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To Scott, for being my hero
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Ten Years Ago

A light tapping sound on her window woke her, though she had only been sleeping lightly since awakening from a nightmare. Pushing aside her comforter, she left her bed to peer out the window. In the darkness outside, she could just make out a figure pacing, and she knew it was him. 

“Blythe,” he half yelled, half whispered to her when she opened her window.

“What are you doing here?” She leaned out the two-story bedroom window dressed in a flimsy nightgown.

“I know it's late, and you'll have to answer for this tomorrow with your folks, but I came to say, I’m sorry about the argument after the funeral. I don’t know what’s got into me. I’m all muddled up since David died. I need you, Blythe.” 

I need you, he had said. She did not know if he meant with those three little words the same need she felt for him, but they made her forget every angry word that had been spoken between them. He had said he needed her, and that was all that mattered. 

Tears stung the back of her eyes. She realized, around the lump in her throat, she would not have to face the rest of this night alone. She knew she couldn't stand burying her brother and losing Alec in the same day. “I'll be right down. Meet me at the kitchen door.”

He stood on the brick patio with his hands in his pockets of his uniform, waiting for her. And then, there she was. The moon lit up the slight mist that fell around his shoulders.

She slipped out of the house without a thought to what she wore.

He reached out for her and held her close, hugging her tightly to his chest.

She shivered in her nightgown.

He slid his uniform jacket around her slender shoulders, and his warmth enveloped her, chasing away the chill that came from deep inside her. 

Blythe had never felt so safe in her life, as she did at that moment. And some part of her recognized the feeling and the man. She knew that from now on, things would never be the same between them again. 

Alec seemed to read her thoughts and held her closer. “Everything’s going to be okay. We’ll make new memories together.” 

He led her to his truck, opening his door for her. He held onto her waist as she climbed in. And when he joined her on the seat, he squeezed her thigh with his free hand, smoothing his way down to her knee.

She shivered in response to the sensual contact. 

He let her know that this was just the beginning when he made his way back up her shapely leg with his hand, stopping only when he reached the V of her thighs. Then he used his pinkie to torture her throbbing heat by lightly stroking back and forth with his little finger. 

Her mind went blank. She clung to him, desperate for his touch, for his love. 

As they drove into the night, neither one knowing where they were going, their thighs pressed together, he simply held her hand. And she felt as if she had been waiting for him her entire life. 

He did not let go of her hand until they finally reached the covered bridge. It sat, unused, not even a part of the road anymore, since the new road had been cut several yards away from it. He reached behind the seat and pulled out his military-issue blanket. 

The full moon was the only light they could see. He spread out the blanket amongst the grove of ancient pecan trees next to the creek. He sat with his back against one of the massive trunks and stretched his long legs out in front of him. He reached for her hand, drawing her down into his lap, and cradled her soft body in his arms.

She settled comfortably between his muscled thighs and closed her eyes, enjoying the cool night and respite from her emotional pain. The mist still fell around them, but they did not notice, sheltered as they were under the thick branches of the tree. 

A tiny puff of air picked up a strand of her long golden hair, tickling her cheek. And Alec, who had been watching her, gently tucked the stray curl behind her ear. Then he let his fingers trail slowly down her cheek until they reached her perfect lips. Taking her chin in his delicate grasp, he waited for her to meet his gaze. “I’m going to make everything okay for you,” he said before he leaned down and placed a tender kiss on her lips.

She had never been kissed by a man, nor felt such passion from anyone until now. “You already have.” There was no way that she could convey the depth of her need, except with her body.

“Blythe?” he asked her simply.

“Yes, I want you to make love to me,” she whispered, shocked by the boldness of her own statement.

Alec's reaction was as strong as it was passionate. He leaned down to her again, this time taking her lips in a smoldering kiss that left her breathless. 

As her whole body began to heat from his kisses, she pressed herself closer to him, seeking relief from the torment of her feelings. She reached a tentative hand to touch lightly his chest, experimenting with the feel of his body. She felt his heart beating rapidly beneath his starched dress shirt. 

He grasped her small hand in his and maneuvered her fingers inside his shirt, encouraging her to unbutton the buttons. Her fingers trembled as she forced herself to concentrate on each one. He removed the shirt, revealing the muscled planes of his chest. 

Her hands eagerly explored the dips and contours there. Her courage grew when he moaned deep in his throat, and she began to explore the rest of him. 

Taking her mouth in a passionate kiss, he teased and gently nipped at her bottom lip with his teeth, while his hands explored her body. Momentary panic hit her at the thought that her inexperience would be obvious to him. But she quickly forgot her misgivings when his hand reached between her legs. His fingers were gentle and caressing, which only heightened her pleasure. And she relaxed, letting her senses take over. 

When he pulled away from the kiss, he chuckled, pleased at the look of pleasure on her beautiful face. “Blythe, I've wanted you for so long,” he said, rubbing the pad of his thumb across her bottom lip. “I want to make this last.”

She smiled, taking his index finger into her mouth. 

He watched her, his desire growing stronger with each flick of her tongue. Then he caressed her thigh with one hand, lifting her nightdress. He kissed one breast and then the other.

Blythe closed her eyes as color exploded in her vision, her whole body flooded with desire. And she still wanted more. She pressed herself against his erection.

And reading her thoughts, Alec gently coaxed her, saying, “Relax, I'll do everything. Let me.” He guided her back onto the blanket, removing her panties and arranging their bodies so that he was positioned snugly between her legs. He rested his weight on his forearms, and pulled her nightgown over her head. His mouth trailed kisses from her mouth down to her breasts where his tongue loved each pink nipple until her soft body was writhing beneath him. Dipping a finger inside her, he found her hot and wet. 

She gasped at the invasion.

“Shh, it's okay,” he whispered. “I won't do anything you're not ready for.” 

“No, I want to feel that again.”

An unnamed emotion suddenly overcame him. He only knew that he would continue to love this woman for the rest of his life. Though he was afraid of scaring her, his need for her was great. Reminding himself to take it slow, he braced his elbows on either side of her, entering her slowly. He moved gently inside her.

Blythe arched her back, seeking more of him. New sensations assaulted her as he filled her body. 

As they moved, their bodies found a rhythm that belonged only to them. 

Tiny moans became soft cries. Finally, afraid she would scream, she held her hand over her own mouth.

“No,” he said, moving her hand away. “I want to hear every sound you make.” As she gave into the pleasure, it was the most beautiful sound Alec had ever heard. The pleasure in his body skyrocketed as her cries set him on fire. He wanted to give her pleasure like this until he could no longer.

Blythe let her body take her into that mysterious space, free of time, she had not known until now. Her core held Alec tight until he could hold back no longer. They held each other as their bodies shook, finally spent. Then, they collapsed and lay in each other’s arms.

The tiny spot of blood on the blanket did not escape Alec's attention, though he said nothing. A muscle worked in his jaw as he sat up, raking a hand over his freshly buzzed hair. This had been her first time, and that knowledge humbled him, though, at the same time, he felt like a god. Possessiveness for this woman, his goddess, swept over him. 

She shivered. What had been a sunny day turned into a cold night. 

He dressed her in her nightdress, all the while thinking of their future. “I need to get you home.” Though the thought of being away from her tore at his heart.

Blythe watched him with fascination as he buttoned his pants, pulled his t-shirt down over his head, and laced up his boots. 

“If you keep looking at me like that, we aren't ever going to leave here.”

“Fine by me,” she said, smiling. “I could stay here forever.”

“Me too, honey,” he said, gently trailing his index finger down her cheek. This was how the rest of his life should be, he thought, Blythe languid in his arms after lovemaking. “There are two things we have to do before we go,” he said. “First, you have to promise me something.”

“Anything,” Blythe whispered.

“You have to promise to write to me while I'm in the desert.”

“I promise.” 

“Good.” He picked up the blanket, wrapping it snugly around her small frame. “Now, for the second thing.” He took her by the hand, leading her down the dark path to the covered bridge. With only the moon for light, he first retrieved a flashlight from his truck. 

The two of them walked hand in hand until he found just the right spot under the bridge. He handed her the flashlight and pulled out a black pocketknife with a butterfly engraved on the blade. He asked her to hold the flashlight on his knife while he reached above him and carved Alec loves Blythe into the bridge's roof. Now their names would be there forever among all the other lovers' names. He turned to her, pulling the blanket back around her shoulders from where it had slipped.

“Don't ever leave me, Alec.”

He nodded and gently placed a kiss upon her lips.

Though the reason for his return to the States had been to bury his best friend, her brother, suddenly, facing the completion of his tour seemed easier. Afraid that he would scare her away if she knew how strongly he felt for her, he decided to keep his plans of marriage to himself for now. Promising himself that he would tell her as soon as his tour was over, he settled the two of them into the seat of his pick-up truck and took her home. 
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Present Day

Alec Harmon sipped from the cup of black coffee in his hand and winced. He hated the feel of foam cups. Pressing the button to radio his dispatcher, Sarah, he said, “This is Sheriff Harmon. I'm 10-50 on East Main Street.”

“Okay, that’s a—” the older woman said, her cough preventing her from continuing.

“I'm pursuing a speeding vehicle, Sarah—a dark BMW 328. North Carolina plates.” 

“You're on duty tonight?”

“Yes, Ma'am. All night.”

“When you're finished, the ladies at the Unity Church called. They've been baking again and said for you to come by and pick up some brownies.”

“Yes, Ma'am,” he said. It looked like he would have to make peace with the extra pounds he had found since becoming the Sheriff of Fredericksburg. 

“Now you be careful, Alec.”

“Yes, Ma'am.” He switched on his truck's blue light bar. As he accelerated, his ChapStick rolled across the dashboard as he made a left-hand turn. Reaching his long arm across the cab, he snagged it and shoved it into his front pocket where it always stayed. Through the misty rain, he could see Main Street ahead. His marked four-wheel drive pick-up truck’s lights were the only lights on this late at night. He had spotted the speeding car right away as it passed him. Switching on his light bar, he decided not to turn on the siren since that would only serve to wake up his sleeping neighbors. 

~
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BLUE STROBE LIGHTS lit up the dark night all around Blythe. This was all she needed. She couldn’t afford to pay for a speeding ticket right now. She had been so preoccupied that she had not been paying any attention to the speedometer, but being pulled over was the last thing she expected. She was the only living soul on this stretch of the main road that would carry her to her grandmother's home, her new home. And her stomach was growling at her in protest of her choice to skip dinner and keep driving. The lights spinning in her rearview mirror were all she could see, making the outside world seem surreal. She watched as the raindrops trailed one another down her windshield. And as she turned down the Chopin that helped her relax while she drove, the whoosh-whoosh of the windshield wipers was the only sound left.

After what seemed to her a lengthy amount of time, the officer finally got out of his truck and approached her car. She saw a tall silhouette of a man with broad shoulders wearing a dark uniform and a Western-style hat. 

With shaking hands, she pushed the button to put the window down and turned to face him. The water from the car's roof dripped into her lap, and a cold raindrop ran down the sleeve of her cardigan as she handed her license and registration out the window. She was tired, hungry, and now wet. 

The large brim of the officer’s Western hat shielded his face from the rain and from her view. He pointed his flashlight at the papers she had handed him and leaned his hand against the roof of her car. Directing his flashlight at her, he said, “What’s your hurry, princess?”

Her heart skipped a beat at the sound of the deep, silky voice she had never forgotten, and the nickname she had always hated. She opened her eyes, facing the man he had become in the past decade since she had last seen him.

“Born with a silver spoon,” he chuckled, “and from the looks of things, that hasn’t changed much, has it, princess?”

Princess had never liked her nickname and wasn't about to let him “get her goat”, as he used to put it. She had always tried her best not to let him know how much she hated to hear it, but hiding her feelings from him had always been impossible for her. 

“Why did you pull me over?” she said, attempting to hide her annoyance. Copping an attitude with the local sheriff would be a huge mistake. Her father had taught her better than that. 

He turned off the flashlight and leaned down close into her open window. “It's been a long time, Blythe Nadine Alexander.” His tone was mocking as he read her full name from her license.

“Yes, it has,” she said without hesitation, looking quickly down at her hands in her lap to avoid making eye contact with him.

Letting out a long breath, he turned his face away from her. A muscle worked in his jaw, as he seemed to contemplate what to do next.

She cautioned a quick glance at him, just making out his distinguished profile. His features had changed from the young man she remembered. His prominent nose appeared to have been broken at some point. But one thing had not changed. Her fascination with him was still obviously intact, given the racing of her heart.

Turning back to her, he said, “I pulled you over because you were doing well over fifty miles an hour in what is clearly marked a thirty-five zone, princess. Speeding in my town is not taken kindly by me, and I don’t make any exceptions.”

“Your town?” She stared at him in astonishment. 

“My town,” he said. His clean-shaven jaw was set as his deep, blue eyes penetrated hers.

“I don’t expect any favors,” she said, flustered by his steady gaze.

“And you won't get any from me.” Then, hesitating, he added, “But when I realized it was you,” he let out another long breath, “well, I didn’t know it was you until I ran the tag on your snazzy little sports car.” His response held a hint of sarcasm.

“I have every intention of paying for my speeding ticket,” she said, irritated by his haughty manner. This would be her first speeding ticket. Speeding was something she never allowed herself to do. She had not meant to leave Charlotte so late in the afternoon. Her packing had taken a little longer than expected, and her boss had insisted on throwing her a farewell party. 

“There isn’t going to be one,” Alec said flatly, his words broaching no argument. He straightened to his full six feet two inches and stepped away from her car, trying to put distance between them. “Just don't let me catch you doing it again.” He barked out the words impatiently.

It was painfully obvious to her that he was just as annoyed to have been the one who pulled her over as she was at herself to have been speeding in the first place.

Handing her papers back through the window to her, he paused to look at her for a moment before he spoke. “What are you doing back in Fredericksburg? I heard you were getting married. You all planning on moving back here?”

“I already have,” she said. But what she didn’t say was that she had moved back alone.

~
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HE TURNED BACK TO HIS truck, disturbed. After running her tag and realizing it was her, his heart had nearly burst out of his chest.

Inside the dry cab of his truck now, Alec removed his wet hat and let the rain spill over the brim onto the floorboard. She still got to him after all this time. He had sworn to himself that if he ever saw her again, he would tell her to go to hell. 

He raked his fingers through his hair and swore, making a mental note to get a haircut as soon as possible. It drove him crazy like this. 

The peaceful little life he had carved out for himself felt like it had been dumped on his head. He wanted nothing more than to do his job and live his life without reminders of his past. And Blythe was more than just a reminder; she was his past. 

Ten years ago, he had known in his heart that they were about to embark on a lifetime together. He would spend the rest of his life with her, and they would grow old together. But that had all gone to hell. He watched her drive away into the dark night. 

I already have, she had said—not we.

~
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NO ONE HAD BEEN THERE to greet Blythe when she arrived at her new home. Her parents were still in their condo in Bermuda until the end of spring, where they had escaped as soon as Blythe informed them of her decision to cancel the wedding. After informing her father of her plan to move into her grandmother’s old house, he had suggested that she wait to move in until they were home and could help her. But Blythe insisted on doing it all herself. She would not ask for help now. Moving back home was a step forward for her, not a step backward. And this was her chance to make something of her life that was all hers, without her father footing the bill.

Her first day in her new home was officially off to a grand start. Sleep had been elusive last night after her run-in with Alec, despite her exhaustion. Her thoughts kept returning to him, even in her dreams. He had stood over her, looking down as she lay in a grassy meadow, begging for him to return. His muscles strained the confines of his uniform pants and shirt. His heavy-lidded, blue-eyed gaze sent goosebumps skittering all over her body. She could not mistake the passion and deep, male appreciation in those eyes, but as she had reached for him, he had disappeared. Awakening, startled by the realness of the dream, she had lain awake until dawn broke.

A bright, cloudless sky had greeted her after a long night of rain. She stepped onto the covered portico that wrapped the length of the house, and a soft breeze met her, cooling her skin. She walked back through the front door for the hundredth time that morning and dropped another box of her belongings atop the growing pile at the foot of the grand staircase. 

The movers had been there and gone. She congratulated herself on having the foresight to have all of her furniture, what little of it there was, delivered the day before. When she had arrived last night, all of her things were already inside the garage behind the house. The rest of the moving in was up to her now. And just as her father had taught her to do, she was unpacking her bedroom first. That way, she would have a freshly made bed to crash on at the end of what was promising to be a very hard day. 

After unloading another heavy box of books into the library, she was ready for a break. Leaning against the doorframe that led into the parlor, she noticed the brass heat register in the floor. She recalled that as a little girl, whenever she had heard sounds coming from the basement, she had imagined all kinds of monsters and dragons living in the dark below. The griffin sat in the same spot it had always been, in the entrance parlor in the corner of the wooden fretwork. It too was a source of childhood fantasy. Unfortunately, it had caused more nightmares than it had warded off. She held her breath just as she had so many times before as she passed the mythical guardian of the divine. Shivers still went up her spine just looking at its eagle head attached to a lion's body with wings. The eagle reminded her of another ghost from her past—the military pin Alec had given her before shipping off. He had been her hero once upon a time.

She marveled now at the history that surrounded her. Her roots were here in this town, and they ran deep for several generations, beginning with her father's great-grandparents who built the old house. Even the wooden handrail of the grand staircase had its own stories to tell. As she passed, she ran a hand along its worn surface, smooth from over a century of hands touching it. 

Her great-grandfather, an only child, had had the Queen Anne-style home built for his bride. Here she could entertain friends and shop. Because the train made regular stops right here in Fredericksburg, a variety of shops were available even as far back as the early eighteenth century. Alexander House was exemplary of everything Victorian and the largest house on the street. Its shining copper turret was the highest point of the house and sat atop the roof like a crown. The balcony seemed to be out of a storybook, where just as in every little girl's fantasy, the knight would come to rescue the princess. She wondered if she had merely projected everything she had wanted to see onto Alec all those years ago. And when things had gone wrong, she had lost faith in the image of her dream. Possibly, she really loved him and had simply not sufficiently trusted herself to let their love be enough. She had been a baby herself then, and she confided in the wrong person and had trusted the wrong person. Instead of trusting herself to know the right thing for her, she had believed the wrong person.

After making herself a cup of tea in her grandmother's china service, she sat down on the settee in the formal sitting room for a well-deserved break. Her grandmother's mantle clock still occupied the same spot she recalled from many summers spent here, in her sleeping bag spread out on the antique rug. Even its little brass key was in the same place, to Blythe's surprise. And when she wound it, it began ticking. Setting it back in its place on the dusty mantle, her gaze settled on the fireplace. She couldn't help but smile as she recalled the Christmases the family spent around this hearth, one of five in the house, and how happy she had felt when her brother had been alive to share them with her.

The sense of loss threatened to overwhelm her as she thought of the mother she had never known, her brother, and now her grandmother, all gone. She mentally shook herself, swallowing the grief in her throat. Her energy was wasted on despair. She reminded herself of the kind of man her brother had been. He would have hated to see her cry for him when he had lived his life on his own terms with no regrets.

Her grandmother had given her this house as a gift. Perhaps she somehow knew how much Blythe would need it one day. And need it, she did. This day marked the beginning of a new chapter in her life. Her independence was worth everything to her now. And if she worked hard enough and focused her attention enough, the bed and breakfast she would create would allow her to realize her dream. 

Now that she knew her own mind, she decided to follow her heart, and her heart had led her home. This house took her back every time she walked through the door. She was home in a real way, and she knew this was where she should be. Her future stood before her now. 

She could not wait to unpack and get settled in so she could inspect all twenty-six of the home's rooms, and all three stories, in addition to the basement and the attic. Everything her grandmother had owned was still in the house and would remain there as treasured heirlooms. And the best part was, if her memory served her well, the attic was full of treasures, and they were all hers to explore.

Taking her teacup outside on the front porch, she examined the exterior of the house. The paint was cracked and peeling around the windows. The daffodils that bordered the sidewalk had sent up their first green shoots, and the azalea buds were just visible enough to let you know what color they would be. Leaning down to peer under the porch steps, she started. 

She had spilled tea down the front of her t-shirt, not that she cared about it, when she heard the loud cry. 

A scruffy, gray cat peered out from beneath the porch. His loud cries were enough to wake the dead. She had never had a cat of her own, and the thought of having one to snuggle with was so tempting, she went inside for something to coax it. With no cat food in the house, Blythe found a can of tuna in the cardboard box marked pantry and carried the smelly stuff out on a paper plate. He acted as if he had never seen food before and showed his appreciation by eating and purring simultaneously. His fur was matted like the grouchy character from one of her favorite childhood television shows.

After watching him eat and groom his fur, she said, “Well, little fellow, you can stay, but some of us have work to do.” She set her teacup on the porch railing and stepped over the furry creature to finish her task of unpacking. This was her house, and she was determined to turn it back to its former glory. “Tonight, it's bath and brushing time for you, Oscar.” She would take him to the vet's office tomorrow morning for a checkup.

Oscar blinked at her and remained on the porch, as if he intended to stay.

She opened the trunk of her BMW, a gift from her father when she had graduated summa cum laude from Salem College. 

The cat watched her make her way back and forth from the vehicle to the house, from his spot on the painted planks of the porch floor. Every once in a while, when she stood still long enough, he would get up to rub back and forth against her jeans-clad legs. 

As she opened each carefully labeled box after another, she found one unmarked. Inside was her red bikini. She had not worn the suit in over ten years, not since that last summer she spent with David and Alec. They spent every day together at the lake, swimming off the boat or riding jet skis. That had been the day she’d thought she’d lost the silver crescent moon from her mother’s charm bracelet.

She could still see Alec as if he were standing there waiting at the edge of the pontoon for her to surface from the water. His image was crystal clear in her mind, and the memory sent goosebumps running all over her. 

To keep her mind off of any more intruding memories, she worked up a sweat, carrying boxes into the house, and she imagined what her days would be like here, gathering fresh vegetables from her garden and collecting eggs from her chickens in the backyard. In the winter, the wood-burning stove could be used to bake fresh bread and to heat the house. She might even keep a few goats and learn to make her own cheese from the milk. She started to whistle, not a song, just a blissful sound. 

~
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ALEC PATROLLED THE historic downtown and pulled his truck onto her street, taking his time and trying not to think about Blythe. His tour in the desert had been nearly complete when he made his plans, fully expecting things to just keep getting better between the two of them. Before his plane left, he had given her his address, and he had not just asked her to write; he had told her to write. All he had had to do was hang on for a few months, then his tour would be over, and he would come back to Fredericksburg and marry Blythe. She was younger than he by several years, but that fact had not stopped his parents from celebrating their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary that year. But things had not turned out the way he had expected them to turn out at all. 

He told himself that driving around Blythe's new house did not mean anything. He had simply not gotten a good look at her last night, and today he just wanted to see her again in the daylight. Curiosity, that's all, he said to himself, besides as the law, it's my job to know the community. 

As he approached the old house, he slowed the truck to a complete stop in front of the picket fence that bordered her front yard. Something about this house drew him in a way he did not understand. 

~
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THE NOON TRAIN GAVE three loud blasts, two short and one long, as it passed her house, blocking out all other sounds. 

Blythe stopped in the middle of lifting a stubborn suitcase to remove the sweatshirt she had added when, from the corner of her eye, she saw a navy blue pickup
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