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White Springs, Tennessee

"You realize, of course, that you were speeding," the police officer said, his arms folded over the broad expanse of his chest. He shook his head, his mouth a firm line. The disapproving expression had Libby squirming in her seat like an unruly child.

She offered what she was sure was a guilty smile. What was the point in arguing? She probably was speeding. She'd flown out of Arkansas like a bat out of hell.

"I know. I’m not from here and I didn’t see the sign until it was too late."

"Oh, in Arkansas the speed limit for driving through a town is eighty-five?" he asked, the deep timbre of his voice dripping with sarcasm.

He lowered his arms and set his hands on open window frame, his fingers long, and tanned.

"I’m going to have to see your license and registration, please."

Libby bit her lip, her nerves threatening to give way to tears. Through the blur she caught sight of his nametag. "Please, Officer Davidson, I don’t have insurance."

"Of course you don’t." He sighed and pulled a pen and notepad from his shirt pocket. "What about a license?"

"I do have that." She leaned back into the car and began rummaging around in her purse. Where was her damned wallet? Where? 

Her heart skipped a beat and a sickening sense of dread made her mouth go dry. "My wallet. It’s gone."

He squatted down before the window and for the first time she got a good look at him. Clean-shaven angular face, straight nose, full lips, and dark hair. Very nice. Now, if only she could see his eyes, but the dark sunglasses kept them hidden. Kept in secrecy what was really going on in his head. But she was sure of one thing. She was looking more and more like a villain. 

"No license, no insurance, speeding. Your ass on fire?"

"What?"

"You seem to be in an awful big hurry. May I see your registration, please?"

She shook her head.

"If I run a check on your plates, what will I find?"

A lump formed in her throat and tears trickled from her eyes. "Don’t do that."

With ease of motion, he put the pen and paper back into his pocket and grimaced. "I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the car." He straightened and pulled open the door.

Libby sat there, her body quivering, petrified. Not missing a beat, he took her by her arm, his fingers strong as they dug into her flesh.

"I haven’t done anything wrong," she protested.

"Put your hands on the hood."

Her body quaked as he patted her down. When his hand skimmed over her thighs and across her buttocks, a strange surge coursed through her and her stomach tightened into a knot.

"What are you doing?"

"I’m taking you into the station," he answered in monotone.

She turned to face him and saw him removing handcuffs from his belt. "You don’t have to do that. I haven’t done anything wrong. I don’t want..."

Davidson grabbed her wrist and spun her around, bending her over the hood. His body rested against the backs of her thighs and again she felt it, the unexpected jolt of excitement.

"What don’t you want?" he asked, cuffing her and pulling her to standing.

"I-I don’t want my boyfriend to find me."

Davidson lowered her into the squad car and removed his glasses. Blue—his eyes were silver blue, but difficult to read.

"You steal his car?" he asked, pointing at the primer gray GTO.

"No."

"He can’t report it stolen?"

"No," she said again, her tears running in salty rivulets down her cheeks. "But if he knows where the car is, he’ll know where to find me."

Davidson blew out a disgusted breath. "Before I take you in, tell me everything and I’ll see what can be done."

"I don't want to talk about it. Please..." She closed her eyes tight at the memory of Dwayne’s latest attack. How could she put what almost happened into words without bawling like a baby?

"I need to know," Davidson coaxed. "I need to be sure I can believe your story."

She nodded, her mind slipping back to the day she knew she had to run. "He thinks he owns me. I told him I wanted out. I didn’t want or need him anymore."

"Go on," he cajoled, his voice no longer stern but softer and sweeter than she would have believed possible. "I’ve heard it all before."

She nodded. "He started sending me flowers at work, calling and hanging up..." Tears stung anew and fell in large drops. Her lower lip quivered and she looked to Davidson for reassurance.

He offered a gentle smile.

"Last week he showed up at my house...he said he knew we could work it out if I'd just talk to him." The chill that ran across her body had her teeth chattering.

The memory of his rage filled face just inches from hers as he pressed her back against the wall flooded her brain. 

"I love you.  I want you back, Libby."

"I can't do this anymore Dwayne. Please just leave me alone."

His eyes narrowed into angry slits. "Are you cheating on me?"

The accusation caught her off guard. They'd been together since high school. He was the only man she'd ever been with. Ever.

"No. I just want to be left alone. Can't you understand that?"

He balled up his fist and pounded the wall beside her head. The force of the blow shattering the thin drywall.

"Stop it!" she shouted, pushing against him. "Get out of my house!"

"You're not leaving me, Libby!" He set his hands on her shoulders and pounded her against the wall. "You're mine! You belong to me."

She fought against him, but he was so strong. Lifting her hands she clawed at him, trying in all ways to get free of his fearsome grip.

"You're mine!" he shouted again, this time his hands wrapping around her neck. "And if you think I'm going to let you go, you've lost your mind..."

"I'm sorry," Davidson said, interrupting her saga. "How did you get away?"

Her jaw bounced and she continued to tremble. "A-A neighbor called the police came and they arrested him. If Miss Northrup hadn't called I'd be dead."

"So you ran?"

"Yes. I had to. You see, Dwayne’s brother is the chief. I knew he’d get out and be back." She shifted her weight. With her hands still cuffed, her wrists ached and she couldn’t wipe away her tears. "I threw some things in a bag and got the hell out of there."

He nodded, as if he understood. But looking at him, she doubted he'd ever run away from anything in his life. "What about your family?"

She shook her head. "My folks left me with my granny when I was a baby. Granny’s been gone for near four years now. And I can tell you, nothing’s been right since."

Davidson knelt down by the open car door and removed a red bandanna handkerchief from his back pocket. Wiping away her tears, he asked, "Where are you heading?"

Raising her head, she looked up at him. "It looks like I’m going to jail."

"No, sweetheart." Davidson winked. "I’m gonna believe you." He helped her out of the car and removed the cuffs. "I may be a fool for doing it but I can’t see risking your life for a little money in the city’s coffers."

"Thanks." She smiled and without thought reached up and touched his arm. Beneath the light fabric of his pale blue uniform shirt, she felt the warmth of his flesh and  a well-toned bicep. When her gaze came to his, she caught a flash of interest and her breath caught in her throat.

"What are you going to do now?" he asked. "You got no money, no I.D., nothing."

"I guess I’ll go back to the place I filled up and hope that they have my wallet. I don’t want to. It’s well over a hundred miles ago."

"You remember the name of the place? You could call. Chances are no one is gonna turn it in. You’re probably pretty well screwed on ever seeing that again."

She felt around her pants pocket knowing he was right but hoping against hope that he was wrong. "I have a receipt." She offered it to him and he examined it.

"What’s your name?"

"Libby Collins."

"Well, Ms. Collins, I’ll call it in and have some folks look into it for you."

"They’ll do that for me?"

He grinned. "Here in White Springs it will be something interesting to do. The occasional speeder is about the most excitement we get in a day." He disappeared into the cruiser and talked into the radio. Returning to where she leaned against the GTO, he ran an appreciative finger over the hood.

"Annie’s taking care of it."

"Thank you."

"What are you going to do in the meantime?"

She scrubbed her hands over her tired face. "I guess I’ll find a nice parking spot outside the police station and wait."

He cocked his head and grinned. "I really shouldn't do this, but I’m off duty ’til tomorrow. What do you think about coming home with me for supper?"

His voice was softer, his manner changed, and as tempted as she was by the offer, she shook her head. "I couldn’t do that."

"Why not? It’s food and a place to wash up before you leave White Springs." He leaned forward and put his mouth close to her ear. "I ain’t a bad sort."

His warm breath caused a delightful chill and for a moment she wondered what he tasted like. He pulled back and smiled. "What do you say?"

"I am hungry."

"I imagine you’ve not had anything better to eat than a day-old truck stop hotdog since you left Arkansas. And as tasty as those things can be, I bet I can do better."

She grinned, something she hadn't done in months and he rubbed her arm. "That’s better. You know you ain’t too hard on the eyes, especially when you smile."
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Chapter 2
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Libby followed Davidson down a winding dirt road and up a short gravel driveway, the entire time wondering what the hell was the matter with her. He could be a mad rapist or a dirty cop who picks up lost women...and yet she trusted him. Despite all the logic, she knew he'd not harm her. And that was a feeling she'd never experienced when she'd been with Dwayne. She’d always half expected Dwayne to hurt her.

Peering through the dirty windshield, a smallish white cottage adorned with black shutters came into view. The front porch ran the length of the structure, screened in and decorated with two rocking chairs.

In the drive sat an emerald green GTO shining in the soft light of the spring evening. The air was moist and the scent of fresh pine from the nearby thicket brought back memories of childhood, safe in the bosom of her grandmother’s love.

Davidson smiled as he exited the squad car and slammed the door. "My castle."

"Nice ride," Libby remarked getting out of her car. "’64?"

"Yes. My baby."

Libby looked at her heap. "Mine’s a ’65. Dwayne thought my clunker had potential."

"Oh." Davidson grinned. "She does." He approached her and set a hand on her lower back. "Come on in. I’ll fix you something cool to drink and you can wash up before dinner."

Libby stood her ground, uncertainty tugging at her throat. "Why are you being nice to me?"

He shrugged his shoulders. "I don’t know. I guess it’s like my momma said, help where you’re able."

"That’s nice," she replied, scanning his face. His eyes were soft upon her, no hint of duty left in them. "Thank you, Officer Davidson."

"You’re welcome, sweetheart." He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek. "My name’s Keith. Now Libby Collins, do you prefer your chicken baked or grilled?"

* * * *
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Libby looked at herself in Keith’s bathroom mirror. Make-up streaked down her cheeks, exhausted circles ringed under her green eyes, and her sandy brown hair was oily from traveling with the car windows down. She shook her head and wondered just how she had allowed herself to become this battered woman. Her grandmother would be so ashamed.

Her stomach roiled and she set her hand atop it to squelch the hunger that demanded to be fed.

"You’ve been on the road less than a day and look at you. You’ll never make North Carolina at this rate." She splashed her face with cool water before rummaging through her bag to find a toothbrush. She could put her hair in a ponytail, wash her face, and feel better, but she thought she’d die if she didn’t brush her teeth.

At the tap on the bathroom door, she jumped, startled by the intrusion and yet knowing it was Officer Davidson out there, she welcomed it. "Yes?"

"There are fresh towels under the sink and help yourself to
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