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Dedication
To my husband, my forever love, for believing I could do it.
 
 
 
 
 

Ten Years Ago
 
Dearest Blythe,
I hope you are sleeping well and taking care of yourself while I'm away. Promise me you will until I get home and can take care of you myself. I know that neither of us wants to be apart, but it's necessary for just this short amount of time. I have to do this, for myself, for my father, and for my country. I hope you understand I didn't want to leave you yesterday, but I had to. You mean the world to me. When I found out you weren't well, I had to at least see you, even if for just a few hours.
Remember me when you rest your head on your pillow tonight. Think of me as you drift off to sleep. Dream of me. I'll be home all the sooner.
You hold my heart until I return.
All my love,
Alec
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1 You Can Come Home
 
April 16, Present Day
Fredericksburg, South Carolina
 
I did a double take in front of the old Victorian Blythe Alexander was renovating, then slowed my pick-up truck to a stop. The rain had finally let up. I let the wiper blades make one final pass of the windshield before switching them off. After leaving the gym, I was on my usual patrol past the houses that lined the railroad tracks. 
I was happy here. Ten years in one place was a record for me, I’ll give you that. And now people called me, Sheriff Alec Harmon.
Makes me wonder how a kid like me ended up responsible for a whole town?
I take my job seriously. I’m responsible for keeping tabs on things and people. So, what the hell was my deputy Jon Cavanagh's car doing parked here?
Blythe wasn't open for business. Or she was, and I was the last to know.
I waited there to see if the bastard I'd called friend for all these years would come out anytime soon. He did, sooner than expected. Some of my rage subsided. I blew out a frustrated breath.
He saw me just as he was about to get back into his cruiser, which, I noted, he was driving off-duty. I'd never cared before, but today it pissed me off. I saluted him, and he walked the length of the driveway to my truck.
“What are you doing here, sheriff?” Jon said through my truck's open window.
The cool spring air felt good to my overheated muscles. I had worked too hard at the gym, trying to burn off some of this frustration that had settled into me. “Funny, I was about to ask you the same question, deputy.”
“I was just visiting Blythe. She’s got some errands to do, so I cut out. We were just talking about a new alarm system—” The smile on his face fell suddenly. Realization dawned. “Is there something going on I don't know about?”
“No, that's my question.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
I didn’t answer, just raised my eyebrows in question.
“You mean?” he hooked a thumb back at the inn.
I nodded.
“You and she?”
I nodded again.
“I didn't know.” He raked a hand over his short hair, looking from the house then back to me.
“How could you know?” I said.
“I'm sorry, sheriff.”
“I've never told anyone about it. It was a long time ago.”
“But I never would've gone in there if I'd thought there was anything between the two of you.”
“I know, Jon. Forget it.”
“I can't. I feel like shit.”
I blew out a frustrated breath. “I said forget it.”
“Well, if it makes you feel any better, she wanted to talk about you the whole time I was in there.”
My head jerked up at that. A slow smile spread across my face. I didn't know if it was because I wanted her to still miss me after all these years, or if I hoped it meant she still had feelings for me. Either way, it felt good knowing I was on her mind. God knows she'd always been on mine.
“Can I buy you a beer?” Jon said.
I pointed to the badge on my chest. “How about a Coke instead?”
“Sounds good. I'll meet you there.”
Five minutes later, I slid into a booth at Rick's across from Jon. The restaurant was full of memories for me. After all these years, I still hadn't forgotten about Blythe. Even now that Fredericksburg finally felt like my home, it only felt like half a home without her. Meeting Blythe was the best thing that had happened to me after coming here from Texas. At sixteen, I'd faced a new home, new circumstances, with the same hard-headedness that I used now. Only then, I had been young enough that I'd learned something important about myself. I was forced to recognize two things: one, I didn't belong, and two, I didn't care.
 
 
 
Fifteen Years Ago
 
“You'll make friends soon enough, Alec. You know when we change bases and you have to start a new school, you always make friends very quickly. By this time next week, you'll have more than you can count.”
“But Dad, these kids are just a bunch of useless, rich snobs.” I flopped my sixteen-year-old frame onto one of the moving boxes. Dust flew up around me. The Corporal just didn't understand.
“They may dress differently from the kids in Texas,” my father replied, “but at least give them a chance to like you. You may just find you have more in common with them than you think.”
“Right,” I mumbled, “they're sure to be dazzled by the Comanche and my dusty work boots.”
“Hey, we may not drive expensive cars, but that's not what's really important in life. It's the kind of man you are that matters. And it's of that, son, that I have no doubts about you whatsoever.”
“But a prep-school?” I twisted my expression to show him my angst, looking sourly down at the wood floor of my new room.
“It's the best school around. And now that I'm retired, we can afford to send you and your sister to a good school. Your mother and I want what's best for you.”
“I know, but Dad—I”
My father reached for me, wrapping strong hands around my shoulders and pulling me up to stand in front of him. He looked me in the face, the two of us standing eye to eye now. “At sixteen, you've already made me prouder than I ever thought I could be. My own military career pales in comparison with the potential that stands before me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Not that you're partial.”
“I know this is the hardest part, son, the anticipating. But in a few days, you've got the football season starting. You'll show them all how good you are.”
“I know,” I mumbled.
“Alec, your mother and I want to give you this opportunity. I don't want you to join the Marine Corps right out of high school like I did. Alec—” he sighed, “son, I want you to have the shot at Annapolis that my dad couldn't give me.”
I let out a long breath, raking a hand over my newly cropped haircut. “I'll make you proud, Dad.”
“You already have, son.” He grabbed me into a bear hug and squeezed. “You already have.”
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 Home
 
April 16, Present Day
Fredericksburg, South Carolina
 
As I imagined how I could make this horrible feeling of dread dissipate, I hoped that what they said about going home again wasn't true.
Blythe Alexander (that's me) grew up in the quaint little town of Fredericksburg, South Carolina. I had, according to some, lived a charmed life, until recently, that is. Right now, going home again was exactly what I wanted to do. In fact, at that moment, curling up under the covers of my old four-poster bed sounded just about right.
After stopping by the feed and seed store in the pouring rain, I had found that the chicks I'd ordered by mail had not arrived as promised. It seemed the supplier fell short, unable to fulfill its small orders, which included mine. A home operation of only ten chicks (plenty for me to care for) was considered small. And the reaction that most rational adult human beings would have had, sighing or cursing under their breath, was not to be. I had cried. Yes, right there in front of all the overall-clad farmers and landscapers in their dirt-stained T-shirts, my upper lip began to tremble and quiver as a tear slid down my cheek. Fortunately, the horror-stricken faces of the employees had been enough to snap me out of my discomposure until I'd returned to the safety of my truck. My mascara had run, making my blue eyes look like they belonged to a raccoon.
But now, instead of going back to my new home or soon-to-be bed and breakfast, The Alexander Inn, where loads of unfinished work awaited me (painting, wallpapering, sanding, and plastering), I decided to take a detour. With all of the recent changes in my life, dumping my fiancé after catching him cheating on me, quitting my job, moving back to my aforementioned hometown, then trying to start a new business, I needed to get some things sorted out in my head. Whenever I felt this way, there was only one person who came to mind. I knew just who I needed to talk to, the woman who had been there for me from the beginning, Alice. She had a last name. I just couldn't recall it at the moment. To me, she was simply Alice, like some people use the word mom.
I pulled into the long horseshoe drive, parking my pick-up truck, a trade-in for the shiny BMW that had been a graduation gift from my father. I'd been very proud of the sleek car, but it didn’t really suit me anymore.
I stood outside the large, red brick Colonial, that I used to call home, in the drizzling rain, looking up at the massive structure I’d taken so for granted. I hadn’t been home in the past ten years. Too much pain was attached to these four walls. Ringing the doorbell of my own house felt surreal. For the first time in my life, finding myself on the other end of the chime's song meant I was the visitor.
“Come inside, baby,” Alice said, opening the large door wide. My friend and beloved childhood housekeeper threw her arms around me and squeezed.
“Alice,” I said through constricted lungs. Alice's hugs were never superficial.
When she released me, I tried smiling my brightest smile, attempting to distract attention away from my puffy eyes and red, swollen nose. The powder I'd dabbed on in the truck did little to hide the effects of the crying I had done on the way there. And now in my reflection, I could see that my blonde waves had curled, making me appear much younger than my twenty-eight years. 
“It's good to see you,” I said.
“It's so good to hug you again, baby. I haven’t seen you since Christmas. Your daddy told me you were home.”
“I wanted to come see you sooner, but—” I couldn't finish that sentence. How could I tell the one woman who cared more about me than any other that I'd been too busy?
“You got right to work on your new home, and rightfully so. I understand. And I want to hear all about the things you're doing to your grandmother's old place. Your daddy tells me you want to turn it into a bed and breakfast.”
“That's right,” I said, still wrapped in the warm embrace of the closest thing I had to a real mother. “If I can ever finish all the work it needs.”
Nothing needs doing here, I thought. I looked around me at the pristine surroundings, wondering where my father was. Even though he and I had met for lunch and dinner over the years, I had not been able to see his wife, Maris. I had not wanted to. Alice seemed to read my thoughts.
“Your father isn't here right now, dear. He and Maris have gone shopping again. Your stepmother can spend some money.” Alice waved her hand in the air. “Nope. I've said too much, as usual. It's not any of my concern.”
I smiled. “I came to see you, Alice.”
“Well then,” she sighed, “let me look at you.” Without releasing me, Alice took a small step back and gasped. “Do you know that you get more beautiful every time I see you?” she proclaimed in her gentle voice.
“I think you might just be a little biased.” I rolled my eyes as I took off my raincoat and hung it on the antique hall tree. I set my new purse on the freshly polished walnut foyer table next to an arrangement of fresh daisies.
“Dooney and Burke?” Alice said, eyeing the duck emblem on my leather purse. “Somebody's doing well for herself.”
“I bought it as a consolation gift after I returned Kessel's ring to him—more like threw it at him.”
“Makes sense to me,” Alice said. “You're too good for him anyways.”
“It's funny. I always had the feeling that he was too good for me.”
“Maybe that's because that's exactly what he wanted you to think.”
“I think you might be right. He made me feel that wanting him to love me was wrong. Then I catch him—well, you know.”
Alice nodded knowingly. “Like I said, you were too good for him.”
I lingered over the daisies, my favorite flower, letting my fingertips luxuriate in the satiny feel of the white petals. “Thank you, Alice,” I said. “You always know just what to say.”
I sighed, then took a long look around me. Everything was exactly the same as I'd left it ten years ago when I left for Salem College, including Alice. She still wore those same sensible white lace-up shoes made for standing on your feet all day, a tissue tucked into the band of her slim wristwatch, and her floral house apron over a light cotton plaid-print dress. She bustled around, closing the enormous door and fussing over me in a way that always made me feel safe.
As if sensing there was something wrong with my usually cheerful self, Alice took my hand. “Come with me,” she said, leading me to the back of the house and into the kitchen. “I was just making some hot tea for myself. Come and have some with me.”
“I'd love to.” I brightened as I looked around the familiar kitchen where I had learned to bake under Alice's loving hand. The stool I had used when I’d been too short to reach the counter still stood in the corner. On sunny days, the sun had poured in from the large windows, making it my favorite room of the house to curl up on the window seat and read all afternoon.
“We'll need cookies to go with our tea,” she said. “Get them for us, will you, dear?”
“Of course.”
“You look like you could use one or two of my cookies. You’re thinner than you were last year.”
“It’s hard to want to eat when your fiancé decides you’re not enough for him.”
Alice gave me one of those looks that said I was better than that.
I smiled and reached inside the Winnie the Pooh cookie jar that had sat on the counter between the microwave and the sink since time began. “I knew I could count on these being here.” I pulled out my favorite cookie, Alice's coconut pecan shortbread. “When I get my bed and breakfast off the ground, will you please come work with me?”
“Honey, you know there is nothing I'd love more. You give me the word, and I'll be there. Now, bring me one of those too. But just one. They're still your father's favorite, so I have to keep them around. But they go straight to my hips, and I've got plenty already.” She patted herself on her gently rounded backside.
I put one in my mouth and pulled out two more of the large cookies, another for me and one for Alice, and followed her to the table.
The tea kettle whistled, and Alice got up to pour our tea.
“Now, tell me all about yourself,” Alice said, setting a cup of the steaming chamomile in front of me. She sat down across the round kitchen table draped in lilac fabric. “I want to know everything.”
A bowl of honey between us, we sat in front of two pairs of double French doors that led out to Alice’s herb garden. 
“Alice, do you remember David's best friend, Alec?”
“Of course I do,” Alice smiled.
“Do you remember that first time David brought him home?”
“I remember how much he liked those chocolate chip cookies we used to bake every Friday afternoon.”
“We had to rescue them from him and David so there would be some left when Dad got home,” I said, laughing at the memory. “I thought they would eat them all.”
A sparkle appeared in Alice's eyes. “If I recall correctly, those cookies weren't the only thing David's friend had eyes for that night.” She spooned honey from the little ceramic crock into both mugs.
“How could I forget?” I propped my chin on my hand, remembering a night so long ago that it would have been all but forgotten except for one reason—Alec.
Alice was thoughtful for a moment as well, as if remembering the afternoons in the house full of laughing teenage boys, making jokes, and eating everything in the kitchen that wasn't nailed down.
“Your brother really loved him. Alec was the only young man David ever trusted with his little sister.” Alice put her hands on her hips and said, “'No one is good enough for my little sister,' he always used to say.”
I smiled too, then it fell. I broke what was left of my second cookie into neglected chunks, the white, powdery confection bursting into tiny bits on my napkin. The memory of David still caused a pang in my stomach even now.
“Eat that cookie,” Alice said when I didn’t move to pick up the pieces. 
I smiled to myself at the way she could make me feel seven years old again.
Alice looked thoughtful as she munched on her cookie. “I seem to recall hearing a while back that Alec became sheriff of Fredericksburg. Have you had a chance to see him since you moved back home?”
I sighed and looked past Alice out over her beloved garden of rosemary, thyme, garlic, and basil. “I've seen quite a bit of him since—” I stopped, not wanting to frighten Alice with details of the recent break-in at my new home. “I ran into him the first night I was in town, in fact. He stopped me for speeding.”
Alice smothered a grin. “Gave you a ticket, did he?”
“No, not exactly. Just a warning.”
“Is that right?” Another twinkle appeared in Alice's eyes. This one stopped me.
“Oh, no, it's not like that,” I said, remembering the fierce look in Alec's eyes that night. I shivered. Our reunion had not exactly been a happy one.
“What’s your hurry, princess?” He had glared down at me, sizing up my navy blue BMW. “Born with a silver spoon,” he'd chuckled, a humorless sound, “and from the looks of things, nothing's changed.”
“Anyway,” I said now, “I spoke to his deputy, Jon, this morning. From the sound of it, Alec’s life is as complicated as mine. And I am certain neither one of us wants further complications.”
“Okay,” Alice waved a hand, “whatever you say, dear.”
“It's just that, I'm just now putting my life back together after Kessell. I don't think I could handle it if another man cheated on me—or with me.”
Alice gave me a knowing look, comprehending what was not said. Alec was a highly desirable male, and a sheriff to boot. He surely hadn't gone unnoticed by the female sex. And I'd been gone for a long time—long enough for him to have replaced me in his heart.
“You're a grown woman,” she said, “and I would never try to advise you on matters of the heart. Goodness knows I'd be no help there anyhow, married to one man my whole life the way I was.”
I reached across the table to squeeze Alice's hand that rested there. “Actually, I could use some advice. That's why I'm here.”
With her free hand, Alice patted my outstretched one. “Don't move. I'll be right back.”
Moments later, Alice returned to the table with a photo album in her hands. She sat down and opened it to the first page. “You haven't seen this one. It's nearly finished. I wanted to give it to you one day.”
She laughed at a picture of me as a little girl in the tub, with blonde hair sticking up on end, and a little round face covered in bubbles. “You know, never having children of my own made raising you and your brother all the more special for me.”
“I've always loved you like you were my own mother, Alice.”
She removed a tissue from her pocket and dabbed her eyes. She turned the page, finding the autumn we'd met Alec.
“Now, there he is,” she said, pointing to a picture of Alec with his arm draped around David's shoulders, and me standing off to the side like the third wheel I'd been. I hadn't realized how much I'd changed until I stared into the face of my younger self, innocent, unknowing, and gullible.
“I really liked that boy,” she said. “Your brother really loved him, and he trusted him more than anyone.”
“So did I.”
“You know I don't think I ever met a more mature young man than Alec. He had his head on straight even as a teenager, and he knew what he wanted.” Alice looked at me with motherly love in her eyes. “And that of course was you, young lady.”
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 3 Blythe loves Alec
 
Fifteen Years Ago
 
I stood in the kitchen of my childhood home in an apron, blue jeans, and a red T-shirt that had the words Braves-Welcome to the Bigs printed across the front. I was fourteen, but had the figure of a lady, Alice always said. Covered in flour from our recent cookie-baking, I dusted my hands. Alice stood at the porcelain sink scrubbing the dirty mixing bowls. It was a typical Friday afternoon after school. Alice and I were finished doing our usual baking, just as we had been doing ever since I was old enough to stand up on a step stool.
I looked out the back window, blowing a stray strand of hair out of my eyes. It was one of those perfect fall afternoons, the kind that make you want to rake up a bunch of leaves just so you can jump into them. The sun shone through the orange and yellow leaves still clinging to the oak trees. There was a slight breeze, and the cool, dry air brought with it the promise of good things to come.
The back screen door slammed. I turned to greet my big brother, David, home from football practice. I squeaked as he walked in, the most handsome boy I had ever laid eyes on.
“David, who's your friend?” Alice said as I stared on, my mouth open. She wiped her clean hands on a tea towel, tucking it into the waistband of her apron.
“Oh,” my brother said, dropping muddy cleats on the laundry room floor, “this is Alec Harmon. He's the new guy I was telling you about. The one that's so good at passes.”
“Well, it's nice to meet you, young man,” Alice said, giving him one of her welcoming smiles.  “Did you and your family just move to Fredericksburg?”
“Yes, ma'am. My father retired from the Marine Corps,” he said. 
This newcomer didn't try in the slightest to hide the fact that he stared at me. 
“I didn't know David had a sister.”
“Oh, yeah. That's Blythe,” my brother said, brushing past me to get to the refrigerator. He poured two large glasses of milk in anticipation of cookies.
Alec gave me a smile that took my breath away. My blush climbed all the way to the roots of my blonde hair.
Oblivious to anyone else, distracted by all the hot chocolate chip cookies, David reached for a handful of them, then stopped himself. “Can we have some of these, Alice?” he said, his eyes looking at her expectantly.
“You boys can help yourselves.” She put the glass pitcher of milk sitting on the counter, where David had left it, back into the refrigerator. “But don't spoil your dinner.”
“Yes, ma'am,” David said, diving into the cookies like he had not seen food in days.
“Wow! Chocolate chip cookies are my favorite,” Alec said, joining David at the counter. Reaching around me, he let his arm slightly brush past my waist, snatching one of the hot cookies from the counter where they had cooled.
I spun around in time to see ten of the gooey gems disappear all at once. My brother held the larger portion. Before these two hungry football players finished their pilfering, they would have made it through the entire batch. Unless evasive action was taken fast, all of the cookies would be gone in a few seconds. I wouldn't have a single cookie to give to my father when he came home from work that evening, nothing to show for all our hard work.
I looked at Alice pleadingly. She came to the rescue.
“Drink your milk to wash those down before you eat any more,” she said.
Alec watched me as though studying some new oddity. And as I watched him, wide-eyed, devour another cookie whole, he winked at me.
I blinked. I wasn't sure what I had just seen. No boy had ever winked at me before. A strange exhilaration shot through me. I blushed again, this time feeling the warmth spread throughout all five feet of me from my head to my toes.
Before the spell between us was broken, Alec spoke around a mouthful of the still-hot cookies. “How'd you know that chocolate chip is my favorite?”
“Lucky guess,” I managed, laughing now at the picture he and my brother made, ravenous survivors from a deserted high school island.
“Slow down,” Alice said to them. “You'll burn your mouths. Don't they feed you boys at that fancy

OPS/images/First_Forever_hug.jpg
Some loves never die.






OPS/toc.xhtml
		First Forever

		Dedication

		Ten Years Ago

		Chapter 1 You Can Come Home

		Chapter 2 Home

		Chapter 3 Blythe loves Alec

		Chapter 4 Alec loves Blythe

		Chapter 5 Relic

		Chapter 6 Keepsake

		Chapter 7 Farewell

		Chapter 8 So Long for Now

		Chapter 9 Dreams Do Come True

		Chapter 10 Visions of Dances in my Head

		Chapter 11 Accusations

		Chapter 12 Ghosts

		Chapter 13 Apparitions

		Chapter 14 Loss

		Chapter 15 Goodbyes

		Chapter 16 First

		Chapter 17 Forever

		Chapter 18 Truth

		Chapter 19 Reality

		Chapter 20 Pragmatism

		A Note from the Author

		Enjoy this excerpt from Second Chances

		About the Author

		Tina Proffitt’s Books






OPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





