He shook his head, a grin shadowing the corners of his mouth. His clean-shaven features hadn’t changed much over the years; his youthful complexion had cleared, but faded acne scars still shadowed his cheeks. Wall Street’s pressure had done a job on him, folks said. Made him cynical. Sick of life. He pretty much stayed to himself, only going into town for groceries and supplies every couple of weeks.

He shifted. “I see the years haven’t changed you.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning you’re still a bleeding-heart trying to take care of the whole world.”

Katie shrugged. “And that’s a bad thing?” That was most people’s problem; because they couldn’t take care of everything, they quit trying to take care of the things they could. Katie believed one person’s efforts, regardless of how puny, made a difference, and she tried to live her life accordingly.

Katie’s cell phone rang and she punched the on button. “Yes, this is Katie. Oh. Hi. Yes, I meant to call you this morning about the feed bill. I’ll have the payment to you by morning — yes, in the morning. No later, Sue.” Katie flashed a lame grin in Warren’s direction. “Yeah, can’t really talk now. Thanks for calling.” She clicked the off button and resumed the conversation with Warren without missing a beat. “I really have to go. Who do I see about getting the animals?”

“You’ve got room for four near-dead horses?”

“I’ve got a barn and pasture. I’ll make room.”

Shaking his head, Warren focused on the activity. “I haven’t acquired injured horses on their way to the slaughterhouse, but I suppose if I was planning on it, I’d start by consulting Ben O’Keefe. Most likely he can trace the owner’s name, maybe talk to the people at USDA or the humane society.”

“Ben?” Her eyes tracked the sheriff, busy trying to redirect traffic. “You think he’d help?” Not likely. She and Ben had been at sword’s point since the night all those years ago when he’d failed to show up for their high school prom. The man had stood her up. She didn’t hold grudges, but neither had she necessarily treated him cordially since that humiliating evening so long ago. She wasn’t sure he would be overly eager to help her, though lately he’d been teasing her about dating. As if she’d date a man she couldn’t trust. She hadn’t stayed single all of her thirty-six years by practicing stupidity. Like Warren, she’d known Ben most of her life, but the two boys — at least at the time they were boys — were as different as rain and fire. Warren, though a nerd, had always been kind, courteous, with dark complexion and dark eyes, while Ben had rugged features, ruddy complexion, and unruly curly red hair. Feisty features — maddening features when she was sitting in a prom gown waiting for the man to show up. Warren’s voice broke into her thoughts. “You’d have to pay the person who owns them something, I suppose — though if they’re injured enough, he might pay you to take them off his hands.”

Katie shrugged and scribbled down the information on a notepad. “Thanks, Warren. Good to see you back.”

“No problem.” He tipped his Stetson. “I suppose your lady guest has an escort with her?”

Ah yes, this woman would have high security. Katie had been reluctant to take this particular case. She wouldn’t have if a college schoolmate-turned-judge hadn’t pleaded with her to give the woman temporary shelter and anonymity, the latter being of utmost importance. Elections were coming up, and if word spread that the party candidate was married to a wife beater, the party could lose a Senate seat. Katie’s shelter only held three — no more than four women at the most, and with this celebrity arrival the house was full.

“She’s with an escort. I’ll phone and tell them I’m running late.” Katie turned to thread her way through the onlookers and emergency vehicles. “Oh!” She whirled and cupped her hands to her mouth to be heard above the crowd. “Hey Ben?”

The sheriff was immersed in the rescue efforts, and she had to yell twice before she got his attention. “Yo?”

“If I get permission to take the horses to the ranch, can you haul them for me?” She knew he had all sorts of stock trailers, big and small. She’d had one several years back, but it was out of commission now, and it only hauled one horse.

Katie wasn’t surprised when Ben’s usual edginess with her flared. “Katie Addison, before you can take care of the world, you’d better take care of yourself!”

“Yada yada! Can you haul my horses?”

Eyes the color of cool summer ponds met hers. Katie held her breath. Even she realized the audacity of her request. Why would this man give her the time of day when she probably wouldn’t have reciprocated? But he could easily say no. And he never gave up on asking her for a date. Two weeks ago, they happened to land side by side in stadium bleachers at the local Legion high school ball game, and he tried to entice her, or she supposed. “Want to get a hot dog afterwards?” constituted his idea of a date. She had refused, yet her pride had not kept her from eating half of his bag of popcorn.

Warren trailed Katie. “I’ll haul them for you.”

She turned. “You will?”

If he was being polite, the geek-turned-prince was too much of a neighbor to retract the offer. He nodded. “If you manage to get the horses, give me a call.”

“Thanks!” She tossed him a salute, then cupped her hands and called to Ben. “Never mind!”

He barely glanced her way as he continued to divert traffic.

Katie bolted for the jeep. Her guest’s plane had landed over thirty minutes ago.

Inside the vehicle, she turned the ignition key, her eyes catching sight of the gold bracelet Grandpops had given her his last Christmas on earth. The thin chain had one tiny charm that read, “Expect a miracle.”

She’d need a miracle to get those horses, but she was going to try like blue blazes to pull it off. How hard could it be? Adopting horses on their way to doom?

Where would she get the money if the owner required cash?

Starting the jeep, she decided she’d see if Ben would help her
 locate the horses’ owner before she started worrying about finances.
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Warren turned and watched Katie drive out of sight. She hadn’t changed an iota over the years. Blonde hair still worn in a chin length cut, hazel eyes, taller than most women. She was easily still the prettiest girl in Little Bush, and still determined to save the world. Katie had been the champion of the underdog since kindergarten. He’d admired her for her faith in people back then, but years spent trying to survive in the real world had taught him that very few cared about anything except advancing their own agenda. Apparently Katie Addison hadn’t learned that yet. In his opinion, bad choices run in families. Katie’s mom and fraternal grandmother had been involved with abusive men — Katie’s mom had died at the hands of one, and Katie was determined to keep her private women’s shelter open when obviously money was tight.

What did it take to shake her faith? A Wyoming tsunami?

Warren glanced at the disappearing jeep. If it was possible, he’d get those horses for Katie. Not because he had any interest in her personally — he’d had his fill of females, especially independent females, which described Katie Addison to a tee.

But horses were a different story. For horses, he would compromise his convictions to stay far, far away from females. All females.



Two

Katie swerved around a slow-moving pickup, trying to make up time. The airport wasn’t equipped to handle large aircraft, but private planes and commuter jets came in regularly. She braked and slid out of the jeep, her leather soled boots clicking on the pavement. It wouldn’t be hard to recognize her newest guest. Clara Townsend’s face was plastered on Katie’s TV screen every day, a dozen times a day. Calm and poised, the politician appeared level headed, confident, and a far cry from most guests at the shelter. Why would a woman with Clara’s apparent intelligence put up with an abusive husband, and how had she managed to avoid the knowledge going public? The violence could be a recent occurrence, maybe even a onetime incident. Or the abuse could just now be surfacing.

Understandably, the knowledge that Neil Townsend was a wife batterer would affect the election. People expected a woman to be tough enough and hard enough to make it in a male-dominated world. The scandal of the abuse and potential divorce could very well cost Mrs. Townsend the election. Katie had seen Clara’s husband, a former campaign advisor, on TV and didn’t care for him. He was a fat cat, flashing a large diamond pinkie ring. Television lights reflected off his shaven head, and he snarled and snapped at anyone who crossed him. He reminded Katie of a sleazy pit bull. How could a woman like Clara, a respected senator, put up with the man? No, not man. Katie refused to classify men in general with an abuser. There were too many good men in the world, but a few tarnished the name.

Katie strode into the terminal searching for a woman with flame red hair wearing a power suit. No one immediately met that description or resembled Clara Townsend. Had Clara and her escort grown tired of waiting for her and left, or had they actually come in the first place? Katie’s eyes skimmed the near-empty terminal. She didn’t want to inquire if Mrs. Townsend’s private plane had arrived, since her presence in Little Bush was to remain quiet — and she was probably traveling incognito. Katie stifled a sigh of exasperation and glanced at her watch again. Where was she? Tottie would hold supper only so long.

A slender female with long black hair approached, followed by a couple of casually dressed men wearing dark glasses. Katie noted the ugly green bruises on both sides of the woman’s oval-shaped face, injuries that makeup failed to conceal. The politician paused in front of her, removing a pair of jewel-rimmed sunglasses.

Katie suddenly remembered her appearance. She’d been dashing around in smoke, helping to free the horses, and climbing through wreckage. She smelled of smoke, sweat, and blood. A smear of black grease marred the once pristine surface of her white shirt.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Addison?”

Katie nodded. “I’m Katie Addison.”

“Clara Townsend.” She flicked a gloved hand in the men’s directions, and they picked up a half dozen bags.

This poor woman looked nothing like the suave, polished Senator Townsend Katie saw on the national news every night.

The woman lifted a dark, bruised brow. “You’re late.”

“I . . . there was an accident.”

Townsend brushed the explanation aside. “My time is valuable. In the future, be prompt.” She stepped ahead of Katie and headed toward the exit door.

Speechless, Katie viewed the stack of bags occupying the men’s arms. “Mrs. Townsend . . . I . . . your room . . . The shelter can’t accommodate that much luggage. One bag. House rule. You’ll have laundry facilities . . .” Her words trailed off as she hurriedly fell into step with the entourage that wasn’t listening to her. She might as well be a vending machine offering bags of trans fat.

“I never go anywhere without a complete wardrobe.” Townsend shoved her way through the glass doorway and outside to the parking lot, where she paused.

“You do now.” Katie stopped beside her, appalled at her manners. She didn’t want to cause trouble or bring unnecessary stress to the politician, but rules were rules. Besides, Tot-tie would have fits if Katie let this woman drag in six bags, and if Tottie wasn’t happy, nobody was happy. House rule number one.

“You’ll have to clear that with my people.” Clara’s eyes searched the parking area. “Where’s my transportation?”

Katie scooted around the baggage-toting men. This was turning ugly. Way to go, Katie. Alienate a guest first thing. Realdiplomatic. She inclined her head to the jeep sitting on the first row. Her lips firmed. She towered above the petite politician who was wearing three-inch boots. Katie felt like a giraffe in flats with an attitude. “One bag, Mrs. Townsend. House rule.”

The woman’s tone was anything but compliant. “Surely you’re not serious.”

“Yes, ma’am. I surely am.” Katie flashed a smile. Judge Amy would throttle her if she failed to protect this woman, but she had a feeling the woman was going to be hard to control.

Clara stared at her for a full minute before heaving a sigh of disgust. “All right, one stinking bag.”

Well, it doesn’t have to be stinking, Mrs. Townsend.

The men began to organize her bags into one full of the essentials, and Clara, lips pursed, snapped, “I will require a private room and bath.”

Katie bit back a snort. Yeah, right. The shelter women were going to love this one. They’d eat Townsend alive, especially Meg. Young, tough Meg, fresh off the streets, single and pregnant, could hold her own with anyone except the boyfriend who’d beat her so badly he’d put her in the hospital for a long stay. By now the entourage reached the jeep, and Clara peeled off the black wig, leaving her natural short-cropped, flame red hair standing in spikes. She glanced at Katie, her eyes daring her to say something. “It’s hot and it itches. But it served its purpose. No one noticed me.”

Why, not a living soul in Little Bush — a town of three hundred — would think anything was amiss if they spotted two strange men wearing dark glasses and juggling six designer bags between them, stepping out of a private jet with a large T emblazoned on the tail stabilizer. “To err on caution’s side, I’m going to ask you to wear the wig until we reach the shelter.”

The woman didn’t like the order, but Katie was relieved when the politician put the wig back on. The men loaded her bag in the jeep and stepped back.

Clara stared out the window as Katie wheeled out of the parking lot and headed back to the shelter. “How far are we from civilization?”

“This is as civilized as it gets.” Katie drew a deep, appreciative
 breath and nearly choked on the smell of smoke coming through the open window. “Fresh air and wide open spaces.”

The woman turned to stare at her. “You’re kidding, right? What do we do to keep from going mad?”

Katie made a right turn onto the highway. “We have books and television, hiking trails, and of course, I encourage our guests to help with chores. Make their beds, help with laundry, kitchen work.”

Clara snorted. “In your dreams.”

Katie mentally sighed and shifted into third gear. How far off was that election? Less than four weeks? Thank you, Lord. Until tonight Katie had been undecided in the Senate race, but her mind was suddenly crystal clear. She couldn’t remember offhand the name of Clara’s opponent, but whoever it was, he or she had just gained another vote.

Katie Addison’s.



Three

Well, then those people just need to acquire a taste for soy products!” Katie slammed down the receiver, seething. Oh, Ben was glad to help, only he was taking his own good time locating the horses’ owner.

“Whoever owns those animals are making a hefty profit,” he’d pointed out with the aplomb of a terrorist. “You really think they’d give them to you instead of selling them for meat?”

That’s when she’d said the European market needed to acquire a taste for soy products, which made Ben snort.

Taking a deep breath, Katie drummed her fingernails on the counter, Grandpops’s voice ringing in her head. “It’s a crying shame, just a crying shame.” Life’s setbacks were either the government’s fault or a crying shame with him. Katie must have gotten her faith from Grandmoms. She never recalled a time when Willa complained about anything. Everything was just fine. Really good. Couldn’t be better, happier, or healthier. The roof could be caving in and she’d be praising the good Lord for rain. The day they buried Grandpops, she was stricken with grief, but she commented several times about what a pretty day it was for December. Wouldn’t get many more of these, she predicted, until spring. Then she blew her nose and wiped her red eyes and lived another four years before she joined Grandpops in heaven.

Those beautiful horses had been on their way to a slaughterhouse. Katie cringed to think what would have happened if she hadn’t come along when she did.

She sat and started snapping green beans. Rules and regulations — the world was full of them. She snapped a bean and tossed it into the pot. What harm would it do to take the four surviving horses and nurse them back to health? Once the animals’ health was restored — if it could be restored, local children could come to the house and ride on Sunday afternoons — no, think clearly, Katie. You run enough risk by givingprivate riding lessons. You can’t invite more outsiders here becauseof the women, but you could nurse the horses back to health andplace them in a rehabilitation farm.

Another bean hit the pot. There were compassionate farms that would care for the horses until someone was found to adopt them. Katie’s earlier call to the humane society had proved a dead end. They had no knowledge of the horses and suggested they were owned by a private party. She’d called Ben back, and he assured her that he was putting a trace on the vehicle. He’d promised to get back to her by noon. When she’d asked where the injured horses were, he’d said they were being taken care of. She didn’t want to think what that might mean. She went back over their earlier, brief conversation.

“Call me the minute you hear anything, Ben. Promise me?”

“Katie, don’t get your hopes up on a bunch of injured horses. American horses are killed every day so their meat can satisfy the palates of overseas European diners. And Premarin sure isn’t helping the cause. Horses are abused every day to harvest artificial hormones for women. As far as I’m concerned, women have too many hormones the way it is.”

“These horses aren’t going be somebody’s dinner if I can help it.”

“Where would you put them? Your barn can’t hold more than five or six animals.”

“The four surviving horses and my Appaloosa make five, so I’m okay. I also have ten acres, you know.”

“Your ten acres are full to overflowing with strays, and you’re constantly telling me you’re broke.”

“I am constantly broke, but I’ve learned to live with it, and I can take care of those horses until they’re ready to be moved. They don’t need to end up in a slaughterhouse.”

“That’s all you need. A big feed bill.”

“You just help me get the horses, and I’ll worry about feeding them.”

“What time is it, anyway?”

Katie dropped a bean in the pot and glanced up to see Clara Townsend framed in the doorway. The politician focused on her. Smoke rolled from the cigarette dangling from the right corner of her crimson lips. Katie stared — aware that staring was rude. But this woman’s face was plastered on the television in commercials hourly — or a replica of this woman touting Townsend for Congress! The smooth talking, baby-kissing politician that belted out welfare reform, lower taxes, and revamping Medicare looked nothing like this — person.

Katie’s gaze dropped to her watch. “10:15.”

Clara stared back through a trail of roiling smoke. “a.m.?”

Katie nodded, still puzzled by the politician’s radical change of appearance. She’d let her new guest sleep in this morning. By the time she picked her up at the airport, argued over luggage and the lack of a private bathroom, and returned home, it was late. Tottie had been in her nightgown watching the news when they arrived. A dim lamp burned in the study window. Clara said little on the drive, chain-smoking incessantly. Katie should have stated the shelter’s rules, but last night the woman had looked so drained, she decided to wait until morning.

Last night, the bruises had been less visible beneath heavy makeup. Now with her face void of artifice, it was easier to see the huge shiner beneath Clara’s left eye. The fading bruises were far worse than Katie had first expected. She knew little about the politician’s story, other than that the woman was married to an abusive husband. Who knew how long the abuse had existed, but however long, Clara and her political machine managed to conceal the troubled marriage until this last incident. Now she was in a heated congressional race to win back her seat, and until the seat was sewn up, it was up to Katie to keep her safe and the ugly secret intact.

Katie didn’t like the assignment. Lying by omission wasn’t something she’d ordinarily condone, but the election was only a month away, and Clara clearly needed help regardless of her political aspirations. When the ballots were counted, Clara would have to decide what she wanted to do about her marriage. Until then, Katie would do her best to protect her. Katie turned to pour a cup of coffee, and Clara stopped her. “Do you have any gin in the house? I could use something to take the edge off.”

Katie’s eyes flew to Grandpops’s picture sitting on the kitchen shelf, halfway expecting him to leap from the frame and give the politician a scathing lecture on the evils of drink. Grandpops was a teetotaler, and he had no sympathy for the devil brew.

“Liquor isn’t allowed on the premises.”

Clara brows shot to her hairline.

“Nor smoking,” Katie added.

The cigarette drooped. The politician slowly reached up and extracted the butt. “You must be kidding.”

“I never kid.” Katie raised her brow. “Get rid of the cigarettes.”
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Before lunch, Katie gathered the women in the living room for their biweekly group session, planning to lay groundwork for community harmony. She had a feeling Clara and Meg would strike sparks if allowed to do what came naturally.

Clara sauntered in and took the most comfortable chair, clearly at odds with her surroundings. The others entered and sat down. Meg, whose straight, long hair hung like a dark curtain, was wearing jeans ripped at both knees and a T-shirt that bared her stomach. Heavy with baby, she dropped onto the sofa. Katie sighed and looked away. It was a waste of time talking to Meg about her clothes. She would listen and then repeat what she’d already said — “I didn’t have anything else to wear.” The butterfly tattoo on her right bicep looked particularly garish today.

The girl was barely twenty with a lot of baggage. In life experience, she was a hundred years old. She grew up with an alcoholic father and had been on her own since she was fourteen. She’d shared some of her childhood and was trying, with Katie’s help and a lot of prayer, to accept and believe that her father’s drinking hadn’t been her fault. Confrontational and outspoken, Meg had an inferiority complex that she tried to cover up with an attitude. Katie had a feeling the girl thought that she didn’t deserve to be loved, so she took what was offered, and what was offered was abuse. Her significant other had used her for a punching bag.

Janet, short, plump, with a halo of blonde curls, wore jeans and a dark blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. She was the most helpful of the three, always underfoot, always trying to lend a hand whether it was wanted or not. Her husband was a professor in their local college, a pillar of the community, a deacon in the church, and an abuser at home. Katie had a feeling that Janet had spent so many years trying to be the perfect wife, she didn’t know how to relax and just be Janet.

In their late night talks, Janet admitted she was an enabler, helping her husband cover up his behavior and not holding him accountable, either in church or at home. She had a heart as big as the Grand Canyon, always offering help. She drove Meg crazy trying to mother her.

Mousey little Ruth was scared of her shadow. Even her manners depicted a frightened soul. She wore her nondescript brown hair scooped up in a ponytail and always sat quietly, wearing a blank expression. She seemed sad, holding herself a little withdrawn from the others. She’d had to leave a child behind. Ruth never spoke of the accident that put her child in the hospital. The courts ruled the fall accidental, but her husband had kicked her out of the house, refusing to let her see their young daughter. When she went to the police with her story, she was given a court-appointed lawyer who was fighting her case, but for now she sought protective shelter at Candlelight. Katie stood before them, four wounded females seeking to put their lives back together. The rules written on the paper were trivial compared to the problems they faced, but there had to be behavioral guidelines. They eyed her expectantly, so she took a deep breath and began.

“I know you’re familiar with the rules, but I thought we should go over them one more time.”

Meg jerked her chin toward Clara. “She was smoking on the side porch this morning.”

Clara shot her a haughty glance.

Meg’s expression plainly asked, You think you’re special?

Katie cleared her throat and continued. “Without some guidelines, we’d all be stepping on each other. So let me quickly reiterate Candlelight Shelter’s policy. No alcohol, either on or off the premises.”

Clara’s expression tightened.

“No smoking — either in your rooms or outside. Some, including me, have allergies, so we should be aware of each other’s needs and try to support one another. Secondhand smoke is harmful to Meg’s baby. Let’s try to remember we are a family, a caring and supportive family.”

“I can’t smoke because you have allergies?” Clara’s brows rose. “Well boo-hoo.”

Meg shifted her position on the sofa. “Really, Mrs. Townsend. Must we spell it out for you? No booze, no smokes, no hassle. Got it? You might be Queen on the Hill, but you’re nothing here. You’re just like us.”

Katie sighed. So much for family unity. She should just let Meg read the rules and be done with it. She seemed to be doing fine with passing them on. Katie tried again. “Each of you is asked to limit your calls to lawyers and emergencies. Phone calls from the house line will be monitored. No cell phones, and email access is forbidden. You are free to go outside, but you are limited to the house property. If you need something that can only be provided outside these grounds, you will tell Tottie or me, and we’ll arrange to accommodate you.”

Clara made some sort of unimpressed sound in her throat but otherwise remained silent. The woman was abused; she wasn’t stupid nor did she want her location announced to the world.

“It really isn’t so bad,” Ruth suggested softly. “We’re all here for the same reason, and the rules are for everyone’s welfare.”

Voices agreed. Except for Clara. Was she getting this? Could Katie ever penetrate the icy wall the woman — or her circumstances — had erected around herself? Katie didn’t want to embarrass her by singling her out, but she had to be a team player or leave. The consequence of failure to abide by the rules sometimes was a matter of life or death. How could she impress on Mrs. Townsend that this was not a luxury spa with breakfast in bed and seaweed wraps?

“Clara, because you are so recognizable, you run the biggest risk of being spotted. I suggest that you wear a hat any time you venture outside. Your hair is a most becoming shade, but easily spotted.” Katie smiled warmly, praying to break through the woman’s brittle veneer. “Would you like to tell the others a little about yourself?” Katie always encouraged the women to share, to let them know they weren’t in this fight by themselves.

Clara shook her head.

Smiling, Katie made the introductions. “Clara is our celebrity, ladies. She’s running for political office.”

“I thought I recognized you!” Janet, always the cheerful one — not to mention the only one in the room who looked interested, gushed. “I see you on television all the time! What are you running for?”

“The county line,” Meg cracked.

Clara sent a steely glance. “I’m running for the office of the United States Senate.”

“That’s you on those icky commercials?” Meg’s flabbergasted expression was as authentic as butter. “You’re that slick-talking chick who’s going to solve the world’s problems, cut my taxes, and make my kids rich if we just give you a chance? What happened? Your old man didn’t agree?”

“Meg,” Katie cautioned.

Janet reached over and laid a hand on Clara’s arm. “You’ll get used to her, honey. Meg speaks her mind, but she’s got a good heart. Don’t feel bad about being here at Candlelight. The Lord knows we may all be different, but we have one mutual problem we share.” Janet’s gaze singled out Meg. “We’re a sisterhood here. Some of us speak our minds, and others sit back and live and let live. But one thing you can count on. We’re here for each other, and as God is our witness, we have taken a stance. No one, no one will ever strike us, try to strangle us, or try to verbally or physically abuse us. We stand united, and you’re one of us.”

“Look.” Clara shoved out of her chair. “Don’t think me rude, but keep your pacts and sisterhoods to yourself. This is not something that I will allow to happen to me again. I’m here until the election. November 8, I’m out of here.” She left the room.

Silence lingered like a bad air.

Finally, Katie cleared her throat and said. “And the most basic rule — love your neighbor as you love yourself.”

“Ha.” This came from Meg.

“Perhaps a study course on servanthood would be helpful,” Janet supplied.

The young woman rolled her eyes.

“Can’t we all just get along?” Ruth had said little, but Katie knew dissention unnerved her. Ruth had been verbally abused as a child and had grown up to marry a man just like her father. Withdrawn, unable to trust easily, she shrank
 from any kind of confrontation. Her eyes roamed the others, bearing a pleading expression. “Isn’t life hard enough without us picking each other apart?”

Katie agreed. “Ruth makes an excellent point, ladies. I realize that Clara may seem harsh and unfeeling, but we need to allow her time to adjust, make friends at her own rate. She’ll come around,” she predicted.

If she didn’t, the shelter only had a month to deal with the situation.

The steel band beneath Clara’s assumed indifference was a brittle front. Katie was sure the woman wasn’t as unconcerned or as boorish as she appeared. Her circumstances were humiliating. Instead of being on the campaign trail, she was hiding away and depending on pretaped ads to excite her constituents.

Meg struggled to her feet and pulled her T-shirt down, although it wasn’t possible to conceal the bare stretch of skin covering her protruding abdomen. Katie made a silent vow to buy that girl some larger shirts. Longer too. One more thing she needed extra money for.

The women filed out, and Katie acknowledged that the next month was going to be a struggle, to say the least.

Father, you’ve given me a path to follow. To the best of myability, I’m following it, but money is a problem, Lord. You knowthat. If I’m to keep the shelter open, I pray you will intervene andshow me the way.

The guests knew nothing about the shelter’s precarious lack of funds. Years ago those who knew about the shelter kept it running with donations, but these days everyone had a hand out, and contributions had slowed to a trickle. Given the women’s situations, most didn’t have access to funds in hiding. Katie had never applied for state financial help; her establishment couldn’t comply with government rules and regulations. Candlelight Shelter was an act of love, not a business. She took only special cases, ones that Amy recommended.

Katie figured she could hold out another month. One month. Like Clara’s destiny, four weeks and the shelter’s fate would be decided. If the money situation worsened, she’d have no choice but to close the facility and sell the property. Her heart ached at the thought of selling Grandpops’s land, but sometimes life didn’t offer many choices.

Was it possible that Clara, the coarse, ill-tempered woman who opposed almost everything, had the same dinosaurs bumping around in the pit of her stomach that Katie had right now? After all, the woman had been in the spotlight for years; now she cowered in a small corner of Wyoming, fearing the public’s reaction to her plight, terrified of the very source that could send her back to fame and fortune.

The phone rang and Katie lifted the receiver, still thinking about Clara.

A raspy voice came over the line. “You’re in the wrong business, lady.”

“What?”

“Someone’s going to get hurt, sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

“Who is this?”

“A friend. Send those women back to their husbands and quit sticking your nose into everybody’s business.”

Anger surged through her. “You listen to me — ”

“No, you listen to me. Heed this warning.” The anger spawn from the voice chilled her, though the late afternoon heat had turned vicious. “Close the shelter before you get hurt.”

“Listen — ”

The line went dead. Katie took a deep breath before hanging up the receiver. Idiot. She was surprised to see her hand tremble. Prank call? No, there had been too much venom in the voice. Someone . . . a man . . . didn’t like her shelter, and wanted the facility closed. Relax, Katie. He has a wife or girlfriendhere, or had sometime in the past. Well, she wasn’t closing the shelter. Had the call shaken her? Of course. She wasn’t stupid — stubborn maybe, but not stupid. She couldn’t tell Tottie or the women about the call; it would unnecessarily frighten them. This wasn’t the first nor likely the last of these kinds of scare tactics. Suddenly Katie’s skin crawled. She’d had similar calls, but not in many years. Phone Ben. No, she didn’t want to involve him. Besides, he hadn’t bothered to call about the horses. The call was nothing. Prank. Forget it.

An alarm went off in her head. Townsend. Had he discovered Clara’s location so soon?

Of course his sources would be unlimited. Campaign aides are notorious for providing information to the person with the deepest pockets.

No, she better call Ben and err on the safe side. She picked up the phone. Seconds later, she was dispatched through to the sheriff.

“Ben? Katie.”

“Hell freeze over?”

“Very funny. I just got a prank call, and I thought you need to know about it.”

His tone sobered. “Regarding the women?”

“In a way. Of course he didn’t give his name, but a man’s husky voice demanded that I close the shelter and mind my own business.”

“You didn’t recognize the voice, anything about the caller?”

“Nothing. I’m sure it’s a prank. I get them often, but I haven’t had one in the past few months. My newest guest is high profile. It could be her abuser or one of his cronies.”

Ben didn’t ask the new guest’s name. She knew that he knew better. “I’ll keep a closer eye on the shelter for the next couple of days. I wouldn’t worry. There are all kinds of crackpots running loose.”

“Thanks.”

“Just doing my job.”

“Of course.”

“I hear the café has good chicken and dumplings on Saturday night. Care to join me?”

“Thank you, but I have a date, and I’m sure he’ll be prompt to show up.”

“Ouch. Isn’t that grudge getting a little heavy? It’s been twelve years.”

“What, are you talking about the prom?” she teased, though the thought stung.

She hung up, her mind still on the prank call. She had to hope that if Neil Townsend was behind the prank call, he was just blowing smoke. Otherwise, the next month, the shelter was in for a bumpy ride.
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