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HEATHER

The longer I stay, the more life seems to settle. After all the hardships and headaches this small town gave me, I want to linger past the end of the year. 

New friendships at work help. Having my privacy and solitude heals me. 

When my ex shows up, proving that I can run but not hide, all the careful peace I’m letting into my life is shattered. 

I won’t be able to move on with him watching me. 

I can’t even breathe with him near.

If my landlord didn’t stand up for me, I would be halfway back to the city, dragged back to that horrible man by now. 

I’m grateful Roarke intervened, but asking him to butt out of my life doesn’t seem to stick. 

Because it’s becoming a lie. 

I want him right here, with me. 

If only I could convince myself that it will last. 

Roarke

I know when to back down. I’m not aggressive by nature. 

Yet, the second I see her scared and locked in panic, nothing will stop me from defending her. No one will talk me out of facing the arrogant stranger who insists that she is his. 

I want Heather to be mine. To fit with me. 

I thought I was done with women, with their drama, but it’s not so easy walking away from this sexy, troubled woman with too many secrets. 

I won’t push. I’ll be patient and approach at her pace. 

It’s bliss when we cave. Our surrender is too raw and real to consider that we couldn’t belong together. 

But her past isn’t staying behind her. When something new, something different threatens her, I’m at a loss for what to believe. 

How can she seem so right for me when fate is determined to yank us apart? 
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Heather

“She’s home right here.” Roarke’s fingers dug into my side, giving a physical sign that he wanted me to stay right next to him. “And she’s not going anywhere.” 

“She’s not?” David sneered, glancing from me to Roarke. 

In all my nightmares, his face stayed the same. Cruel smile. Narrowed eyes. Harsh lines of anger. David Kenning looked like my worst enemy in my mind. My memories weren’t pretty. In the flesh, a couple of feet away from him, I saw once more how sinister he was with that malicious expression. Even worse was his smile. It was never an expression of simple joy. Only a display of wicked intent, of his nefarious moods. 

He grinned now, slowly and smugly at Roarke, and that wouldn’t bode well. I knew what that smirk meant. I’d experienced the agony of seeing this man smile like the bad guy. 

Because he was the bad guy. 

“No,” Roarke said. His voice was calm and clear. Firm and confident. No one would be wise to broker an argument with him, but David didn’t seem bothered. He remained where he was, sizing him up, then looking me over. 

“Heather is staying right here.” 

I’d never intended to be here. This cabin wasn’t what I had in mind when I left Chicago. But since I’d settled in, I couldn’t imagine leaving. Returning to Burton had been a struggle, and it would continue to be one, but I agreed with Roarke’s statement. He had a lot of balls to declare where I should be. This was precisely what I wanted to avoid. Another man calling all the shots. Someone else trying to determine what I should do and where I should be. 

But in this context, he was so damned right that I was tempted to lean against his side and nod. 

I did want to stay here. Maybe not in this specific cabin for good, but my home town was the best option for me at the moment. Perhaps I’d need more time to decide if Roarke was a man I could trust to keep in my life, but he was a solid support who spoke the logic that I wanted to defend. 

I did not belong with David. That was the fate I’d run from. 

And I’d be damned if anyone suggested I should go back to him. 

Never. 

“According to you?” David asked with a nasty snarl. “You think you can decide that she should stay here?” He emphasized a slow look around, as if scorning the rundown scene. “Heather is supposed to stay here, in this dump?” 

“According to her,” Roarke said. “She decided to be here, and that’s where she’ll stay.” 

David tipped his head to the side, narrowing his eyes more. It was a clue of his escalating wrath, and instinct took over. I wasn’t aware of moving. All I could focus on was the basic need to breathe. In and out. In and out. I tried to remain steady in the face of fear, but it locked me down. Stiff and silent. With the roar of my pulse in my ears and the tight vise of my chest feeling too tight, I couldn’t do anything but be a spectator to this nightmare coming true. My body reacted involuntarily though, in some sense of animalistic reflex. I moved toward Roarke, almost tucking myself completely against him as David’s anger scaled hotter. 

“I fail to see who you are to determine her future,” David said evenly. His tone sounded calm, but it was, again, a trick that I’d learned to expect. He balanced himself to project a peaceful patience, but he was livid beneath the surface. I’d lived through it to know it. 

Roarke huffed a deep bark of laughter, almost incredulously. “See if I give a flying fuck about what you see or don’t see. I’m telling you that she’s not going anywhere with you.” 

“Oh. I see—”

Again, Roarke laughed once, a gritty and taunting sound. “See whatever the hell you want, asshole. She’s not leaving with you.” 

David’s lips twitched as he shut them tightly. No one ever cut him off. No one interrupted him. It was an expectation he’d honed over his years of being a lawyer, yet it didn’t seem like Roarke was the kind of man to care about such a mind game like that. 

David exhaled through his nostrils. “Are you trying to tell me what to do—” 

“I’m not trying,” Roarke said. “I am telling you. Get the fuck out of here.” 

David seethed again, his back going straighter as he tried to look down his nose at us. 

I didn’t think it was possible, but my heart beat even faster. My breaths came shorter, and the threat of a dizzy spell overwhelmed me. I hadn’t eaten much today, too stressed to have an appetite. Too many coffees and note a lot of food to help it. I was full of nerves, jittery, and pushed to the ugly edge of panic—again. 

“If you think I’m going to—” 

“I don’t give a shit what you think,” Roarke snapped. “Or what you see. I’m telling you how it is.” 

David’s jaw slid as he ground his teeth again. “You fuck off, asshole. This is between me and my girlfriend.” 

Only now did Roarke turn to me. He did so slightly, not taking his eyes off David. He was keeping himself between me and my ex, like a solid, unwavering obstacle. 

“Is that true?” Roarke demanded. “This is your boyfriend?” 

No. 

No. 

A thousand times no. 

The answer was clear. David was nothing but my ex, and I wanted nothing to do with him ever again. But saying that, in front of him, was too damn difficult of a feat for me to open my mouth and say so. 

Wretched memories came back to me. Those times I’d told David that I was breaking up with him. Those conversations where I suggested taking a break. Each and every time I’d opened my mouth, he’d overpowered me and argued, using his damn lawyer speak and acting like we were on trial. Then, after those instances where I’d bravely spoken up to say that I wanted to leave him, there were “punishments.” Being drugged to sleep too much and miss work, where I’d be stuck at his apartment so he could lecture me over and over again how lucky I was to have a man like him, that I owed him gratitude for taking care of me and providing for him. Then the withholding—of sex, affection, food, even communication. 

The times I’d looked at David in his face and tried to stand up to him had never turned out well for me. 

That was why I ran. That was why I escaped, returning to my home town because I had no idea where else to go. 

“Heather?” Roarke prompted. His tone didn’t hold anger, not for me. Never toward me. He was mad though, at David and this situation, and I couldn’t blame him one bit for feeling like this. 

“Who is this asshole?” he asked. 

“I’m her boyfriend,” David replied, “and it’s time for her to cut out this immature behavior and come home—” 

“No.” It left my lips in a rushed whisper, hot with fear and quietly brave. 

“Hear that, fucker?” Roarke shook his head. “She said no.” 

“I won’t accept that as an answer. I am her boyfriend and I say—” 

“You’re her boyfriend?” Roarke smiled now, a mean, mischievous grin. “Then it would’ve been you licking her pussy yesterday, not me.” 

Oh, fuck. My eyes opened wide and I stammered on with who-knew-what. I couldn’t argue with that claim. I couldn’t lie and tell David he was making that up and I wasn’t in the mood to scold Roarke for saying something like that. Shock pushed me to verbalize something, but I couldn’t manage a single coherent word. 

“Oh, so you’re trying to make a move on my girlfriend?” David sneered. 

“She’s not yours,” Roarke replied.

“Because you think she’s yours now?” 

For fuck’s sake. This male posturing and trying to look like they were bigger and stronger. With every line they volleyed back and forth, they stood taller, chests puffing up, arguing with incensed furies. Like I was a damn thing to be owned. 

“No. She’s not mine,” Roarke growled, staying between me and my ex, “but she’s not some fucking possession for you to order around either.” 

He spoke the truth—what should be the truth, but I couldn’t muster the courage to nod and stick with what he said. There was just no hope. No hope lingered for me to think that another alternative could happen. 

Roarke was stronger. He was leaner, rugged, and not afraid to face another man. 

David wasn’t used to fighting with his fists, but he was no less effective when he wanted to be combative. Against me, he used mental warfare. It didn’t matter though. I’d seen too many episodes that proved how David always got his way. 

He was too sneaky. Too calculating. Worst of all, he knew how to bend and trick the law. If he was foolhardy enough to try to take on Roarke and actually fight him, he’d do so knowing he’d end up immune to the law. He was a damned “good” lawyer, and he never got in trouble with the connections he’d forged. 

It wouldn’t matter that he wasn’t in Chicago. It seemed that he always knew someone higher up, someone mightier to dismiss any issues. 

“Let’s go,” David said, reaching out to grab my arm. “I don’t have time for this.” 

Roarke sidestepped, physically blocking him again. “I don’t have time for you. Fuck off.” 

My stomach tensed, cramping with anxiety. Bile rose up my throat the longer David didn’t leave. The longer he stayed, arguing and facing off with Roarke, the more scared I became. 

Fleetingly, I dreamed of just going. Of running again, of extracting myself from this mess. To go and be gone, far, far from here where David couldn’t see me. Where I wouldn’t see him and witness the ugly snarls of anger. 

The small peace I’d found here was shattered. Here, in my hometown where I’d never been welcome, I lost the hints of solace and serenity I’d lacked in Chicago. 

“Let’s go, Heather!” No matter how many times David reached out for me, Roarke remained there to block him. He tired of trying to get around my neighbor, my ally, and it appeared that he wanted to count on me to move toward him. Expecting me to be obedient and come to him, as though the bonds he’d held over my head were still intact. 

Like I was the meek puppet he ordered to do as he bade. 

Again. 

And again. 

I shivered, wracked with a physical reaction to the supreme threat posed here. Chills gripped me. A clammy sweat coated my skin, and the results of being pinned by David’s furious glare triggered too many recollections I wasn’t strong enough to resist. 

PTSD didn’t recede. I was stuck, trapped in my unmoving body, too tense to think, to rationalize, to speak up. 

“Tell him, Heather,” Roarke urged. “Tell this fucker to leave.” 

I wished I could. I wanted nothing more than to have David be gone. I’d never wanted to suffer the sight of him again. To have to hear the slimy demand in his voice again. 

“Tell this asshole to fuck off,” Roarke said. 

I can’t.

I swallowed, paralyzed in panic and fear, on the cusp of drowning under the swarm of ugly memories. 

I can’t. I’m not strong enough to overcome this. I can’t. 

I couldn’t do anything. 

Tears stung in my eyes as I wished Roarke could understand without me telling him. 

I can’t...

And I couldn’t find the strength to know, deep down, that he could save me, that he’d be the hero I didn’t want to want.

Because I’m not his to save. His help is not mine to expect. 

That would just be repeating the cycle of debt all over again. 
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Roarke

“She’s not going to tell me to leave,” the man said, flicking his blond hair back from his brow like he couldn’t bear to be bothered like this. “She knows she belongs with me.” 

Heather couldn’t. I didn’t see any way in hell that the gorgeous, guarded woman cowering behind me could ever fit with this douchebag. 

If she was willing to return to her so-called boyfriend, she wouldn’t be hiding at my side. 

If she was at interested in being near this guy, she wouldn’t be rigid with fear. 

Even though we’d only had that one incident of intimacy, I couldn’t see how she’d be the kind of woman to fool around with someone else when she was in a committed relationship. 

None of it made sense. 

Heather wasn’t dating this rich-looking asshole. 

She couldn’t be. 

But it seemed like she lacked the backbone to tell him so. 

“I’m going to give you five seconds to get the hell out of here,” I warned, fed up with how scared Heather was. She didn’t seem to think I’d keep her safe. I hadn’t forgotten how doubtful she was when I left her my number and told her that I’d always be available to help her with her safety. 

This was my chance to show her. To prove to her that I wasn’t just talking the talk. I’d walk the walk. If this guy tried to lay a single finger on her, I would physically remove him from this cabin site. 

The punk laughed, smiling. “Oh, yeah? You’re not in charge here.” 

Heather should’ve been the one in charge. She should be the one telling him to get out of here, because I knew that was what she wanted. Until she could snap out of this trance-like fear, I’d take over this situation. 

I lacked the opportunity to do so. 

Tires crunched as Todd’s rusted, beat-up truck rolled to a stop. He braked behind my truck, and through the slightly cracked windshield, I saw him narrowing his eyes with suspicion. 

While he didn’t come out this way often, he had every right to be cruising by. As the official manager of these cabins, he could come and go through here all he wanted. He didn’t. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw him out here, but I was damned glad that he arrived now. 

“For shit’s sake. You’re calling on some redneck backup now?” the man asked. He looked back as Todd got out of the cab. 

The old man didn’t take his stern glare off any of us. Not as he exited. Not as he seemed to hesitate, eying the situation. 

“What’s goin’ on out here?” he called out, right by the truck still. 

I didn’t change my expression once. Tense and defensive, keeping Heather to my side and slightly behind me, I tipped my chin at the guy claiming to be her boyfriend.

“Get lost, old man,” he said, flipping him off before reaching again for Heather. 

I stepped to the side again, letting him drop his hand after hitting it on my side as I blocked her from him. 

“What you say, boy?” Todd asked as he reached into his truck bed. 

He stood facing us with a rifle in both hands. His gait wasn’t the steadiest for a lifelong rancher passing eighty years of life, but he didn’t tremble with that gun in his hands. That firm, no-nonsense glower didn’t falter for one second. 

“What the hell,” the man whispered and stepped back at the sight of a gun. “I said get lost.” 

“You talkin’ to me?” Todd asked as he walked back. “Me?” 

“If you threaten me with a firearm—” 

“He’s not doing anything,” I told him. 

The city boy backed up, off to the side. Hands up, anger mixed with a healthy dose of fear, he shook his head and tried to sound like he was the boss. “You can’t carry that here like that and threaten—” 

Todd walked closer, not stalling for a second. “Threaten?” He scoffed, glancing at me before looking back at the man. “Trust me, pretty boy. You’ll know when I’m threatenin’ you.” 

Reaching us in front of Heather’s open door, he dragged his gaze up and down the blond man in the suit. 

“You can’t come here armed and—” 

Todd laughed, the sound dry and coarse with his age. “You own this property?” 

“No, but—” 

“You renting any a these cabins?” 

“No, but—” 

“Then I suggest you mind ya own damn bizness,” Todd said in his old drawling dialect, “before I demonstrate what happens ’round here when someone comes trespassin’ on the Grand River property.” 

“You can’t—”

Todd moved his hands, holding the rifle up higher. “Says who?” 

“Dammit, fuck. Stop.” 

“Last I checked, I’m the supervisor ’round these cabins, boy. Not you. You wanna repeat the mistake of tellin’ me what I can and can’t do?” He lifted the rifle up and racked the weapon to load a round into the chamber. 

“Hey!” The guy stumbled, backing up to retreat. He fell toward the ground, smacking one hand on the crushed leaves over the dormant grass. “Stop!” On his feet and backpedaling, he held his hands up. “Don’t shoot.” 

“Shoot? You?” Todd turned slightly, pretending to aim the rifle elsewhere. “I ain’t shooting nothing but vermin lurking ’round these cabins.” He narrowed his eyes on the sights, letting the rifle point in the man’s direction. “Then again, I see a rodent awfully close to one now.”

“I’m going. I’m going!” He pivoted so quickly that he skidded again. As soon as he was on his feet steadily, he ran toward a cabin in the distance, where a sedan was parked under the shade of an oak that hadn’t lost its leaves yet. Three times, he glanced over his shoulder. And three times, he nearly faceplanted because of how clumsily he ran. 

“Don’t plan on coming back,” I yelled before he got in his car. 

“Yeah. You ain’t welcome ’round here,” Todd hollered. 

“Fuck you.” He sneered, pausing at the car with the door open. “We’ll see what the cops—” 

Todd stepped away from me and Heather, aiming the rifle at him. “Oh, lookie. I see that vermin again.” 

The car door slammed. Brake lights shone bright as the man threw the car into gear and sped out. Dust flew up in his wake, and with a few clumsy corrections with his too-fast maneuvering on the bumping dirt road, he was out of there. 

As if a switch was flipped, Heather exhaled a long, loud breath. “Oh, thank goodness.” 

I hated how shaky her voice was. That pale complexion didn’t look great either. The woman was shaken, terrified, and nearly dropping to lean against the exterior wall. 

She staggered toward the chair, and I hurried to drag it closer to her so she wouldn’t miss and drop to the ground. 

“You—” She licked her lips and strained to swallow, coming out of her shock and terror. “You weren’t really going to...” Turning her eyes to Todd, she blinked but didn’t lose that heightened alarm. 

“Nah.” Todd pointed the rifle at the trees and pulled the trigger. Nothing but a clicking sound. “It ain’t even loaded.” 

I frowned, watching as Heather’s shoulders slumped. In relief or fear, I couldn’t tell. 

“I jus’ keep it handy in case I do see a feral critter or whatnot.” 

She nodded vaguely, looking at the ground now. 

“But the way it looked, hunny, it seemed that man was giving y’all trouble here.” 

“He claims to be her boyfriend,” I said wryly, biting the words out between the teeth I still clenched. That asshole was gone, but the tension remained tight and wired within me. 

“Oh?” Todd raised his brows. “And he ain’t a fan of you two gettin’ together?” 

“No.” Heather shook her head. “We’re not together. I’m—I’m not David’s girlfriend.” She furrowed her brow at me. “And I’m not Roarke’s either. I’m... I’m not with anyone. I’m living my life the way I see fit and that’s that.” 

Then why the hell couldn’t you tell him that? Why couldn’t you use that hot tone and sass in telling him that you’re not interested? 

“Was he a boyfriend?” I asked.

She had to clarify something. Even if she didn’t, I wouldn’t regret it. I’d be damned if I watched a man try to intimidate a scared woman. 

“Whoever he is,” Todd said when Heather seemed reluctant to answer my question, “if you don’t want him ’round here, you let us know and we’ll watch out for ya.” 

“I’m calling Marty,” I said. 

Heather stood, shaking her head. 

“What? No. You’re not telling me to leave this be.” I narrowed my eyes at her, wondering if she was trying to protect that asshole or what. 

“No, it won’t matter,” she said. Sighing as she walked toward Todd, she swallowed again, as if she couldn’t get her throat to work past all the fear that had her clamming up a moment ago. “Thank you,” she told him seriously. “Thank you for scaring him off.” 

“Anytime, hunny.” 

I exhaled a steady breath as Todd’s hun ya drawled out. 

She was thanking him? Sure, that rifle was a good prop and he looked like someone of authority as the supervisor around here, but what the hell about me? 

Did she not care that I stood up to him for her too? 

Was that just an excusable favor that she could dismiss? 

I was confused about who David was, but I tried not to let all the questions bombard me at once. She wasn’t forthcoming with information. I knew that. I was aware of how she kept her secrets and didn’t want to share—even after I took the initiative to open up to her first. 

But what the hell? 

I’d stood up to that asshole too. 

Stop it. I mentally caught myself from going down a path of being jealous. It was a ridiculous waste of time to want her to show me gratitude when I would’ve stood up for her anyway. It was dumb, wishing she could look at me as her hero, and I hated that I could be that desperate, that hopeful, for her acknowledgement and attention that I’d feel overlooked. 

“Just who is that man, Heather?” I asked, keeping my tone calm and easy. 

She didn’t answer, shaking her head and not making eye contact.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she muttered, turning away. “But...” 

I raised my brows, worried that she still seemed so scared in general. 

“Thank you, Roarke,” she mumbled in a weak whisper before she turned to go inside. She practically bolted, rushing in there and closing the door. 

As soon as she was gone, I let out all the pent-up anger and frustration I’d bottled in. One long, deep sigh left me as I stared at the closed door. 

“The hell was that all about?” Todd asked, patted me on the back. 

“I came home,” I said as I walked with him toward his truck, “and saw her scared, arguing with him.” 

“Hmm. That’s what I saw too. I came out here to check on that water pipe and saw you spitting mad and her terrified.” 

“Water pipe?” I asked. 

He nodded, setting his rifle in the truck bed. “Yeah. Still some kinda issue with that one branch. I gotta check it before it gets any colder and snows.” Looking up at me with his old and wise eyes, he frowned. “You think he’ll be back?” 

I nodded. “He’s determined.” 

“Then I reckon I’ll be chattin’ with Marty too.” 

I clapped him on the back. “I’ll set up some more cameras too.” 

“I’ll do y’all one better. We got lots of trail cameras at the ranch.” He looked at Heather’s cabin. “Let’s use ’em. We look after our own ’round here. It don’t matter that she ran from town once. She’s here now and we’re gonna keep her safe.” 

“I like that sound of that.” 

And I intended to do just that. 

Keep her safe. 

For now. 

If she could ever lower her guard and let me know what the big picture was, then I’d vow to keep her safe for good, too. 

Keep dreaming. 

I doubted Heather would ever be ready to let me in her life and trust me. 

And it stung how much that hurt. 
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Heather

Unsurprisingly, I slept like shit. Seeing David wreaked that much havoc on me. He’d shown up—proving that my eyes hadn’t been playing tricks on me the other day—and with mere minutes in his presence, I was a mess. 

Panic didn’t cut it. Terror was the understatement of the century. I felt a sickening twist of too many ugly emotions, and I had nothing to fight it off. 

While I appreciated Roarke showing up when he did and standing up for me, I knew it was ineffective. Likewise with Todd. It seemed that holding a firearm did the trick, even if it wasn’t loaded and the old man wouldn’t be likely to use it on David. 

Well, maybe he would’ve fired a shot in warning... 

It seemed that old age was a free pass for Todd to act as he pleased. He was generally kind and easygoing, but he sure hadn’t hesitated to step in and intervene alongside Roarke. 

If I hadn’t been in the throes of a panic attack and frozen, I would’ve realized in real time how monumental of a moment that was. A local from Burton standing up for me. It was a stark contrast to my childhood here. Even though I was making friends with my coworkers at the bank, Todd stepping in like that was a clear and bold move that showed me I could be protected and included as one of the town’s own. That someone around here gave a shit to stand up for me. 

Roarke cared. I saw, and felt, that he did to some degree. While that should’ve comforted me, I couldn’t shake off this need to be cautious and aware. 

As I exited my cabin for work, I did so like an owl, damn near rotating my head on my neck in a swivel. David had parked in the distance. That was why I assumed it was Nevaeh walking or biking to my front door. He hadn’t driven up closer to my cabin, perhaps because he premediated that far in advance, thinking of all the variable he could control to ensure catching me off-guard. Because that was the kind of sadistic control freak he was. That was the sort of awful man he could be. 

Now that I knew David was around and probably wouldn’t leave until he got what he came for, I had to be on guard even more than I had been. I had to be diligent in being aware of my surroundings. 

The waiting game of suspense that came with anticipating him popping up in my life was a terrible sensation to experience. Being caught unawares was even worse. 

No one lurked outside, though, but I hurried into my car regardless, eager to just get out of here and be inside a vehicle. Standing in the open made me too exposed. 

On the drive to town, to the bank, I worried about what could happen next. 

Specifically, with Todd. 

Even Roarke. 

If David tried to eliminate Roarke as an obstacle to me, he’d have a hell of a fight. As far as I could tell, and based on the gossip I got from Nance and Fergus at the bank, lots of people liked Roarke. He kept to himself mostly, and it seemed lots of ladies in Burton wanted a piece of him, but no one had anything truly bad to say about him. 

Todd, though, could be a cranky man when he was in the mood. 

What if he presses charges against Todd? 

I could see it now. He’d claim that he aimed the gun at him. Hell, he could make up that Todd fired at him. David was too damned good at twisted stories how he needed them to go. 

Would Marty stand up to David with his bullshit? 

Is there someone higher up in town who’d side with David? 

It shouldn’t seem possible, but I knew how these things went with him. I’d experienced firsthand how David could be slick and get away with anything. 

When I pulled in at the bank, my worries and questions compounded until I felt that I was on the brink of a migraine. And that wouldn’t do. I had to be alert. On top of watching my surroundings. Bracing for another visit from David. 

He found my cabin. Burton was only so large. It wouldn’t take him long to search out where I worked. 

If he doesn’t know already. 

“Damn, girl.” Nance furrowed her brow and raised her eyebrows. “Bad night?” 

I dismissed the irony of Fergus asking me that same question just yesterday when we went to get coffee. He’d mistakenly assumed I looked so sleep deprived because I’d been up all night having a good time. 

Not so. 

“Yeah.” I shrugged as we walked into the rear door at the bank together. 

“Wanna talk about it?” 

I pressed my lips together and licked the inside of the seam. I didn’t. Since I came back to Burton, I stuck, religiously, to keeping to myself. To protecting my privacy and insisting on solitude. It seemed the safest route to getting back on my feet, both mentally and physically, but now, nothing was safe. Nothing could be close to safe when I knew David was in town. 

“Just know the offer stands,” Nance said as she walked through the office spaces with me. She didn’t push. She wasn’t pestering with curiosity. For the first time, I stopped for a moment to realize I’d never had someone like her in my life. My parents had been crossed out as a support system years ago. When I was a kid, I learned the cruel lesson that I didn’t have a family to lean on. That included never having a grandmother. An aunt. Anything. Eric’s mom and dad passed long ago. Our grandparents had passed. 

With Nance, I saw hope of someone older, wiser, and more patient to hear me out. It didn’t matter that she was a coworker. She was a friend. And she’d already proven as a transplant to Burton that she was immune from the biases and prejudices that the locals held against me when I grew up here. 

“It’s my ex,” I said before she could take my silence as a no thank you to talking about what bothered me. 

“Ex...husband?” she guessed as she tipped her head to come to her little office. 

I followed her. I may as well tell her. I started this topic, and it wasn’t like David had to be some kind of secret. He was here. He’d make himself seen and known. Roarke and Todd already saw him, and I doubted they’d keep their mouths shut. Soon enough, gossip would spread and everyone in town would be aware that Heather James’s ex was in town. 

“Hell no,” I said as she set her purse down on her desk. Not once did she look away, giving me her full, undivided attention. 

“I’ve never been married.” I shook my head. “Or engaged,” I added quickly. 

“So an ex-boyfriend.” She crossed her arms, tipping her chin up with such an automatic mama bear look that instantly started to make me feel better about talking at all. “From around here?” 

“No.” 

“From Chicago?” 

I nodded. 

“Hmm. Is he calling or something? Or is it just the memories and whatnot?” She frowned. “Or am I reading this wrong and you just miss him?” 

I almost laughed. I could never, in a million years, miss David. “How are you reading this?” 

She gestured at me. “You look like you’re about to go to war. Or coming back from it.” 

“Sounds about right.” 

She frowned harder. “Which one?” 

“Both. David didn’t handle the break-up well.” 

“Are you the breaker or the breakee?” 

“Breaker. I didn’t actually break up.” Because he never let me say that I was leaving. “I just ran.” 

“Is he abusive?” She roved her gaze over me, as if needing to see the bruises to get even more pissed off on my behalf. 
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