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“Do not judge lest you be judged. “For in the way you judge, you will be judged; and by your standard of measure, it will be measured to you. “And why do you look at the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? “Or how can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ and behold, the log is in your own eye? “You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye.”  

—Matthew 7:1-5, New American Standard Bible

When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, "Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her."

—John 8:7, New International Version
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Chapter One
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Devonny Campbell pulled into the parking lot of a roadside diner and turned off the car’s engine. She sat for a moment taking deep breaths, willing away the cramps and lightheadedness threatening to overwhelm her. She peered through the windshield at the two-lane blacktop she’d just exited. A few cars and pickup trucks dotted the diner’s gravel lot.

Still not feeling any better she opened the car door and forced herself out. She dreaded stepping into a restroom stall, afraid of what she might find. Was she losing something she hadn’t even realized she wanted?

No. She refused to give up her unborn baby that easily. It was the last piece of Jack she had. His final gift to her. She wasn’t ready to let go.

She pulled open the glass door to the diner and glanced around. Her entrance was barely acknowledged by the scattered patrons. A sign invited diners to seat themselves. A long counter ran along one side with round red stools right out of the fifties offering single diners a place to sit. A line of booths with the same red vinyl on the seats offered a view of the parking lot and the two-lane. Tables and chairs were crowded into the open space between the counter and the booths.

Devonny spotted a sign for the restrooms and darted that way. The dingy ladies’ room and had one of everything: toilet, paper towel holder, soap dispenser, sink.

She wasn’t spotting, as she’d feared. The discomfort she’d felt earlier seemed to have eased somewhat once her bladder was empty. She still didn’t feel like herself, but she felt marginally better than when she’d pulled off the interstate. She stared at her reflection. Maybe she needed to give herself a break.

She’d been driving for two days. She hadn’t slept well at the motel she’d stopped in last night. She was in Iowa, for God’s sake, which was about as foreign to her as LA was familiar.

“You look like hell,” she told the mirror. Tears surged into her eyes, which helped to relieve the dry grittiness. Jack would be so upset with her if he was here. He’d have never let her get this run-down, this exhausted. He’d be fussing over her, making sure she ate right, rubbing her feet at night. She imagined him talking to her tummy even though her baby was barely even formed at this stage.

You’re going to be okay.

There was that unpredictable voice in her head again. Sometimes it seemed to be all around her. At first she thought it was Jack. Encouraging her. Calming her down. But it wasn’t Jack. No matter how much she wished it was. It was only her subconscious.

Wasn’t it?

“Stop it,” she warned herself. Jack was gone. It was up to her to take care of herself now. To do what was best for her baby. Jack’s baby. She desperately longed for a nap. A bed with clean sheets and heavy drapes to block out the light. Some place where she wouldn’t have to think for a while. Some place she could just sleep.

Feeling as good as she was probably going to for a while, Devonny left the restroom and made her way through the dining room toward the exit.

“Everything okay in there, hon?” asked a chubby waitress with overly-bleached blond hair and too-thin eyebrows.

“Fine,” she choked out. She pushed at the door and ran straight into the man who was about to open it. Devonny stumbled and he steadied her, his fingers gripping her upper arms.

“Whoa, there. You okay?” She registered sandy hair and kind concern in his brown eyes. And just enough facial scruff to qualify as a beard. 

“Fine. I’m fine.” She pushed away from him and got into her car. She backed out with a screech of tires and turned away from the interstate she’d been traveling earlier. Moments later, she passed a sign. “Welcome to Red Bud, Iowa.”

“Well, Dorothy,” she muttered. “We’re definitely not in Kansas anymore.”

The tree-lined two-lane led to a prosperous-looking downtown. She drove around the town square. Shops and offices lined the perimeter and a stately old courthouse surrounded by a grassy lawn took up the middle.

“So this is what the Midwest looks like.”

Somewhat enchanted by the view of the park where children played while mothers chatted, Devonny continued to meander. She took note of an ice cream store on one corner and a coffee shop on another. She drove down a few of the streets that branched off the town square and circled back. 

This was America personified. Houses that had likely withstood everything that had been thrown at them for the past fifty or hundred years. Bikes abandoned in front yards. Kids shooting hoops at an over-the-garage backboard. Lawn mowers buzzing. Red Bud, Iowa had a kind of sturdy innocence about it, Devonny decided. A solid place where families had probably been neighbors with each other for decades. If a movie director scouted locations for “wholesome town in America’s Heartland,” he’d start filming right here.

Without a fixed destination, she simply kept driving, taking in the town, until she saw a sign pointing to Twelve Forks Inn. She gazed at the Victorian-style mansion with its wide front porch and peaked roof and turret.

She parked and approached the steps, feeling like Cinderella if she’d arrived much too early for the ball.

Wicker furniture, an old-fashioned swing, and ferns in hanging pots gave the porch a certain dated charm. A sign near the door said, “Come on in.” Devonny did.

She stepped into the light of an old crystal chandelier and onto the polished wood floor that creaked with age. A registration desk sat to one side. Another sign said, “Ring bell.” Devonny did.

In seconds, footsteps sounded approaching from the rear of the house. A middle-aged woman appeared. “Hello. Need a room?”

“Yes. If you have one available.”

“This time of year, they’re all available. Take your pick. Just you?”

“Yes.”

“How about the green room? It’s at the back. Nicest bathroom.”

“That’s fine.”

“Just for the night?”

“I’m not sure.”

The woman slid a registration form toward her. “You can stay all summer if you want. Need help with your bags?”

“No. It’s fine. I can get it.”

“I’m Pat, by the way. Pat Callahan. Place belongs to me and my husband. His grandmother thought she was doing us a favor leaving it to us. But it eats up money like nobody’s business.”

Devonny smiled politely and introduced herself, hoping she had the energy to drag her overnight bag up the stairs. She slid the registration card back across the desk.

“I’ll need a credit card. Or cash. It’s sixty for the night.”

Devonny handed over her credit card and signed the slip. Pat gave her a keen appraisal. “You look done in, hon. Sure you don’t need help with your luggage?”

Let her help you.

Was that Jack telling her what to do? Devonny swayed. She gripped the edge of the desk.

“All right. That’s it.” Pat plucked the car keys from Devonny’s hand. “Tell me what you need and I’ll get it.”

“It’s the red carry-on in the backseat. Thank you.”

Devonny sank onto a ladder-back chair near the desk. From there she could see into what must be the drawing room. Sofas and chairs from another century, their upholstery redone in either paisley or floral prints, took up the space. A crystal vase of fresh flowers took place of honor on a pedestal table. She breathed in the scent of them mixed with the fragrance of lemon furniture polish.

Pat returned with her bag. “I locked your car,” she said, handing Devonny the keys. “Not that it’s necessary around here. But you’re not from around here. Come on.” She indicated the staircase at one side of the hall. “You first. So I can catch you if you fall.”

“I won’t fall,” Devonny assured her as they started to climb. It didn’t seem right that Pat, who looked to be in her fifties, would be more capable of hefting a suitcase than someone in their twenties.

“Uh huh.” Pat appeared unconvinced. At the top of the stairs she pulled up the handle on the wheelie bag. “Keep on going, straight down the hall. Last door on the right.” Devonny wondered exactly how old the house was. The stairs were covered with a cushioned red runner, but they creaked and groaned as the entry floor had. Obviously the structure was old, although someone had attempted to update the interior twenty-odd years ago, if the striped silver and taupe wallpaper and beige carpet were any indication.

Devonny opened the door and was immediately charmed by the big bedroom with its lacy curtains and moss green walls. The trim was painted bright white. An intricately patterned green and white quilt covered the bed.

“Bathroom’s through there,” Pat said, pointing to a partially open door. “I don’t serve dinner, but you can order takeout from the Chinese place or there’s always Petrovanni’s. They’ll deliver a pizza or anything else you want. Menus are in the nightstand drawer.”

“Thank you.”

“Breakfast’s at eight. It’s included in the room price. But if you don’t show up by nine, I’ll clear it away.”

“Thank you,” Devonny said again. She wasn’t sure if she should tip the innkeeper. Or would that be inappropriate?

“You need anything else, press zero on the phone, there, all right?” She indicated a push-button landline on the nightstand.

“Yes, thank you.”

Pat backed out and closed the door.

Devonny wiggled out of her jeans and kicked off her shoes. She yanked the quilt back and collapsed between the clean white sheets. She closed her eyes and dreamed she was in heaven.

Jack was there. But he wasn’t the vivid Jack of her waking memory. The Jack with the black hair and laughing eyes. Not the larger-than-life Jack who’d swept her off her feet when she’d been a naïve eighteen-year-old, the one she’d married, the one who’d been her whole world.

This Jack was fuzzy, as if he were behind layers of gauze. She couldn’t see him clearly. Yet she knew he was there.

He showed her things. A house on a quiet tree-lined street. The house had a metal roof and forest green siding and a stoop at the front. In the back was an old-fashioned swing set. The swings squeaked, especially one where a little girl pumped her legs, dark hair flying out behind her. Is that me? Devonny wondered in her dream.

There was a school and a park. She followed the girl and watched her enter the school and slide down the slide at the park.

She looked happy, that girl. So not me, Devonny knew. The girl waved. Did lips press against her temple while she slept? She couldn’t be sure.
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Chapter Two
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Devonny woke to morning sunlight shining through the lacy curtains and a gentle breeze lifting them away from the sill. She vaguely recalled getting up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom and climbing right back into the bed. She’d slept through the afternoon and evening and the entire night. She assessed how she was feeling. The deep fatigue of the previous day had disappeared. She felt...wonderful. And ravenous. 

She groped for her cell phone on the nightstand. It was after seven. She had plenty of time for a shower, but she definitely planned to be downstairs and waiting when Pat served breakfast at eight.

She luxuriated under the warm water, washing her hair and shaving her legs. Wrapped in a fluffy white towel, she padded into the bedroom for body lotion, deodorant, and clean clothes. She straightened the bed and folded her things.

You can stay here all summer if you want. She could, she supposed. But she wouldn’t. She didn’t know what she’d do, exactly. She’d left LA without a plan. Only knowing she needed to be somewhere different. Be someone different.

Her old life was gone and she had to create a new one. For herself and her baby. At the moment, a place like Red Bud, Iowa, seemed about as different from LA as she could get.

She picked up her cell phone and looked at her messages. Four were from her mother. She pressed delete without reading them. One was from Cherry. Miss you already, girl, it read. Cherry was probably the only person who understood why she’d left LA. Devonny smiled and texted back. Miss you too.

It wasn’t quite eight, but Devonny ventured down the stairs and found her way to the dining room. A huge table ran the length of the room, ornately carved chairs standing at attention, five along each side and one at either end.

Through a doorway to what must be the kitchen, Pat appeared holding an insulated carafe of what Devonny desperately hoped was coffee.

“Good morning,” Pat greeted her, setting the carafe on an antique sideboard.

“Good morning.”

“Coffee here, if you’d like some. Help yourself. I’ve got French toast and sausage on the way.” She then disappeared back into the kitchen.

Devonny poured a cup of coffee and sipped as she toured the room. Every piece of furniture was from the previous century. Perhaps even the century before that. Pat lived in a gold mine of lovingly preserved and well-cared for antiques. Paintings of farming landscapes, barns and fields, and one of a covered bridge graced the walls.

Windows looked out onto a gazebo in the back yard, as well as a flower garden. Devonny wondered if she had what it took to create a flower garden. To nurture living things and watch them grow. She smiled, thinking if all went well she’d find out soon enough. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to practice on flowers first.

Pat returned with platters of French toast and sausage patties. “I’ve got some rolls in the oven. They’ll be out in a few minutes.” She set the platters on the table. “Usually I put everything on the sideboard there for a buffet. But since it’s just you and me this morning, we’ll do it this way.” She moved the butter and syrup next to the food and set out two plates and silverware.

Devonny took the seat Pat indicated. “This looks wonderful.”

“You must be hungry. Have you eaten anything since you arrived? I never heard a peep out of you last night.”

Devonny helped herself to the food and dribbled syrup over her French toast. “I slept right through dinner.”

“Did you a world of good. You’re glowing today.”

Devonny smiled and started to eat. Filling her mouth with food would keep her from having to converse.

Pat got up once to refill their coffee cups and retrieve the rolls from the oven. She set them down on a trivet next to the French toast. Orange and cinnamon wafted in Devonny’s direction. She’d already eaten three slices of French toast and two sausage patties, but nothing was going to keep her from tasting one of the rolls.

She bit into it and the buttery pastry melted in her mouth. “Oh my God. These are delicious.”

Pat nodded. “Clyde’s grandmother’s recipe. That woman could bake like nobody’s business. Never used a recipe, either. She had it all up here.” Pat tapped the side of her head. “I watched her and wrote it down as best I could. Had to estimate measurements and it took some experimentation, but mine are pretty close, if I say so myself.”

***
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AFTER BREAKFAST, DEVONNY arranged for another night’s stay before she stepped outside. Pat had assured her she could walk safely almost anywhere in the town, and there was little danger of getting lost. But if she did, all she had to do was ask anyone and they’d direct her back to Twelve Forks.

The sun held the promise of more heat to come, but for now, it was pleasantly warm. Devonny turned left. There were several old stately homes lining the street, but none quite as impressive as Twelve Forks. In the next block, the homes grew smaller, most were clapboard with porches or stoops at the front. If not exactly prosperous, they looked well cared for, the yards neatly maintained. Many sported flower beds.

At the end of the second block, Devonny turned left again, enjoying wandering the town and getting a feel for it. The neighborhood was quiet. Only a few cars passed by. In one yard, a woman on her hands and knees weeded her garden. In another two children chased each other, laughing and shrieking at their game. Their antics made Devonny smile.

She walked on, determined to burn off at least some of the calories she’d consumed. She wondered if there was a gym in Red Bud. Surely there was. The town was big enough to support one. But then this wasn’t body-conscious LA. 

Her footsteps slowed a little as she approached a forest-green house with an aluminum roof, a stoop, and a single oak tree in the yard. There was a “For Sale by Owner” sign in front. 

It was the house she’d seen in her dreams. 

But how? She had not come down this street yesterday, she was sure of it. How had she dreamed of something she’d never seen?

Her feet propelled her forward, as if an invisible hand at her back had given her a nudge. The yard had been recently mowed, and on either side of the stoop the earth had been turned, perhaps in preparation for flower beds.

Devonny stood on the sidewalk and assessed the house. It seemed to be unoccupied. There were no curtains on the windows. A blank slate. Isn’t that what she wanted? Somewhere completely different from LA. A place to recreate herself. To start a new life.

She climbed the three steps of the stoop which allowed her to see in the windows on either side. She glimpsed hardwood floors, walls painted white, and a well-proportioned living room. She began to envision the space with furniture and rugs on the floors.

She stepped off the stoop and looped around the one-car garage to the back where she stopped dead in her tracks. There stood the swing set from her dream, an ancient thing made of sturdy metal which had turned a brownish grey from age and weather, but completely intact. Devonny approached it slowly. The swing seats had been replaced fairly recently, as had the chains which were a shiny silver. In her mind’s eye she saw the girl from her dream flying back and forth through the air, dark hair winging behind her. Gently, Devonny pushed one of the swings, watching until it stopped moving.

She turned to look at the back of the house. There was a bigger porch here. Devonny imagined having breakfast there on a day like today. Sipping her coffee, watching her little girl on the swing. Fanciful thoughts. She had no idea if her baby was a girl or a boy.

You know.

Devonny whirled. “Jack?” She wasn’t sure if she’d said his name aloud or if she’d just thought it. But she was convinced she’d heard his voice as clearly as if he’d been standing right behind her.

She marched up the porch steps and looked in the window. She gasped at the completely upgraded and redesigned kitchen. The cabinets were a golden oak which contrasted nicely with the darker hardwood floors. She wondered if the floors were original. They looked it. There was room for a table and chairs, but there were no appliances. Apparently the seller had decided to leave that decision up to the buyer.

From the window on the other side of the back door she could see through to the front door. This was all the living space: a living room, dining room and kitchen. Based on the small size of the house, Devonny surmised there was probably only one bathroom and two bedrooms. But that would be plenty. One for her and one for the baby.

Wait a minute. Was she thinking that because she was looking for a place to be, this was it? It was Iowa, for Pete’s sake!

She walked slowly around the far side of the house. The windows there too high for her to see in, but she suspected her earlier assessment was correct. Two bedrooms with a bathroom in between.

As she approached the front yard she glimpsed a man jogging along the street. He slowed when he caught sight of her, then stopped and stared at her. She stared back. He wasn’t old by any means. He also wasn’t wearing a shirt, just a baggy pair of running shorts and sneakers. A sheen of perspiration shown on his lightly tanned torso. His close-cut beard matched his sandy hair. She had the vague sense that she’d seen him before, but that was impossible.

He started walking toward her calling, “Good morning.”

She stopped, ready to run if he made even one move she could interpret as threatening, despite Pat’s assurances that it was safe to walk almost anywhere in town.

“Good morning.” She kept her eyes on him, liking what she saw in spite of her caution. Physically he was nothing like Jack, who’d been broad, dark, sturdy, muscled. This guy was lean and tall and long-limbed. His gait wasn’t quite even, as if he slightly favored one leg over the other. He was attractive though, she had to admit. 

Why was she thinking this? She was nowhere near over losing her husband.

“Are you interested in the house?” he asked.

“I might be.”

“I can show it to you if you like.”

“Right now?”

“Sure, if you don’t mind my uh, lack of clothes.” He grinned. “Or, I can meet you back here later after I shower and make myself look more presentable.”

He had brown eyes, Devonny noticed, filled with kindness and humor. He seemed easygoing. Steady. Like not much would ruffle him. Still, to enter an unoccupied house with a barely-dressed man in a town where she knew no one, and no one knew she was here? She glanced around. There were other houses nearby. Surely if she screamed...

She heard someone snort nearby. A barely-there touch on her back.

Go on.

“You have a key?”

He grinned. “I have one hidden.”

“Is this your house?”

“Not for long, I hope. You in?”

She assessed him once more. She’d been protected her whole life. First by her mother. Then by Jack. Shielded from the harsher realities of a big city. Sometimes she questioned her own instincts since she’d never had a chance to utilize them. Yet she’d instinctively been drawn to Jack, over her mother’s constantly shouted objections. And that had been the right move, hadn’t it? She realized she wanted to trust this man who was so unlike Jack in appearance. On some level, she was certain that she could. “All right.”

“Be right back.” He strode across the lawn and around the side of the house, disappearing from sight. But not before Devonny got a view of his backside which was just as appealing as the front. Smooth skin and the kind of tan that did not come from a spray or a tanning bed. Muscles that were defined, but not overly developed or the result of daily sessions with a personal trainer. His was a quiet, subtle strength, despite the hitch in his gait.

He soon reappeared and headed for the front door, waving for her to follow. He unlocked the door and pushed it open, making a sweeping gesture as he did. “Madam.”

“Would you mind unlocking both the doors and leaving them open?”

“Not at all.” He went through and did as she asked, but not before she got a whiff of his scent. Sunshine and sweat layered over the clean scent of soap or a mild deodorant. An odd ripple went through her that she tried to stifle. She didn’t want to be attracted to a man who wasn’t Jack, even though they’d talked about it before he died. He’d insisted she wasn’t meant to be alone. That she’d find someone else. He swore he’d come back and haunt her if she didn’t. The dreams, the voice she sometimes heard, the sense of someone touching her she couldn’t explain? Maybe he’d already begun. Jack insisted being with someone else had nothing to do with how much she loved him. He wanted, needed to know that she’d go on and live her life. But she’d promised Jack she’d treasure what they’d had forever. That was a promise she planned to keep.

She stood in the middle of the living room and turned in a circle, trying to take in the space with not only her own eyes, but Jack’s as well. Would he have liked it? Yes. Already she could envision the placement of furniture. “Oh! There’s a fireplace.” She hadn’t noticed it when she’d been peeking in the window earlier. It was tucked into a corner almost as an afterthought, the brick and mantel painted the same white as the walls. 

“Does it work?” She looked back at the man. “Sorry, I don’t know your name.”

“Luke Bradshaw. And I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself earlier. I got carried away by a possible sale. And you are?”

“Devonny Campbell.” She moved closer to examine the fireplace.

Luke stepped further into the room. “It does work but it’s not wood-burning. I had a gas one installed. At least it will put out some heat. I don’t know why they built one so small. But on a cold winter’s night, it will be a nice touch.”

“Hmmm.” In the kitchen Devonny ran her hand along the countertop. It was smooth and cool to the touch.

“That’s concrete. It’s low maintenance and will last forever.”

“Hmmm.” She looked out the window at the back yard. Trees and bushes lined the far edge. No way to tell if there was another house behind them.

She continued into the adjoining space. “I guess this is meant to be the dining room.”

“Originally, yes. But you can use it however you want.”

She eyed him. “If I buy the house.” She started down the hall. “Are the floors original?”

“Painstakingly refinished.” He said from behind her.

She opened the door on the right into a bedroom with a large window that looked out on the backyard. A child’s room. The closet wasn’t huge but it was adequate.

“What year was the house built? The windows look new.”

“1942. They are.” Luke hadn’t entered the room with her, but instead leaned on the door jamb and watched as she looked around.

He eased back as she edged past him to inspect the bathroom at the end of the hallway. It wasn’t huge, but again, it was adequate and had obviously undergone a recent renovation. She opened a door to discover a water heater and space for a stackable washer and dryer. Next to that was a narrow linen closet.

She was aware of Luke once again loitering in the doorway, giving her space, but watching as she inspected everything. He pushed open the door to the other bedroom. She stopped when she entered. 

“Oh!” The room was bigger than she’d expected. Light splattered in from the window that overlooked the front yard shaded by the oak tree. There was another narrow horizontal window set high in the wall. A bed would fit perfectly underneath. Opposite was all closet space.

“Someone put a lot of work into this,” she said as she took in the shelves and drawers, cubbies for shoes and plenty of room to hang clothes.

“That would be me.”

She shot him a look. “You designed this closet?”

“Trying to make up for lack of a master suite.”

“Did you do all the renovation?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Is that what you do?”

“It’s a sideline, I guess you’d say.”

“Oh.”

“I work over at the high school. We all have a certain amount of downtime. Holidays, summers.”

“Fixing up old houses is your hobby?”

“I’m hoping it will be more of a supplemental income kind of thing to being a coach and guidance counselor.”

“How much is this house, anyway?”

He named a price so low, Devonny wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Too high? It’s negotiable.”

“No. But where I come from, you couldn’t get even one room in this house for that price.”

“Where’s that?”

“California.” Why she didn’t say LA, Devonny didn’t know. For some reason, she felt the less anyone local knew about her, the better. There were certain things about her past that might not be so acceptable here in small town middle America.

“I want to look around some more, if that’s all right.”

“Sure.” He followed her back to the kitchen and they stepped out onto the back porch.

“This is pretty.” The porch flowed out of the foundation of the house and the sides were made of the same sturdy material. Concrete, she supposed, but not the smooth grey like concrete was today. This was a pale brown and chunks of stone were visible in the smoothed surface. Whatever materials were used for concrete in 1942, she supposed.

“That swing set looks ancient.”

“I think it’s original. Sure looks it, doesn’t it? But it’s sturdy as can be.”

She asked more questions about the neighborhood and Luke answered them all. He’d lowered himself to sit atop the railing, legs splayed out in front, ankles and arms crossed. Devonny did her best to keep her eyes off his chest and well-defined abs, but she couldn’t help noticing the scars that crisscrossed his right knee.

“Is it just you that’d be living here?”

“For the moment.” Again she decided it best not to divulge too much. He didn’t need to know. He was just the guy who owned the house. She might never see him again, even if she did decide to settle down here. Not until her child started high school anyway. Maybe not even then. By then Luke Bradshaw might have moved on.

Tell him you’ll take it.

She ignored Jack’s voice in her head. “I’d like to think about it,” Devonny said as he locked everything up and they were outside on the front stoop again. “Can I get in touch with you tomorrow?”

“You sure can. You’re staying at Twelve Forks, right?”

“How did you...?”

He grinned. “Only decent place in town to stay. Plus I ran past there earlier and saw a car with California plates.” He tapped the side of his head. “I’m not a math teacher but I put two and two together.”

“This is a small town, huh?” Devonny wasn’t sure how she felt about that. It seemed much too easy for anyone who cared to know her business. But maybe that was better than big, impersonal LA where it often seemed no one was interested in anything but themselves.

“There’s a coffee shop downtown.”

“I saw it yesterday.”

“We could meet there. Ten o’clock?”

“All right.”

“See you then.”

Luke took off jogging. Devonny began her walk back to Twelve Forks, watching him until he was out of sight.

***
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HER NAME WAS DEVONNY Campbell. Luke could not believe his luck. She was the same woman who’d barreled into him at the diner yesterday before taking off in a rush. Even before he’d noticed her California license plate as she peeled out of the parking lot, he’d known she was not from around here. Now he knew why.

She was like an exotic creature from Mars set down on planet Earth, after taking on the form of a human being. She didn’t quite seem to fit in a place like Red Bud. Maybe it was her clothes. Was that what they called California Casual? The well-fitting and strategically ripped jeans, the loose off-the-shoulder top, hair piled haphazardly atop her head.

She’d been upset about something yesterday, but today she seemed more at ease. And she obviously didn’t remember him. He refused to be insulted by that. Not like he could attract the notice of every woman on the planet. But there was something about Devonny Campbell that intrigued him.

First of all, California to Iowa? What had brought her here? Not a job, surely. She was staying at Twelve Forks, so not family, either. He’d subtly checked out her ring finger. No wedding ring, but maybe the faintest hint of a lighter indentation where one might have been. Divorced perhaps? She’d been a bit ambiguous as to whether she planned to occupy the house alone. For the moment, she’d said. Was there a boyfriend on his way to come live with her?

Probably. A woman like Devonny couldn’t be single.

Please, God, he prayed as he sprinted the last quarter mile, let her buy that house. He’d gone over budget renovating it, and he hadn’t had any serious nibbles since he’d put it up for sale. He was itching to buy another property to keep himself occupied for the rest of the summer. Devonny hadn’t balked at the price. He took that for a good sign.
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Chapter Three
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At ten the next morning, Luke walked into the coffee shop to find Devonny already waiting there. She was sipping what looked like hot chocolate and perusing the classifieds in the Red Bud Record. He ordered a coffee and took the seat across from her.

“Job hunting?”

“Just seeing what’s available.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Apparently there’s an opening at the high school for an aide of some sort.”

“Ah, yes. Beverly Padgett’s job.”

“Why’d she leave?”

“She didn’t leave so much as she...died.”

“On the job?”

“In bed.”

“You know this how?”

“Word on the street.”

“Natural causes?”

“Sex.”

Devonny leaned in. “She died from having sex?”

“I don’t think it was the sex that killed her. Most likely a heart attack.”

“I guess she died happy.”

“Doubtful.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She was in bed with Rufus Sylvester when it happened.”

“And Rufus Sylvester would be...?”

“An eighty-year-old hog farmer not known for his interest in personal hygiene for one thing—”

Devonny held up a hand. “Let’s change the subject, shall we?”

“I can put in a good word for you with the principal if you like. He’ll make the final decision about who gets hired.”

“You don’t have to do that. Besides, you hardly know me. Maybe I’m not even qualified.”

“To be an aide? If you can read and operate a copy machine, you’re qualified. And I’m betting you’ve got better sense than to let ole Rufus have his way with you.”

“Ugh. Now I really do want to change the subject.”

“You want to buy the house, don’t you?”

“You’re awfully sure of yourself.”

“I’ve been told it’s one of my most attractive traits.”

“Have you had it appraised?”

“My self-assuredness?”

“The house.”

“Nope.”

“How did you come up with the price?”

“Looked at what similar houses in the area sold for in the past couple of years. Took into consideration what I put into it and the fact that it’s completely renovated. You can call in an appraiser if you want. You’ll have to in any case to qualify for a mortgage. But the price is fair.”

“I don’t need a mortgage.”

Luke’s eyebrows shot up and he sat back. “You don’t?”

“Do you have a problem with that?” Devonny asked.

“Not at all. Should I call my attorney and have him draw up the papers?”

“It will take me a couple of days to transfer some funds, but you can go ahead and start the paperwork if you want.”

“Full asking price?”

“Unless you want to give me a welcome-to-town discount?”

***
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BACK IN HER CAR, DEVONNY used her phone to find the nearest branch of her bank. There was one in Shenandoah, some thirty miles away. She got on the road, ideas already forming in her head. Shenandoah also had a mall with a couple of department stores and hair salons. Apparently, Operation: Start a New Life had begun.

As she drove through virtually nothing but farmland, Devonny assured herself it wasn’t too late to back out if she changed her mind. But she knew she wasn’t going to. She’d spent some time yesterday driving around the rest of town. She’d checked out the schools and the supermarket and the business district. All the essentials were there. She’d paid for another night’s stay at Twelve Forks and taken her laptop to her room to do more research. 

Centerville was a slightly larger town twelve miles east of Red Bud. The city of Shenandoah was north and west of Red Bud. If she needed a movie theatre or a mall or a supermarket with a better selection of produce, she might have to travel a bit. But travel on these flat, nearly deserted roads in rural Iowa was likely to be less time-consuming than similar distances in LA.

After visiting the bank, Devonny headed to the food court in the mall for lunch. A stylist at one of the mall’s two hair salons could take her right away. Devonny watched as much of her hair fell to the floor. But when the stylist was finished, she smiled at herself in the mirror, happy with her decision.

Next were the department stores. She hadn’t gained much weight yet, but her figure had changed, expanding to make room for the baby. She found several outfits, choosing long loose tops and slacks and skirts that would give her room to expand. They’d do for the next couple of months. Then she’d have to shop for fall and winter.

As she passed an eyeglass display she paused at the poster featuring a woman about her age, peering out from behind a pair of oversized horn-rimmed glasses. Devonny had been a home-schooled geek, and she’d never stopped seeing herself that way. She’d never needed glasses, but wearing them would indicate who she was on the inside: A math and science nerd who’d read just about every book she’d come into contact with.

Why not?

She wasn’t sure if the voice she heard was hers or Jack’s, but the idea of glasses to further change her look simply appealed to her. She didn’t have to wear them all the time. She was starting over. She could be whoever and whatever she wanted to be.

But she wasn’t sure who she would be without Jack. Missing him was like a dull ache around her heart that never went away. Before he died they’d discussed her future, though it was the last thing Devonny wanted to do. She tried to be brave for him. To be strong. But the reality of losing him was killing her inside.

“Being with someone else doesn’t mean you’ll forget me, you know,” he’d said.

“I can’t.” Can’t talk about it. Can’t think about. Won’t do it.

“Dev.” His arms came around her and she buried her face in his shoulder as she gave in to her sadness. He pressed his lips to her temple. “Dev. I’ll always be with you. You know that, right?”

She nodded, unable to speak. Her tears were soaking his shirt.

“This was my time. Our time together on this plane.”

She pulled back. “Stop giving me your New Age-y wisdom.” 

He gave her that half-grin she loved. He chucked her gently under the chin. “I’ll haunt you if I find you curled up in a corner crying your eyes out for the next twenty years.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Twenty? You’re pretty sure of yourself.” And just like that he’d teased her out of her sadness.

“Even one. Live your life, Dev. Find someone to share it with. Be happy. I need to know you’ll do that so I can be at peace.”

She’d do anything for Jack. That’s the way it had always been. Anything that was hers to give. “Okay.” If this was the last, the final thing she could give Jack, so be it.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She pulled back from reminiscing and perused the rows of eyeglasses through the store window. All her life she’d been appreciated for the way she looked and, she supposed she’d capitalized on it to a certain extent. Certainly her appearance was what first attracted Jack, but if that had been all she’d had to offer, he wouldn’t have stuck around.

Thank God her mother had always encouraged her to read. And because she’d been fairly isolated during her formative years, she’d done just that. Being with Jack had given her an outlet for all the theories and ideas she’d formulated. They’d had lively discussions and debates about almost everything. Even though Jack hadn’t gone to college he was smart and widely read, although his tastes in fiction tended to run to the classics. And he’d probably read thousands of scripts. He was also fascinated by mysticism and spirituality. And toward the end, he’d been comforted by books about angels and the afterlife.

She stepped into the eyeglass store and tried on several pairs before she found what she wanted. If the sales clerk found her request for clear lenses odd, she didn’t comment.

Devonny returned to her car swinging her shopping bags, looking forward to the drive back to Red Bud while nibbling on the big chocolate chip cookie she’d bought.

“Corn, cows, and soybeans,” she marveled as she drove the four-lane highway. “That’s all they grow here.” She’d never seen such huge flat fields or so many pastures dotted with cows.

She thought back to LA with its snarled freeway traffic and the houses stacked almost on top of each other, everyone fighting for a bit of space or a parking place. She felt how she imagined an alien might when it arrived in a foreign world. But she was determined to fit in, to make a new life. If indeed she would soon have a daughter to raise, Devonny wanted more than anything for her to have the kind of childhood she hadn’t. Go to school, play sports, have sleepovers with giggly girlfriends, and eventually a boyfriend. To attend school dances. The prom.

Devonny sighed. How she would have loved that. To dress up and dance with a boy. To have a wrist corsage.

Again, she smiled remembering that she had danced. With Jack on their honeymoon in Las Vegas. On the balcony of their hotel room with the lights of the city below. That had been the beginning of her life with Jack. 

And this? This was the beginning of her life without him.
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Chapter Four
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Two days later she arrived at the attorney’s office with a bank check in hand. Luke was already there. Introductions were quick and they got down to business. Signed lots of papers. Devonny handed over the check. Luke gave her the keys.

They stepped outside. Devonny wasn’t sure what to do. Shake hands and go on her merry way? She needed to call the storage facility in LA and have her belongings shipped to her new address.

The thought struck her. “I have a new address!” She laughed. Buying a house on her own was perhaps the most adult thing she’d ever done. A wave of sadness hit right in the middle of her delight. The ink had barely been dry on the mortgage papers for the house she and Jack had finally been able to afford in LA before he got sick.

Luke’s smile faded. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just thought of something.”

“Something that made you sad.”

“It’s nothing. Thank you. For the house, I mean.” She stuck out her hand.

Luke took it in his, but he didn’t shake. He just held on. “Can I buy you coffee or lunch to celebrate?”

“I can’t.” Devonny tugged her hand away. “I’ve got some calls to make and appliances to shop for.”

“Oh. Sure. Of course.”

“Another time,” Devonny said, knowing she didn’t mean it. Luke probably knew it too.

“Of course. If you need help with anything, give me a call.”

“I will. Thanks.” She turned toward her car.

“I like the haircut, by the way.”

She swiveled to walk backwards for a few steps and called, “Thanks,” before she turned back around.

She drove to the house, periodically eying herself in the rearview mirror the whole way. She liked her haircut, too. It was a drastic change from wearing it long as she’d always done. But this was shorter and sassy and messily layered. It made her feel more adult. Jack had loved her long hair. More memories of him surfaced. How he’d tangle his hands in her hair when they made love. Twirl strands of it around his finger afterward while they held each other close.

Would he like this house, she wondered as she sat in the driveway staring at it. Would he like my haircut?

***

[image: ]


A WEEK LATER, DEVONNY sat across from Principal Nicholas Foster while he perused her resume and the paperwork from the school system’s HR department.

He glanced up. “You come highly recommended, Miss Campbell.”

Devonny didn’t correct his assumption that she was a “Miss.” “I do? How is that even possible?”

“Luke Bradshaw said you might apply. Said I’d be a fool if I didn’t interview you, and an even bigger fool if I didn’t offer you the job.”

Devonny wasn’t sure how she felt about that. “That was very kind of him, but I’m not sure he knows me well enough to make a recommendation. We’ve only met a couple of times.”

“I know.” Foster sat back in his chair and smiled. “He told me you bought the house he renovated over on Maplewood Avenue. You must have made quite an impression on him.”

When Devonny didn’t respond, the principal went on. “Truth is, this isn’t a particularly difficult position. Mostly you’re doing work the teachers don’t have time to do. Making copies. Helping them keep their classrooms organized. Entering grades into the computer system. Handling requests for supplies. That kind of thing.

“The aide usually oversees ordering supplies for the concessions at the athletic events and chaperones dances if need be. You’d keep track of tickets for school plays, concerts, social gatherings like prom and homecoming. You’d also be in charge of keeping the money straight, making deposits and turning in sales reports. Think you could handle that?”

“Of course.” Devonny had practically run Chemistry’s office single-handedly, once Claire had trained her. Devonny was exceptionally good with numbers.

“I see you worked for a film company in Los Angeles. Chemistry Films?”

“Yes.” Devonny reminded herself she had nothing to hide.

“Meet anyone famous?”

“We did specialized projects. Nothing with big motion picture stars.”

“I’m a big Tom Hanks fan myself.”

“He’s a wonderful actor.”

Foster asked her a few more questions before the interview was over. He said he’d be in touch in the next day or two. He followed her into the front office. The secretary who had been there before, casually dressed because school wouldn’t start for another two weeks, was absent. But Luke Bradshaw had taken up residence. From a row he had laid out along the counter, he was assembling papers and stapling them together.

He looked up and there was that smile again. “Hi, Devonny.” His gaze slipped over her to Principal Foster. “I was right, wasn’t I? But I won’t say I told you so.”

Foster gave him a pained look.

Devonny glanced from Luke to Foster and back. “Right about what?”

“About you,” Luke said. His gaze went once again to the principal. “She’s perfect for the job, right?”

“Fine. Yes.” Foster turned to Devonny. “There’s no point in keeping you waiting. Provided you pass a background check, of course, I’d like to offer you the job.”

“It’s not because of him, is it?” Devonny asked, indicating Luke.

“No, I’d have offered you the job anyway. You’re the most qualified candidate from the applicants we had. Over-qualified, if I’m being honest.”

Something loosened in Devonny’s chest. She didn’t want to owe Luke Bradshaw for anything, but she didn’t know why.

Liar. She knew exactly why. She was attracted to Luke, and she was on the verge of putting herself in a position where she’d be in constant close proximity to him. Widowhood coupled with Operation: Start A New Life was triggering all sorts of emotions she didn’t know how to deal with. Guilt was just one of them. 
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