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A new life

Cassidy Blake shook her head and angrily crumpled the sheet of paper she was holding in her hands before throwing it into the wastebasket.

"Missed!" she said with a hint of irony.

She sat up with a sigh. The morning was definitely off to a bad start. All the sketches she'd made in the last hour were ruined. It was only 9 o'clock, but perhaps it was best if she gave up for the day. After all, it was her birthday! What if she closed up shop, went to fetch her grandmother, and celebrated properly? Yes, now that would be truly delightful!

She shrugged at the idea. Wasn't she doing exactly what made her happy? At twenty-seven, she had finally opened, despite her father's reservations, a souvenir and gift shop bearing her name. But above all, she was trying to bring to fruition a project that was deeply dear to her heart: illustrating postcards with a Western theme, the dominant folklore of the region.

Since leaving Houston to move in with her grandmother Mae in the small town of Lufkin, deep in the heart of Texas, she finally felt free. She had escaped the control of her father, with whom she had lived for the past five years, since finishing university. Little by little, working in the family food processing business had become unbearable.

Her life would undoubtedly have taken a very different path if her mother hadn't died shortly after her birth. Her father, Richard Blake, might not have exerted such suffocating control over her. He had pushed her to spend time with his friends' children, to attend society dinners and bridge evenings that bored her profoundly. She had found an outlet in her involvement with a charity, but she needed a different kind of life, one where she could truly flourish.

In reality, it was after the accidental death of a close friend that she suddenly became aware of the fragility of life. She no longer wanted to waste hers. And when, shortly afterward, her grandmother suffered a heart attack and Richard wanted to put her in a nursing home, Cassidy vehemently opposed it and simply decided to go and take care of her herself.

It was Mae who had encouraged her to pursue her dream, and one day, Cassidy announced to her father that she was going to open a shop.

"You're crazy, my poor little girl!" he exclaimed.

But she had stood firm and had calmly replied to him:

— No, Dad. For once, I'm going to make my own choices, not yours.

Richard had simply sneered, predicting a resounding failure for him.

— You don't have the maturity to run a business on your own. I know you.

— You think you know me, Dad. But you still see me as a child.

He had made a disdainful gesture.

— Do as you please. When you come back to complain at my door, you'll remember I warned you!

Cassidy had expected this reaction. She hadn't let it get to her and had even vowed to prove him wrong. And so far, luck had been on her side: the shop had been open for two weeks, and customers were already flocking in.

Admittedly, sales weren't extraordinary yet—visitors often just looked without buying. But it was a start. In any case, it wasn't so much the financial aspect that concerned her; her grandmother had given her a gift whose income would have allowed her to live without working. No, what she wanted above all was to prove to herself that she could succeed on her own. And to make a name for herself, especially, with her own postcards.

She glanced at her watch. In a few minutes, at precisely 9:30, she would open the door to the first customers. She had been there for two hours already, trying to draw, but inspiration eluded her. She got up to make coffee in the small kitchen adjoining the shop.

A few minutes later, she was back at her desk, a steaming cup of vanilla-scented coffee next to a fresh sheet of paper. She couldn't help but cast a satisfied glance around her.

Her little shop was really warm and inviting, so different from the other shops on the street. Nestled in an old brick cottage on a pedestrian street in the city centre, it had a small two-room apartment at the back that Cassidy had furnished to her liking.

A few of her framed drawings adorned the freshly painted walls. She had placed here and there selected items from those she offered for sale: small baskets filled with heart-shaped scented cushions, bowls overflowing with dried fruit, bouquets of large colored candles, and some potpourri in antique vases.

The shop itself was divided into two spaces. Her office, set up on an open mezzanine, overlooked the display area where customers strolled. She felt comfortable under the large, very contemporary-style lamp she had installed for drawing, which bathed the entire room in a warm, golden light.

She hadn't quite made this place her own yet, but she already loved it. There was no doubt she would succeed. Besides, she inherited from her grandmother, Mae, a strong character that would help her overcome obstacles.

She headed towards the counter to open the till. At that very moment, someone knocked on the window. Cassidy beamed and rushed over to greet the first customer of the day.

Cassidy sighed, massaging her aching neck. She was exhausted, but in a good way. In a little while, around 5:30 p.m., she would close the shop to meet up with Mae and celebrate her birthday with her.

The soft chime of the door made her look up. A man had just entered. And suddenly, upon recognizing him, she was speechless.

— You'll swallow a fly, Cassidy!

She didn't even think about getting up to go and meet him.

— Tyler! What are you doing here?

It was indeed Tyler Lawson, in the flesh — the boy she had dated for a while before leaving Houston.

"Come on, can't you guess?" he said, gesturing theatrically towards his elegant suit.

He grabbed a stool that was lying around in the shop and pulled it up to the counter where Cassidy was sitting, sitting down without the slightest embarrassment.

— I haven't forgotten your birthday!

Cassidy forced a polite smile. The truth was, she wasn't exactly thrilled to see Tyler again, even if he did enjoy her father's favor. He was exactly the kind of son-in-law Richard had always dreamed of, that much was certain. An ambitious, down-to-earth young man with a head for business.

But it was precisely this kind of quality that plunged Cassidy into the most perfect boredom.

Physically, Tyler Lawson was quite presentable. His friends even found him downright attractive. To be honest, he wasn't very tall, but he had a star's face—it had to be said. With his ebony hair and striking green eyes, he sported a smile capable of making all the young women in Houston's high society fall at his feet.

He had skillfully used these advantages with Cassidy. Furthermore, the Lawson family owned a chain of hotels throughout Texas, and he himself, barely thirty years old, was already a partner in a major law firm. Richard therefore had every reason in the world to push him into his daughter's arms.

— So? What do you think?

Cassidy looked at him absently.

- What ?

— Cassidy! I just asked you to go out on the town tonight!

She sighed, barely concealing her sigh.

— Well, since you drove two hours just to see me, I suppose I can't refuse...

Tyler's face immediately hardened.

— No, indeed. But I was hoping to find you a little more enthusiastic.

It was only a few minutes later, as they were getting onto the highway, that Cassidy suddenly had an unpleasant thought: he hadn't made a single comment about his shop!

— Have a good evening, my children!

Cassidy smiled back at her grandmother by leaning down to kiss her.

"Thank you, Grandma. But you know I don't like leaving you alone," she whispered, suddenly moved by the touch of the old lady's soft, wrinkled skin.

"That's absurd, my dear. It's your birthday, go and have some fun. You already devote enough time to the frail old woman I've become."

— You'll get your strength back, Grandma! In a little while, you'll be trotting around everywhere again and taking care of your garden like before!

Mae let out a soft sigh.

— If only you could tell the truth! My only wish is to regain my independence, to no longer depend on others — even though I am so happy to have you near me.

Holding back the tears that welled up in her eyes, Cassidy placed another kiss on Mae's forehead. Her grandmother was everything to her. She had been like a mother to her and had given her all her love.

"Hey, don't think you're going to get rid of me that easily, Granny!" she said, laughing. "I fully
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