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Chapter One

 

 

Tally Newcome was definitely worried. She peered through the front window, checking the empty driveway once again. There was still no sign of the deputy or her new guest. Glancing at her watch, she frowned. It was after four. No possible way they could join the others this late. Well, that couldn’t be helped now. Why were they so late; she’d expected them around noon. Had there been an accident? Surely, she would have been notified.

She had to stay near the house until they arrived.  The delay gave her time to get a few more accounts brought up to date. She’d much rather be outside with the others, moving the small herd of cattle from the lower winter pastures to the higher, summer range. Riding, feeling the sun on her face, joining in on the wisecracking and smart-mouthed remarks the boys delighted in making was always more fun than doing accounts.

She and her new guest should have been there with them. She’d planned the weekend that way in order to ease him into their routine, to meet the others in an informal manner, to have a chance to relax. 

All her plans were shot to bits, now.

The worry mingled with her jitters, which was nothing new. She always seemed nervous with the arrival of each new guest. She considered it a kind of stage fright. Surely she knew what she was doing after fourteen guests.

She provided help to those that needed it, wasn’t that the entire purpose of Fresh Start? To provide youthful first offenders a second chance? To provide the kind of help that her brother Bobby had never found?

For a moment the old anguish surfaced. She tried to damp it down. Regrets would change nothing. The past, with all its sorrow and pain, was gone. She’d been much too young to make a difference back then.

Now she did the best she could to offer alternatives, helping others the way Bobby should have been helped. If she had let nerves stop her, where would Pete and Manuel be today? Or Carrie? Or Trisha and Consuela? Or the others? She was making a difference and had in fourteen young lives thus far.

She raised her head straining to hear. Was that a car?

Dashing into the living room, she peered out the front window. Yes, the sheriffs emblem blazed on the side of the white cruiser. Finally.

Tally took a deep breath and hurried out the door.

“Miss Newcome? I’m Deputy Carmichael. I believe you’re expecting us,” he said as he stepped out of the car.

The rumpled deputy sheriff’s uniform showed the effects of the heat of the day. He stepped up to the porch and held out a sheaf of papers.

Tally nodded. “Yes, I’m Tally Newcome. I was beginning to worry.” 

She smiled and reached for the familiar forms, scanning the transfer papers. They appeared in order. She scrawled her name at the bottom of the transfer form to acknowledge the arrival of her guest and handed the sheets back to the deputy.

She peered around him to the patrol car. The windows were tinted, so she couldn’t see her new guest.

“Y’all are several hours later than I expected. Did you have car trouble?” she asked as she waited impatiently while he tore off the top sheet and handed it back.

“Yeah, flat tire on our way here.  And no spare.  Not very good reflection on the department,” the deputy answered. 

Tally skimmed across the papers again. Devon Henderson, she read. Briefly focusing on key sentences, she noted the conviction had been for accessory to embezzlement. White-collar crime, she mused. Would he fit in with the others?

While the deputy sauntered back to the car, Tally continued to read the summary report on the referral sheet which gave her the name of her new guest and how long he was required to stay at her place. In this case: three months. At the end of three months, his prison term would be over and he would be free to go wherever he wanted. Until then, he was under a kind of house arrest at her place.

And it was up to her to make sure his transition back into society went smoothly. To give him the maximum chance to succeed.

She’d known this program was something she had to do from the first time she’d heard about Fresh Start at her church, which was one of the sponsors. She’d been selected as soon as she’d applied. There were never enough volunteers. She was happy to be able to give back a part of what she had so much of now. And only sometimes did she rail against fate for bringing the solution too late to help her brother.

 

 

Devon Henderson sat stiffly in the back of the hot patrol car. Since stopping, the air conditioner had been off and the sun blazed down on the car. The least the deputy could have done was roll down a window. He held tightly on to his control as if the tension coiled within him could act as an impenetrable barrier, shutting out the hellish memories of the past three years.

Outwardly he appeared calm, controlled. He’d perfected that demeanor over those years. He sat without moving for the entire trip, staring straight ahead. Ignoring the attempts at conversation from the deputy, he focused on the knowledge that he was finally out. Bars and concrete floors and arbitrary rules and regulations were behind him. His throat ached and he swallowed hard, his heart pounded heavily.

No matter what it took, he was never going back. He’d bow and scrape and promise anything before he’d ever be sent back. It had been a shocking, wretched, endless three years. Dark anger flared when he thought about it, if he let himself think about it. Best not to dwell on it, that never got him anywhere. It was over. Or would be in three more months.

He didn’t know what to expect from this work furlough program. He hadn’t thought beyond getting out. His profession was lost to him. He’d stupidly seen to that. And the woman he thought he’d loved hadn’t been whom he’d thought she was. Everything had changed. Nothing would ever be the same.

He’d never trust another soul. He learned that the hard way first from Sheila, then from being incarcerated. He was truly on his own. The only one he knew he could depend upon was himself.

He looked out the window. The deputy blocked his view of the woman who had come from the house. Now he turned and headed for the car. Opening the door, he motioned for Devon to get out.

Devon did so with as much dignity and pride as he could muster. His hands clenched once, then he forced himself to relax. He didn’t like the cynical look in the deputy’s eye, but he’d had years to practice hiding his emotions. In only three months he’d be a free man. Able to go anywhere, do anything. Rebuild his life. He could summon the patience needed to get him through.

Devon stared at the woman who would be his jailer for the next three months. He hadn’t given much thought to her or the others on the ranch when told of his pending release. He hadn’t cared a lick—his only thought had been what he’d be leaving behind. And he couldn’t get out fast enough.

He found himself surprised at how small the woman seemed, actually petite. Her eyes were bright-blue behind blue-framed glasses. They stared at him almost apprehensively. Her honey-colored hair scraped back in some sort of ponytail at the nape of her neck looked hot and heavy on her slender frame. She wore faded jeans, not particularly stylish, and a plain white shirt that looked as if it belonged to her older brother or father. While she had a trim figure, it was not one to lose any sleep over, Devon thought.

His eyes skimmed down her again and he reconsidered. She was the first woman he’d seen in almost three years. Maybe he’d lose some sleep after all. She looked to be in her late twenties—and scared to death. He glimpsed the uncertainty in her eyes, her beseeching look at the deputy. Maybe she was the daughter of the place and her parents ran the ranch. That made sense.

For a moment a gut-wrenching pain hit. She wasn’t afraid of him, was she? 

His lips tightened. He didn’t want anyone afraid of him. He thought that by doing his time, he’d paid his debt and could move on. Maybe he’d been wrong.

 

 

Tally watched as the deputy opened the back door and ordered the man from the car. Her new guest reached back inside the car and drew out a duffel bag.

The man straightened and frowned at something Deputy Carmichael said but he refrained from speaking, merely nodding.

Tally held her breath, her eyes wide in startled surprise as she looked at her newest guest. Standing almost arrogantly beside the deputy, he topped the older man by several inches. His feet firmly planted on the dusty ground, one hand holding that packed duffel as if it weighted nothing, he turned, his eyes sweeping the front of the house. His gaze settled on her. With an impassive expression he stared at her through steel-gray eyes, narrowed as if assessing what he saw. His jaw was firm, his lips tight.

There must be some mistake, Tally thought, dismayed, unable to drag her eyes away from his piercing gaze. This was not some cocky young teenager she’d expected. This was not some confused young boy of eighteen or nineteen needing a helping hand like the others, needing assistance to ease the transition from prison back to the real world. To be given a chance to learn something new, make a difference in his life before going out on his own.

Instead, she looked at a tall, self-contained man who appeared to be in his early thirties. And who from the looks of him knew all there was about the real world and then some. He could probably teach her a few things and still come out ahead.

Tentatively she tried a smile, hoping her dismay didn’t show. Something was wrong. She was to be assigned a young man, a teenager, not this...this very male adult.

Her heart began to pound as he continued to stare at her through those disturbing gray eyes. Tally felt tendrils of awareness slowly seep through her body. She had never been so physically conscious of a member of the opposite gender before. Not even Dr. Percy when she’d had such a crush on him. 

Breathing grew more difficult, and a small curl of fire and unexpected excitement built deep within her.

Aghast at her reaction, she dragged her gaze away, looking in near panic at the papers in her hand. Quickly she read the first section again. The age line had been left blank!

The deputy indicated Devon should head toward the porch. Tally swallowed hard, her thoughts spinning. She wasn’t prepared to deal with this! She’d been expecting a much younger man.

“Deputy, I think there’s been a mistake,” she called tentatively.

“Mistake, ma’am? I don’t think so,” the deputy said. “You got all the paperwork, if there’s a problem, you have to take it up with your own coordinator. My job is just to deliver him.” He looked at Devon then back at Tally and shrugged. “I’ve done my part.”

He nodded once and returned to the patrol car. Before she could formulate an argument, he climbed inside and quickly drove away, spraying dirt and gravel from the drive as he accelerated.

Tally tilted her chin, trying to look poised and assured, hoping the frantic beat of her heart wasn’t evident. Whatever was wrong, it was too late to fix today. She took a deep breath, doubts rising, but she ignored them, smiling tentatively at the man before her.

“Devon Henderson. I’m Tally Newcome. How do you do? Welcome to the Lazy T Ranch.”

She offered her hand. She noticed that he hesitated a second, then he stepped close enough to shake briefly, dropping his gaze to their linked grip. Then up to her face.

 Tally almost yanked her hand away in shock. His hand felt hard, callused, and his touch sent spiraling tingles along her arm. She turned away, visibly squaring her shoulders, hoping he didn’t notice her reaction. What was wrong with her? Nerves?

“What mistake?” Devon asked.

His voice was deep and dark. Tally hesitated when hearing it. Was there a trace of the south in his words?

“Fresh Start is for youthful first offenders. I think you’re over the age limit,” she said heading for the door. Biting her lip, she wondered how to handle this turn of events. The deputy had been no help. And the offices were closed on Saturdays. She’d have to wait until Monday to straighten things out.

“What’s the age limit?” he asked, stepping after her. “There was no mention of age limit when I applied.” His voice was hard.

For a moment, Tally felt a hint of intimidation. Deliberate on his part? That she wouldn’t put up with. She straightened as tall as her frame would allow.

“Let’s get one thing straight from the get-go, Mr. Henderson. I run this place and I make the rules.”

“As you go along?”

“No. They’re written down.” She felt her ground slipping beneath her. Had there been an upper age limit? “But I’m set up to deal with teenagers, not older men.”

“Thirty-two is not that old. I’m a first offender. The counselor at the prison made no mention of an age limit.”

“You’re years older than the others here.”

“Others?”

“I have four others in the transition stage, two girls and two boys. They’re all within a few months of being the same age, nineteen. That makes you more than a decade older.”

She tried to keep her emotions level, even. Tried to take charge of the situation that seemed to be spinning beyond her control. Devon Henderson was not like the others staying with her. 

Nor was her reaction. She’d never felt like this before. He filled her vision, tall and rugged. While she might feel some affection for her temporary charges, she’d never felt this gut-level physical awareness.

She caught her breath, dragging in the scent of him, light and tangy, and utterly male. Overwhelmed by his flagrant masculinity, conscious of him as she’d never been around other men, she stepped back. Magnetic, disturbing, blatantly virile, he radiated a curious leashed energy. She took a shaky breath, her mind going blank. She wasn’t afraid of the man—but she began to fear her own reactions. What was wrong with her today?

“This entire program is geared for troubled young people,” Tally said. “Part of what we do is work toward finding jobs, by teaching new skills. Some of our participants don’t even have a high school diploma, so we work on schooling. You’re old enough to know how to live, how to shop for food, clothes, a place to live. Why did you even apply for the program?”

“To get out.”

“Oh.” 

He was honest at least. Then she frowned. Not totally honest or he wouldn’t have been in prison.

She forced herself to concentrate on the problem at hand, trying to ignore her awareness of the proximity of his muscular jean-clad legs only inches from her own, of his broad shoulders which seemed to be a yard wide, of the easy way he held the heavy, sagging duffel. The slight breeze tossed his hair and Tally found herself instantly curious about how it would feel beneath her fingertips. 

Shocked at the wayward thought, she schooled her features, desperately hoping nothing of her reflections showed in her expression. What was the matter with her? She’d seen good-looking men before and never been so affected.

It had to be first-day jitters, nothing more. She’d been successful at this many times before. If she let him stay, this time would prove the same. Though she had doubts when she wondered how she’d get through the program if every thought revolved around touching his hair.

He gazed over the open fields. What was he thinking? The dark-green of the live oak that dotted the hillsides was the only break in the golden-brown color, except for the deep-blue sky. Late spring in California meant there wouldn’t be any rain until fall. The green winter grass had dried and turned golden. Excellent fodder for cattle. And beautiful in its own way.

Would he find the same fascination with the place she had when she’d first found out about it five years ago? Inheriting the ranch had been the catalyst that moved her to join Fresh Start.

Her initial training had whirled by. Peter Concannon and Manuel Lopez had been her first guests. Both had six months left on their sentences. They’d been a handful. Without the help of Gus, her foreman, and Gus’s wife, Alberta, who was the cook, she might never have managed. But now, four years into the program, she thought with pride, it grew easier with each new arrival.

Peter now worked on a ranch near Redding, went to church on Sundays and was dating a nice young girl. He still called once in a while to check in.

Manuel Lopez had been more difficult, a real challenge. A Latin charmer who caused Tally to wonder if he’d ever leave, even after his sentence was complete. But he was settled now, working as a veterinary assistant in Davis. He planned to start at the university in the fall and train to become a vet—a far cry from robbing liquor stores.

Even before her first two guests had left, she’d taken in more. A maximum of five—the most she felt she could handle at any one time.

Devon would be the fifth of the current guests.

His room was ready. She’d spoken to people in town who would be willing to help with appropriate job opportunities depending on her guest’s interests. The other guests knew of his planned arrival.

Only, she hadn’t expected a grown man. She expected a teenager.

 

Devon drew in a breath and wondered how long it would take for the woman to make up her mind. The hot smell of drying grass assailed him—infinitely sweeter than prison air. The wide spaces and openness already began to ease some of his tension. If she was serious about this being a mistake, he had to find some way to convince her to let him stay.

Awareness of Tally Newcome gradually increased despite his efforts to ignore her. Her scent mingled with the dry grass, a soft fragrance like a bouquet of spring flowers. Her hands were those of a worker, brown and callused, yet small and delicate. Odd that she held his future in those hands. He wondered how someone so petite successfully ran a cattle ranch. How much help did she have? He was surprised to find for the first time in years he was curious about someone else.

What did she get out of the program? He knew that no one did anything unless they got something out of it for themselves. Any idealistic dreams he’d once had ended when reality struck.

Devon grew uncomfortable with the delay. She seemed to be arguing with herself, glancing back to the papers and skimming across them as if looking for an answer. Or an out.

Devon counted the seconds ticking by. She needed to make a decision. With the deputy gone, it had to be harder to kick him out. There was nothing she could do before Monday. By then he hoped he could convince her to let him stay.

Finally, she looked up at him.

“Come with me. I’ll show you your room.”

Relief swept through him like hot fire. He almost sagged with it. But he kept his expression neutral. He’d become good at that. It had been the only way to survive these last few years. Keeping a distance, he followed her into the house.

The place needed a lot of work. That was obvious even from the outside. Yet it appeared solidly built.  It was large, too. It must have a dozen rooms or more. He followed Tally as she bypassed wide wooden stairs that led to the second story and headed for the back of the house. Doors opened from the hall into large rooms. Their footsteps echoed on the wooden floor. Rugs or carpets would soften the sound, but he saw no signs of any.

The kitchen appeared bright and airy with large windows over the sink which overlooked the yard. A round, worn oak table stood in the center, eight chairs circling it. The sink looked new, as did the appliances, but the scuffed and uneven floor showed its age. 

A bright red barn rose behind the house. Obviously new. Devon wondered why she poured money into a barn when the house needed so much work.

As he followed her, Devon allowed himself to begin to relax. He was relieved she hadn’t crossed-examined him endlessly. He suspected that would come later, but in the meantime he could almost pretend he was a boarder in a rooming house. Not that he’d ever been a boarder anywhere. His family would have a fit to even consider such a thing.

Of course they would have an even a greater fit if they knew where he’d been the last few years. They thought he’d been too busy to come for a visit. With the help of a couple of friends, he’d made sure the news of his arrest had never traveled back east. Answering machines, call forwarding and other technological inventions perpetuated the image even after he’d been convicted. He wondered if he’d ever make a trip home now. Prison changed a man. 

And he didn’t want his family to see that change and know.

A large German shepherd dog scratched at the back screen door, tail wagging.

Tally crossed to the door and hesitated, turning to Devon. 

“This is my dog, Major. Are you afraid of dogs?”

Devon shook his head.

She opened the door and the big dog bounded inside, dancing around Tally as she fussed over him, then darting across the room to Devon. His tail whipped back and forth as he greeted the stranger.

“He’s really quite nice, though don’t tell any burglars that.”

She blushed when she realized what she’d said. 

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, clearly mortified at her slip.

A glimmer of a smile touched Devon’s eyes as he looked at the dog.

“I won’t tell a soul.”

Devon held his hand out to let Major sniff, then slowly scratched the dog’s ears while he looked around.

“Your room is here, off the kitchen.” Tally said as she opened a door to a large bedroom, with its own bath beyond. “It’s all yours. I won’t come in. You’ll have to take care of it yourself, but that way you’ll know you have total privacy. If you wish, you can move to the bunkhouse in a week. That’s where the other two boys are staying. For the first week, male guests stay here. The girls have rooms upstairs with me. The upper level is off-limits for men.” 

Devon passed her and paused at the door. The room had a high ceiling and two tall double-hung windows on the back wall, he noticed. A queen-size bed with carved oak headboard dominated the room. Against the wall to the right stood an oak dresser, a chair and a night stand. A colorful braided rug covered the hardwood floor while various watercolors adorned the walls. Through an opened door he glimpsed a bathroom. The color scheme of blue and brown appealed to him.

Tally pointed to the front of the house. “We passed the dining room, where we eat most of our meals. I have a cook, but she’s out on the mustering now. We also passed the parlor and TV room. Use them whenever you wish. If you need anything, towels, soap, whatever, let me know. This will be your home for the next three months.”

Devon nodded, setting his duffel down. He reached for the door and glanced at the knob.

“No lock?” he murmured, his eyes clashing with hers as he raised an eyebrow in question.

“You’re perfectly safe here, Mr. Henderson. I said I would not trespass. None of the others will, either. We all respect each other’s privacy,” Tally replied primly, tilting her chin slightly.

Devon’s head jerked up in surprised amusement. “I meant for me to be locked in at night, not to lock you out.”

“We don’t lock people in here, Mr. Henderson. The screening process ensures we aren’t matched with dangerous or violent offenders. You could walk away at any time, but I hope you won’t.”

He stared at her thoughtfully. Then nodded. “Since I’ll be here for a while, could we dispense with Mister and Ms. and go to first names? I’m Devon,” he said.

“Of course. I’m Tally.”

 

 

She should have suggested it—she was supposed to be guiding him. And everyone on the ranch used first names. How could she have forgotten?

Or had she been trying to keep the more formal Mr. Henderson appellation in hopes it would keep a distance between them?

He nodded, looked around, tense and uneasy. 

Why, she discovered with sudden insight as he closed the door, he’s nervous, too. Just like the others had been when they first arrived. Of course most of them also came with a chip on their shoulder the size of a redwood, but that gradually wore off. Once they were comfortable at the ranch, her guests began the task of changing to fit in.

Would Devon ever fit in? He seemed totally different from anyone she’d expected. And she wasn’t sure she liked his being here. First thing on Monday, she’d call John Perkins at Fresh Start to discuss the situation with him.

She rubbed her forehead. It was getting late. She had to feed the animals and see to fixing something for supper. 

“I’ll have some lemonade on the front porch in a half hour, if you want some,” she called as she left the kitchen. 

Normally the chores were the tasks of her guests, but she didn’t mind doing them tonight. With most of the horses gone, feeding the few that remained was a snap. The chickens, ducks and pig were easy.

Finished in no time, Tally prepared fresh lemonade and headed for the front of the house.

She’d hung a big wooden swing on the wide front porch right after she’d moved in and her greatest pleasure was to sit there in the late afternoon and watch the activity around her small ranch. Sometimes one or more of her guests joined her. Or Alberta sat for a while discussing meals and gossip from town. Even after five years, Tally still marveled at her good fortune in inheriting the place.

But the small, familiar pang about her brother Bobby hit again. So much, but so late.


Chapter Two

 

 

Tally had finished half her lemonade when Devon pushed open the screen door and paused in the doorway.

She pointed to the pitcher and second glass. 

“Help yourself.”

“Thanks, it sounded good.” 

It had been a long time since he’d had fresh-made lemonade. He poured the cold, tart liquid into his glass then glanced around for a chair. None in sight, only the swing or the railing. Sitting gingerly beside her, he carefully left a lot of room between them.

Silently they moved to and fro, sipping the refreshing beverage, eyes on the distant hills.

“How big is the ranch?” Devon asked, curious about the setup and his hostess. He’d been told what to expect for himself, but not about the people he’d be living with for three months. Who was Tally Newcome? How did she wind up volunteering for the program? How many people were involved? He glanced at her hand—no ring. Was she divorced? Widowed? 

“About a thousand acres deeded land. We also graze cattle on BLM land—Bureau of Land Management which is government owned.”

“Has it always been in your family?” 

Devon could see the house was old and in need of some serious work. While his room was fresh and newly decorated, the hallway and stairs needed attention. It looked as if the outside hadn’t been painted in decades.

“I inherited it a few years ago. Before that I didn’t know it existed. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” she said softly.

Devon looked at her, wondering at her apparent delight in a place that needed so much. A place located far from a city, from stores and theaters. Her blue eyes seemed to shine, and soft color stole into her cheeks. She looked almost pretty when she smiled. 

Devon felt a tightening inside and turned away. He didn’t want to feel anything. He’d put in his three months, follow the rules of the place and then leave.

“There’s still oodles to do yet,” she said. “I’m taking one project at a time. We did the barn first, so I could house the animals. Then we renovated the bunkhouse. The bedrooms and kitchen came next. By the end of next year, I hope to have the house completely redone. Then we can concentrate on building the herd.”

“Why are you in Fresh Start?” He needed to know what her motives were. He liked things orderly. And she was difficult to place, different from the women he was used to. Different from Sheila. Or was she merely extraordinary at hiding her true colors? Sheila’d been an expert. 

Would Tally Newcome lie, too? Or have some convincing tale that sounded good?

Tally’s gaze dropped to the glass in her hand. She watched as the ice swirled around when she tipped the glass this way and that. The ranch had belonged to her father and during all those years she’d cared for him he’d never mentioned it. All that time it had sat here, a refuge for Bobby, for her and she’d never known about it. So much wasted time and opportunities. 

Could she explain about her brother? She didn’t as a rule talk about Bobby. Or her father. Or anything that happened before she moved to the ranch. Did she even know why she felt so strongly she had to do this? Would Devon understand why she hadn’t just hidden away, worked on her paintings and ignored the rest of the world?

“Let’s just say for now that I have strong reasons and am blessed with a way to help. To make a difference in young lives.”

“You make it sound like you’ve been doing this for decades. You look pretty young to me,” he said, wondering how old she was. 

The glasses and hairstyle did nothing to enhance her looks. But she had traces of real beauty. Especially her eyes. They were expressive behind those glasses. He’d like to see her when she wasn’t wearing glasses.

“I’ll be thirty-two in a few months. You are my fifteenth guest.”

“Hardly ready for the old folks home,” he answered, suddenly not wanting to be drawn into a personal discussion with her, not wanting to learn more about her or the darn program. She was the same age as he. It gave them a bond that he didn’t want to explore. He was a loner now. He’d chosen to stay away from people he knew, to find a new line of work, and avoid problems that any kind of relationship caused.

Restless energy filled him, threatening to spill out. He rose to his feet, draining his glass.

“I’m going for a walk.” 

It wasn’t a question, but he paused as if awaiting an answer. Or permission.

“Fine.” Tally’s voice was soft. She checked her watch. “I plan on supper at six-thirty, if you’re not back by then, I’ll hold yours.”

She kept silent as he strode off down the driveway, heading for the quiet country road. Major stood, his attention on Devon until Tally touched his shoulder.

“Go Major, go with him. Walk.”

The dog needed no further urging, but tore off after Devon, catching up and settling down to a slow trot, sniffing the grass at the side of the drive, darting back and forth.

Puffs of dust rose with each step. Devon noted his shoes would be covered by the time he reached the road, but he didn’t care. For the first time in years he was free. The big dog caught up with him, prancing alongside. Devon smiled, a small triumph for his first day. He could go anywhere, do anything he wanted. As long as he lived here for the next three months. For now the walk was enough. He glanced back but didn’t see Tally. He was truly on his own and it felt glorious.

Turning onto the country road, he stretched out his legs and picked up his pace. He wanted the exercise. And to taste the freedom of choice.

She let him go without a protest.

He looked at the deep-blue sky overhead, the golden hills gently rising around him. In the distance, he could see the tips of the mountains still covered with snow. But there were no other houses in sight, no cars. He was truly alone. What a difference from prison. From his place in San Francisco.

Yet this had been what he’d requested. He couldn’t go back. There was nothing about his old life he could return to. Better to change everything and go forward. His pace increased as he stretched out his legs, drew in the hot dry air. He picked up his speed until he was running.

Tally watched Devon and Major head up the quiet country road. If it hadn’t been so late, they could have taken the truck to the meadow where the rest of the crew planned to spend the night. But the only way to get where they would be camping was cross-country and she didn’t relish driving when the shadows were so deep she couldn’t tell a rut from a ravine.

They’d stay home tonight, eat here. She’d explain the routine and rules and let him meet the gang tomorrow. Rising, she gathered their glasses and headed for the kitchen wondering what to do about dinner. It was almost six. Would Devon return soon? Should she wait or start cooking?

For an instant, she faltered. What if he kept going? What would she do in a case like that?

She’d never had a guest skip out on her before. But then, she’d never had a guest like Devon before. He didn’t appear to need anyone or anything. He could definitely cope in the outside world without any assistance.

Which made him quite different from her usual assignments. Dangerously different? Only to her own peace of mind.

 

 

A quick knock sounded on the screen door some time later. Devon opened it, stepping inside. Major came bounding in beside him.

“Hi, fellow, did y’all have a good walk?” 

Tally leaned over to ruffle the fur around Major’s neck, smiling up at her guest, trying not to notice how his eyes seemed to look deep into her soul. She constantly felt as if he were assessing her. Did she come up wanting? 

Flustered, she cleared her throat.

“Devon, this is your home while you’re here. No need to knock or anything. At night we lock up. But that’s after bedtime. During the day I don’t lock up. There’s no crime around here and with Major and all...”

She’d done it again. How could she keep harping on crime? She hadn’t mentioned it around her other guests on their first days. It was the last thing Devon needed to hear.

Flushing slightly in embarrassment, feeling awkward, she hoped he’d attribute her heightened color to leaning over the dog. She pushed her glasses back in place and stood.

Devon moved near the sink and leaned against the counter, folding his arms across his chest. He gazed at her as if she were an intriguing puzzle he could solve if he studied her long enough. His staring kept Tally on edge and she didn’t like the feeling.

“Do I help with dinner?” he asked as Tally opened the refrigerator.

“Dinner tonight could be a small problem. I thought we’d be eating with the others, so didn’t really plan a meal. Since I thought you’d be younger, I mean, I thought my new guest would be younger...” She took a deep breath. “I could always throw together some hamburgers—not the most nutritious meal for your first night. But Alberta is a much better cook than I am. She has a mothering instinct.”

He tilted his head to one side. 

“Is that something you’re trying for? The reason you pull back your hair to make you look older? Wear no makeup and dowdy clothes?” he asked. “To give an impression of being someone’s mother?”

“Actually I always dress this way.” 

She turned back to the refrigerator, trying not to let his words hurt. Did she look so awful? Her hair hung heavy down her back, but it was neat and tidy. And
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