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HEATHER

I’m stupid to stay. With my ex hanging around, getting too close for comfort, the only thing that makes sense is to go. To run. 

Fighting back seems impossible. Putting roots down and really letting love in feels too risky. 

A job is waiting for me somewhere far away, somewhere safe. I could take off and have a redo. Maybe this time, I might get over the trauma of my past. 

But running from this small town—again—would mean giving up on the one man who seems prepared to fight for me. 

He’ll fight with me, too, but how can I truly know if I’m strong enough to lean on love and survive this threat from my past? 

Roarke

I jinxed myself when I said I didn’t want drama. Between my ex-wife and my troublemaker of a niece, I’m loaded with women causing hell in my life. 

When it comes to the gorgeous woman in the cabin next to mine, though, I try not to give up on her pushing me away. 

No one will tell what’s going on. She won’t open up and explain herself. 

It takes someone getting hurt to prompt her to sharing about what she wants to escape. 

But now, her threat is endangering someone in my life, someone I can’t abandon. 

I never thought I would have to have my heart torn into two.

As much as I want to fight for a future with the woman I want to make my forever, I must decide if I can choose love over the duty to family. 
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Heather

Roarke didn’t react. He didn’t firm his face into an expression of anger. Nor did he smirk and laugh like David used to when I would inform him about a decision I made. 

As if it would always be a joke that I could have control over anything in my life. 

The rugged ranch hand standing to the side from my front door didn’t play any games like that. He wasn’t amused by my declaration. He wasn’t arguing. 

Simply staring, still and immobile as though I’d stunned him with my words, he released a long exhale. 

I was tense, waiting with bated breath for his reaction, for any reaction. I needed to know if I had to dig in harder and convince him of my decision. David had shown me how much I should fight and make a case to get my way—only to never grant me what I wanted. 

I wanted to see if Roarke was at all like my ex, quick to fury with being told something that didn’t align with his wishes. 

“I’m leaving,” I repeated when I couldn’t take the silence anymore. 

Since the moment we met, we were argumentative and combative. That push-and-pull contributed to a lot of sexual tension, but right now, it felt like a void. 

Say something, dammit. 

It ate at me that his reaction would matter so much. His opinions had sunken in too far into my psyche. 

Because I care. I swallowed hard, forcing my throat to work past the emotions clogging it. 

I had come to care about Roarke, but I had to choose to protect myself. 

His niece was with my ex. And that connection couldn’t bode well for me. 

“I’m taking a new job that Janelle heard about.” It was early days yet. She’d only mentioned it to me this week, but I had to consider it as a viable option forward. 

“That’s it?” he finally snapped, moving. His hands came out of his pockets and he flung his arms into the air only to drop them back down. “That’s it? You just got here, and you’re leaving?” 

The frustration in his tone peeved me. 

I didn’t answer to him. If I wanted to come and go, then I damn well would. The freedom to move where I wanted to was just one thing among many that I fought to reclaim after I left David in Chicago. I’d be damned if another man ever tried to tell me where I could be, where I could go. 

“Yeah. You heard me.” I tipped my chin up, defiant. I let the anger and shock at the news about Nevaeh and David fuel me to stay strong. 

“You can’t stay, huh?” he said with too much snark. 

Now, he was mad. His anger was rising to the surface, but it wasn’t taking over him. He was still standing apart, not trying to get in my face and tower over me to intimidate me. He kept his body relaxed yet braced, not trying to raise his fist to me or make a grab for my arm. 

Because he’s not David. 

Roarke is not David. 

That mantra hadn’t changed. I knew they weren’t alike, but the fear embedded my mind wasn’t easy to dismiss. 

Even if the men were opposites, even if I could convince myself that Roarke wouldn’t behave like David had, there was no possible means to erase the connection between Roarke and his niece. They were all connected. A layered web of association had been formed around me, and I didn’t want to stick around and see how soon a noose would tighten around me. 

I shook my head. I couldn’t. I truly didn’t want to stay and be subjected to whatever the hell they were conspiring against me. 

“You can’t stay and see where things go with us?” 

“Us?” I scoffed, pointing my finger between us, marking the several yards that acted as a buffer. “There is no us, Roarke.” 

I got another reaction out of him with that comment. He stiffened, almost as if he’d been struck. If he was counting on an argument to persuade me not to want to go, he should’ve been prepared for me to lash back out. I didn’t know why he would perceive me as a weak thing to push around. Unlike my behavior around David, I’d been firm from the get-go with Roarke, insisting on my space and protecting my privacy. 

He furrowed his brow as though he searched for the words to understand. 

“We had a couple of nights together. That’s it,” I told him. 

My mouth felt funny with that lie. I hated the taste of being untruthful as I bent the reality that I had been learning to accept. 

Just days ago, I was amazed by how much I was letting him in. I recognized my own growth when I considered how much Roarke was coaxing me to lower my guard with him and embrace his support. 

It seemed like a sign of healing. That I was overcoming the trauma of David’s abuse. 

And now I was claiming the opposite, that we didn’t have anything deeper and more meaningful between us. 

I was a hypocrite, but I had to stick with keeping myself safest. I had to prioritize my comfort and security. 

“That’s it, huh?” He rubbed his jaw, looking at the ground. “That’s all we had. A couple of nights. Just sex.” 

I frowned, hating that he wasn’t leaving already. It made me feel worse, like he wasn’t all right with my rejection. I couldn’t matter that much. We hadn’t been together—or close to something like a commitment—for long. 

I was gun-shy. I was damned nervous and scarred and uneasy about the idea of a relationship again. That was nothing to be ashamed of, but I didn’t care for this idea that I would be hurting him by doing what I thought was best for myself. 

“Now isn’t the time to sit down and define what we were doing or what we wanted.” 

“I know what I want,” he bit out, narrowing his eyes. “I told you that I was interested in seeing where things could go between us.” 

I was, too. I opened up to the chance that we could start something. 

“And we did,” I lied. We’d only just begun getting together, and I wasn’t satisfied. I wanted him too, but I didn’t think I could risk it. 

“We did?” he asked, raising his brows. “That was it for you?” 

Please, please don’t fight me on this. 

“That was all you wanted? A good time. A quick fuck. And that’s it.” 

No. When he said it like that, dismissive and cold, that was far from what I dreamed of exploring with him. 

“Is this how it goes with you? You always run when things get tough?” He crossed his arms, glaring at me and giving me no easy out from answering. 

I pressed my lips together to keep from scowling. “You’ve got no right to say such a thing.” 

“I don’t?” 

“You don’t know me.” 

“And it looks like you’re just putting walls right back up so I never will.” 

Tough shit. I needed these walls to be safe and strong. 

“You can’t even try? You don’t want to try to see what we can figure out—together?” 

I tried every day just to survive. To beat down the fears and paranoia. The bad dreams and ugly nightmares. I wouldn’t ever claim to be a poster child of great mental health, but I tried every single day. 

Prioritizing a relationship with him just couldn’t make the cut. Too many burdens and worries weighed me down. Until I didn’t feel threatened by this news that his niece and my ex were getting together, by this development of his niece getting onto my work laptop, the answer had to be a hard no. I couldn’t try to fit him in. I couldn’t trust myself to see the distinction between lust and safety. 

“Just like that, you want to throw away what we’ve shared?” he asked. 

“It’s not ‘just like that,’” I retorted hotly. “This isn’t some wishy-washy idea to go.” 

“Then tell me. For fuck’s sake, don’t I at least deserve a reason why you want to run again?” 

I growled, gritting my teeth. “Don’t act like you know me, Roarke.” I pointed my finger at him, wishing I could jab it into his chest so he could feel a smidgen of the anger and panic charging through me. 

“Don’t stand there and act like you know that I always run—” 

“I don’t know you!” he shouted back, only raising his voice to match how loudly I had. “I don’t know you. You won’t let me in. You won’t tell me fucking anything.” 

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. He was right. But I didn’t have any incentive to lower my guard any further. Not when he would forever be connected to his niece, the troublemaker who was hooking up with my ex. Letting him in or telling him anything about myself or my past would only end up being ammunition he could let her have. Maybe not intentionally, but I didn’t want to air my business at all. 

All I’d intended to do with my return to Burton was keep to myself and manage life day to day. 

“You won’t tell me. You won’t open up—at all.” He shook his head and looked to the side for a moment. “I won’t push. I won’t expect anything from you, but if you’re going to let me think we’ve got a chance of something then just as quickly change your mind, that’s nothing but cruelty.” 

I stepped back, hating that accusation. 

“Be honest, Heather. For fuck’s sake, be honest with me.” 

“I am. I am telling you, honestly, from the bottom of my heart, that this is done. That whatever you wanted to happen between us is over. We never started anything to be over, and I’m telling you that nothing ever will last between us.” 

My heart raced faster as I let that ugly nonsense reach him. Lies. They were all lies, but I couldn’t retreat to explain why I had to be so defensive. 

He held up one finger. “All right. Then I deserve one reason why.” 

Dammit. Why couldn’t he just get pissed and sulk off already? He swore he was done with drama from the women in his life, and I was doling it out in hefty dumps here. 

“I want one reason why you have to run. One reason why you can’t try to stay with me, however you see it on your terms.” 

“One reason?” I ground my teeth. “Fine. I can’t stay and try to have you in my life because your niece is scheming with my ex.” 

He narrowed his eyes, stunned and looking completely lost. “What?” 

“Nevaeh and David.” I nodded, letting my anger boil hotter. “I heard that they’re together. That they’ve been hanging around each other.” 

“You—” He shook his head, holding out a hand as if he needed to pause me from explaining. “What are—” 

“Nevaeh. Your niece,” I snapped. “The only person who could’ve gotten onto my work laptop and messed that data up. I heard that she’s been hanging around my ex-boyfriend who stalked me all the way here from Chicago.”

I licked my lips, letting that bombshell rocket through him. 

“That’s a situation I do not trust. At all.” 

And I’ll be damned if you try to insist I should stay and let anyone take advantage of me again. 
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Roarke

Nevaeh and David? 

I shook my head, not to argue with what Heather told me, but to maybe knock sense into it. I wasn’t telling her no. I was trying to remove the doubt I couldn’t stop. 

My niece and her ex? 

That was a farfetched claim that had no place in her supposed explanation of why she had to leave town again. Of why she had to run from what we were starting. 

“You heard what?” 

I had been afraid of Nevaeh’s name popping up, but not in that context. 

Last night, when Heather told me that she wanted space and instructed me to leave her cabin, I did so without argument. She’d received a hell of a surprise when Janelle called her and said that data had been compromised. That wasn’t a good situation for any bank employee to be in. Then when Heather made a connection that Nevaeh was the only person who’d ever been by her work laptop unsupervised, I feared that could be true. 

It just didn’t make sense. I couldn’t understand why Nevaeh would try to compromise data anywhere. She was a thief. Lying came easily to her. If she were to mess with any files or software anywhere, it’d be to make herself a quick buck. Not fuck up a charity log. 

“Nevaeh, your rude, thieving, teenaged niece. I heard that she’s been hanging around—” 

I shook my head again, holding my hand up higher to quiet her even though I’d just prompted her to answer me. “You heard? You heard that Nevaeh was hanging around with someone. That’s all?” 

“That’s not all!” she shouted, walking up to me. Fury glittered in her green eyes as she narrowed them to slits. “She’s hanging around my ex. Davd. The asshole who—” 

She cut herself off, and I gritted my teeth at being deprived of that description. The asshole who did what? Still, even in this heated moment, she couldn’t tell me anything. She still had to keep me at arm’s length when all I’d wanted to do was help her. 

“You heard that they’re together.” I grunted a weak laugh. “You heard. You mean a rumor?” 

“It’s not a rumor.” 

I crossed my arms. “So you’re saying you saw them together. You saw, with your own eyes, my niece and your asshole of an ex together.” 

“No.” She pushed her lips into a thin line. “No, that’s not what I said. I didn’t see them. I’ve been nervous and on edge to see David since he showed up here, but I didn’t see him with her.” 

“And you’re banking this meltdown or freakout, or whatever the hell you want to call this, on a rumor?” 

“It’s not a rumor,” she argued. “This isn’t fun and games. This isn’t high school or a childish routine of he-said-she-said.” 

“But you just ‘heard’ that they are together. And you assume that must be fact.” 

“No.” 

“Make up your mind, Heather.” I rubbed my jaw. It was already so tense and aching from how fiercely I clenched it. That was how pissed I was. Rumors were more than a pet peeve of mine. So much of the headache I suffered with my ex-wife was from rumors about this and rumors about that. “You said that you heard they were together. And you want to make me think that you’re not assuming anything. Come on. I know you’ve already got it out for her—” 

“I don’t have anything out for anyone!” 

“You probably spent all night working up a case against her with whatever happened to your computer.” 

She growled, gripping her purse strap like she wanted to wrench it off and use it to strangle me. “I wasn’t. There is no arguing the fact that she was the only person who had access to my damn laptop! Stop trying to gaslight me into seeing things how you do.” 

Gaslight? Fuck, was that what David did to her? I wasn’t trying to persuade her or gaslight anything, and I hated that she could accuse me of such. 

“Fine. I’ll give you that. Yes, Nevaeh was by your laptop unsupervised. So is the cleaning person the bank hired who comes in at night.” 

She shook her head. “The bank is under surveillance. They’d be caught on camera if they went on anything.” 

“What about a hack? Someone interfering from fucking Timbuktu? Anywhere.” 

She didn’t retort on that point. 

“You don’t have proof that Nevaeh, specifically, did anything. That’s all I’m trying to point out about that. Yes, she had the means. But that doesn’t necessarily equal immediate guilt.” 

She looked away for a moment only to resettle her glare on me again. “Fine. Fine, Roarke. Fine. You want me to dismiss the fact she could’ve gotten into my work stuff. Fine!” 

I opened and closed my mouth, trying hard not to lash out in this line of the argument. 

“But that doesn’t change the fact that she’s hanging around—” 

“Fact?” I blurted. “Is it a fact? You just said you heard it. A rumor. You can’t tell me that you’re so weak to believe rumors.” 

“I’m not weak, dammit.” 

Okay, I was messing this up. “Then naïve.” 

“I’m not naïve either!” 

Shit. I took a deep breath and tried to steady my temper. She was pushing all the right buttons to make me livid and defensive here, and it was all because I’d deemed her worth fighting for. I didn’t want to see her go. Not just because I was slowly falling for her and caring too damn much about fostering this connection that felt so right between us, but also because she seemed to need the support she was starting to find here. With me. With Todd. With Nance and Fergus at the bank. 

She was fitting in, and based on what Gavin explained about her past, I wanted that for her. I wanted her to have a place to belong—even if it wasn’t with me. If she wanted to stop this between us now, so be it. I wouldn’t force a woman into anything. But I hated the idea of her giving up on being here in her hometown at all, on the run again. 

“You’re trying to tell me that you can’t stay in Burton because of a rumor you heard. You’re willing to put more stock into secondhand knowledge than what you see and know.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“How is it?” I argued. “You hear a rumor and freak out.” 

“No. That’s not what’s going on here.” 

“You just said it. They were your words.” 

She frowned, seeming to consider my perspective, but she was too stubborn to relent. Keeping her chin up high, she shook her head and refused to back down. “You want to harass me about what I see? I saw that your niece was in there near my laptop.” She pointed at the cabin behind me. 

“Did you see her on your laptop?” 

She growled, dropping her head back to squint at the darkening sky. 

“For fuck’s sake, Roarke. What has she ever done to deserve your defense?” 

I had no answer. I couldn’t reply to that honestly. Nevaeh was sketchy. She was shady. She wasn’t untrustworthy at all, so my defense of her didn’t make sense. 

But I couldn’t stop arguing with Heather’s points. If I didn’t stand up and insist she could be wrong, then she’d have no resistance from anyone or anything to stop her from running. 

“You want to talk about what I know?” she challenged, tilting her head to the side. “I know David. I know what he’s capable of. What he does. How his sick, twisted mind works.” 

She had me there. I didn’t know a damn thing about that arrogant jerk from the big city. It seemed that there was nothing to learn about him either. Marty had looked. I’d shelved the idea of getting a PI to investigate him. I didn’t know David or what he could be like, and I wished, so badly, that I did. Regret and disappointment hit me hard with the acknowledgment that Heather refused to tell me about her ex or her past. 

Maybe it was too traumatic. 

Perhaps she was just that independently stubborn not to speak up. 

I couldn’t tell, but her silence aggravated me all over again. 

“I know how David schemes and makes an agenda. He came here, all the way from Chicago, to chase me down to come after me.” 

“If you’re so convinced that he came here to follow you and stalk you, why would you be so quick to think he’s with Nevaeh then? Based on a rumor, no less.”

“Because he can’t be trusted. He does everything with an ulterior motive. Nothing is simple with him and there is always a hidden agenda.” 

“Against you?” 

She shrugged, scowling at the ground. “All I can say is that I don’t trust this situation. I told you what I wanted to do. I explained that I wanted to lie low and not engage with him. That I hoped he’d get bored and leave town. Don’t act like I’m being a moron, or weak, or naïve to dislike the news of your niece getting close with him.” 

Because you think they’re going to team up against you? That makes even less sense. “Nevaeh isn’t close to you.” 

“She was when I was stupid enough to take pity on her looking sick. She was when I volunteered to let her rest at my home.” 

“I don’t understand how that has to automatically mean that she—or he—will try to—” 

“There’s no trying, Roarke. Someone did go on my laptop.” 

“For him?” I furrowed my brow. Nevaeh wouldn’t. Right? 

“I don’t owe you answers, Roarke.” She slashed her hand through the air. “I don’t have to explain shit to you. I’m not comfortable with my ex stalking me or being so near.” 

“Yet you won’t let Marty or the law help.” 

“Because they can’t!” she yelled, shoving her fists down as she locked her arms at her sides. 

“Bullshit.” I shook my head. 

“I—” She closed her mouth and breathed hard through her nostrils. “I don’t have to get into this with you.” 

“Why not?” I shouted back. “Why does it have to feel so good to keep me in the dark? Huh? Why is your first instinct to shut me out?” 

She blinked quickly, looking away. 

“I want to help you, Heather. I’m not the enemy.” 

Why can’t you see that? 

I didn’t understand how she wouldn’t know that, how she couldn’t feel it when we were close. When we lay in each other’s arms. When we closed our eyes and kissed. It made no sense that we could be in sync physically and intimately but so distant mentally and emotionally. 

“She is making herself my enemy,” she bit out. “And he will always be my enemy.” 

“Why?” I asked. “Tell me. Please, Heather. I don’t want to see you suffer and be scared like this.” I took one step forward as my heart banged wildly in my chest. Seeing her caught in panic like this caused me to ache at the injustice of it all. “I want to help but I can’t if you don’t tell me what is wrong. What he did or how I can help—”

“I never asked for your help!” Tears clung to the edge of her lids as she screamed it at me. “I never asked for your fucking help!” 

Retreating at the raw fury in her words, I stepped back once. Twice. I held my hands up, hating that I’d done what I vowed not to. 

I’d pushed her to snap at me. I’d prompted her to lose it like this. 

Seeing her like this, angry and vocal, almost made me want to keep going. That if we let this argument scale higher and tenser, she’d blurt out the big, bad secrets she didn’t want me to know. 

But I couldn’t. 

The damage was done. 

She called Nevaeh and David her enemies, but I was certain she wanted to include me on that list too. 

In a blur, she pushed past me, rushing for her door. 

I didn’t move, watching in stunned silence as she unlocked the door and slammed it shut after herself. 

Hearing the sounds of her cries from inside, I tried to stay strong and know that this fight was both of our faults. Too many miscommunications. Too many secrets on her part. Too much determination to help on mine. 

She cried, locking herself away from me. 

And I’d never hated myself more. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3

[image: ]




Heather

Tears never helped anyone. They didn’t help me when David sedated me and kept me in “our” apartment because he thought I was trying to look at another man. They didn’t change anything when David withheld food from me and shamed me at the offices for being a fat snackaholic. 

Crying didn’t solve a damn thing. They never had. When I was younger and frustrated with the judgments, name-calling, and lack of ever fitting in, tears were a weakness that irritated my parents. It was then that I learned to keep a fine, girding lock on my emotions to avoid letting anyone see how upset I could be. Because no one gave a shit.  

The hot tears that streaked down my face now couldn’t be stopped though. I’d made myself clear. I told Roarke, in no uncertain terms, that I was mad and frustrated. 

But to cry? 

He heard me. 

He saw me. 

It wasn’t vanity that had me rushing inside to hide from him. I simply couldn’t face him any longer. Tears or not. 

I despised that I could be moved to tears from this fight with Roarke. And he was right, on so many counts, where we were concerned. It was our first fight. We were more of a couple than two strangers. And I’d be damned if I admitted either of those to him. 

Eventually, I wiped my cheeks and cleared my throat, willing this stupid bout of tears to fade. It was anger, more than a general state of being upset, that pushed me to break like that. Furious and feeling stuck in that argument, I just wanted to vent. To scream. To let out some of the pent-up pressure in my chest, and I had done so with pathetic tears. 

At least he’s gone now. 

He’d lingered. I knew he had. He’d stepped toward the front door that I’d slammed in his face. His boots crunched on the gravel of the path as he neared the cabin, but I was grateful those sounds now indicated that he was walking away. 

I didn’t have the energy to go another round with him. 

I couldn’t handle fighting him when I had to be defensive in every other way in my life. 

Against David being here. Against the issue at work. Against Nevaeh stirring up trouble however she planned to. 

“I’m not naïve, dammit,” I said aloud as I stood then washed my face. 

Or weak. 

Or stupid. 

He could take those opinions and shove them. If he actually thought those things of me, he didn’t know me at all. 

But wasn’t that his point? That he doesn’t know me? 

I was secretive. I hadn’t told him—or anyone—about what I ran from in Chicago, but his attitude wasn’t encouraging me to open up now. 

I stared at my reflection in the small mirror for another minute and shook my head. 

Enough wallowing. Enough second-guessing myself. I supposed in a small way that I should feel glad that he fought with me instead of reverting to some kind of a twisted mind game. He didn’t employ the same mental warfare that David did. Roarke was patient, if frustrated. Roarke listened, even if he was too confused to connect the dots like I had. 

Because they’re not the same. 

Roarke is not David. 

Still, that distinction wasn’t enough to make me change my mind about him. So long as he’d oppose me about this situation, I didn’t need him making anything worse. 

I left the bathroom and realized that I hadn’t brought my lunch bag in from my car. Spotting Roarke at my front door had put me in combat mode so quickly that other smaller details fell from my mind. 

My routine was to clear out that bag and put the ice containers in the freezer as soon as possible, so after checking out the window that Roarke was gone like I thought he was, I headed out to my car. 

I wasn’t alone though. 

Another vehicle was parked nearby. At the next cabin over, the closest one to mine, was Todd’s old beat-up truck. It wasn’t there when I pulled up to mine. Maybe he’d arrived while Roarke and I were arguing. I hadn’t been paying attention to anything else while we got into that sort of shouting match. 

Regardless of when the older man had arrived, he was still out there. His thick Carhart moved as he dug, seeming to poke along a line near the water meter at that cabin. 

I unlocked my car, and at the click of the fob on the locks, he glanced up. Then again, as I walked toward the driver’s door and opened it, he lifted his head for a moment and looked at me. Once more, after I got my bag out and shut the door, he peeked at me. 

“You all right, hunny?” he asked, keeping his face down as he poked the shovel at the dirt. His hun ya drawl was the same as it was every other time. Casual and nonthreatening. He wasn’t talking down to me, nor was he being cunning and overly sweet. 

He was just Todd. A slight busybody with mild curiosity. 

And there was no chance he was asking that for the hell of it.

I huffed a laugh and walked toward him. “Let me guess. You heard all of...that?” I jerked my thumb toward my front door, indicating where Roarke and I had argued. 

“My hearing ain’t what it used to be,” he replied, leaving the spade in the dirt as he faced me. He set his hand on the top of the handle and leaned on it. “But I reckon I heard ’nough.” 

I sighed, shaking my head and lowering my gaze as I continued to approach him. I hadn’t changed my mind on wanting to be left alone. Seeking him out here and willingly walking toward him went against that plan. But this was Todd. He’d scared David off, and since then, I couldn’t help but view him as a source of support. He was a background person in my life, but even as that, he was a comforting presence. 

“You all right?” he asked again. 

I shrugged, but stopped the motion and shook my head. “No, I’m not. But that’s nothing new. I wasn’t ‘all right’ from the moment I left Chicago.” 

“Hmmm.” He cocked his head to the side as he moved his chew to the other cheek. “Don’t mind me or my observations, hunny, but it sure seemed that before today, you were gettin’ along fine around Roarke there.” 

I shot him a withering glare. “Oh, really?” 

Roarke and I were new, so new that I doubted gossip could be spreading about us hooking up. No one in town could be talking about us being together, and somehow, deep down, I knew Roarke wasn’t the kind of man to kiss and tell. He couldn’t be so stupid to talk about me with his buddies when I’d told him again and again to butt out of my life. 

“Hmm-mmm.” He nodded. “When I pulled up that day when your big-city man—” 

“David is not my man,” I corrected quickly. 

He nodded some more. “Right. Right. I caught on to that bit. But when he was here makin’ you look all mad and scared and nervous, I saw how Roarke was there. Standin’ up for you.” 

I had nothing to say. I wouldn’t argue that. Roarke defending me from David was an implication that something was going on between us. 

“And then when them damn water pipes busted...” He grimaced, picking up the shovel once and pushing it back down to the dirt a little so it’d stick. “Well, I saw you two at his place.” His bushy white brows lifted high. “And I ain’t born yesterday, hunny. A woman’s only at a man’s place like that at night if she’s borrowing a cup of sugar or giving some sugar.” 

A laugh escaped me. It started as a single burst of humor but quickly carried into more. 

He chuckled along with me, infected by the moment. 

“Sugar? That’s what you used to call it back in the old days?” 

“Old days?” He pretended to swat at me. “Ah, you git outta here. Who you callin’ old?” 

I laughed more, almost as if I needed this release, to vent like this, too. And it felt good. 

“Sugar. Sweets. Same old thing.” 

As sex? I eased up, giggling as my laughter faded. 

“And he ain’t the sorta man who’s gonna have actual sugar sittin’ in his kitchen. You know what I mean.” 

I nodded. “I... I do. I do, Todd.” 

“Anyway. What you and Roarke do ain’t my business. It ain’t anyone’s business. But I saw him sweet on you. Treatin’ you well. And unless my eyes and ears are deceivin’ me now, you were sweet on him, too. Why else would ya let him stay at your cabin when his was flooded?”

I sighed and wrapped my arms around myself. “I know. I know.” 
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