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      He was my longtime crush. My best friend. The guy I thought would stay in my life forever. Rhys Miles. Inky jet-black hair. Intense hazel eyes. Sexy. Reckless. Willowbrook’s own homegrown Supercross star. He was everything to me until two defining moments drove us apart.

      

      When he returns home for his grandmother’s funeral and a snowstorm blows in, keeping him in town longer than he likes to stick around, I grab at my chance to get back what we lost and possibly more. But are we ready to talk about that night?

    

  


  
    
      “So, there’s this boy, and the way he laughs makes me smile, and the way he talks gives me butterflies, and just everything about him makes me happy . . . I love him.”

      
        
        —Unknown
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      A funeral is the worst place for a reunion.

      I keep my head lowered under my umbrella. Otherwise, I’ll stare at the guy standing in front of the casket. Beneath his black suit, his shoulders droop. Chilly rain falls, and I’m unsure whether he keeps his gaze downcast to shield his face or hide his grief.

      Rhys Miles. The guy who hurt me with an insensitive comment during one of the most memorable nights of my life, and a guy I had hurt in return with my own horrible words.

      The minister says a final prayer, and I whisper, “Amen,” in unison with the other mourners.

      I glance a final time at the casket and hurry away. I’m not quick enough.

      “You weren’t invited, Asa.”

      His tone is harsh and gruff. He is right. I wasn’t. I take a deep breath in and face the guy who had meant more to me than the good friend he used to be.

      “I have every right to be here. I loved your grandmother, and she cared about me.”

      Rhys isn’t minding the rain, unlike the other mourners who came prepared with umbrellas. He shoves his hands in his pants pockets and lifts his face to the sky.

      Water drips off his hair and slides down his face, drawing my attention to the drops clinging to his dark and wild lashes, his hazel eyes when he blinks, and the stern line of his mouth as he peers at me.

      Intense. Searching. I tear my gaze away from his and stare at my rust-colored boots. If things were different between us, I would wrap my arms around him, pull him close, and settle my head on the spot over his heart. But our situation is still the same as it has been for the past year. He avoids me, and I try to forget him. It hasn’t been easy.

      After more silence, he yanks his hands from his pockets and leans in close with his arms crossed over his chest, avoiding any possibility of us touching.

      “You might’ve been Jo’s neighbor, and yeah, she might’ve loved you like you were her own flesh and blood, but she damn well knew how I feel about you.”

      How I feel about you. His last words whispered hot on my forehead. Jo might have caught on to why her grandson avoided me whenever he was in town, but she never brought up the touchy topic of Rhys with me.

      “My condolences,” I murmur. “Rose told me what happened. I’m glad she didn’t suffer.” Jo had a heart attack in her sleep.

      I catch a trace of Rhys’s scent through the smell of wet dirt and cool rain. Crisp. Earthy. Undeniably masculine. I inhale a quiet breath. We haven’t been this close since we slept together at a party a year ago.

      Dark room. Ragged breathing. Heat danced across my skin as his large body pressed into mine. Muscular arms cocooning me in place. My hair fisted in his hand. My head tipped up to meet the demands of his mouth.

      The memory is vivid, and my gaze strays to the hollow at the base of his throat, lingering on a spot I had flicked my tongue over. The salty taste of him from our lovemaking is still embedded deep in my memory.

      “I’m sorry, Rhys.” My voice cuts through the silence.

      I’m sorry your grandmother is gone and that I messed up our friendship. I want to tell you the reason I said those hurtful words on the most God-awful day of my life, but I can’t. You’ll hate me more than you hate me now.

      Without another word, he barges past me. Did our proximity affect him as much as it did me?

      The muffler's popping disrupts the cemetery’s quiet and solitude. Rhys drives off in Jo’s pickup truck and doesn’t spare me a glance. His open rejection slices through me. But what did I expect would happen when I showed up uninvited to Jo’s celebration of life? A warm welcome wasn’t it. I deserved every word Rhys said to me.

      I make my way home on a dirt path lined by tall grass. My chest aches. When will Rhys stop hating me? When will I gather enough courage to ask for his forgiveness for accusing him of causing the accident that killed my father?

      Fifteen minutes later, two houses come into view. Jo’s pickup truck is parked in the driveway separating our places. I walk by Jo’s place to get to my small house. Rhys is standing in front of the big-picture window. He looks relaxed, having changed into a pair of low-hung jeans and a black T-shirt that hugs the places I like on a guy. Wide shoulders. Broad chest. Guns for arms. A thick waist.

      I groan. Why does he have to look so sexy and dry to boot?

      He notices me eyeing him and lifts a brow. I stare back. A guy should not have perfect brows or wild, long lashes. And he shouldn’t be staring so hard and with such heat in his eyes at a woman he dislikes.

      How he looked at me confused and turned me on. I squirm beneath his blistering gaze and tuck my hair behind my ear. He follows my movement. My fingers tremble, and it’s not from the cold. I lick my lips, which are chapped from the wind and the cold. His gaze lingers on my mouth, and my heartbeat kicks up extra beats.

      Having stared for too long, I trip over my feet. I grumble and catch myself before I can faceplant. Darn him for affecting me with a scorching look alone.

      Well, I’ll show him he isn’t all that. I straighten to my full height of five feet three inches, pull back my shoulders, and tip my chin upward. I march to my place with one foot in front of the other, fully capable of walking, thank you very much.

      I’m almost there. The spot between my shoulder blades tingles, his eyes boring into me. A few more steps and I’ll be out of his line of sight.

      Just my luck, the wind and rain pick up. My umbrella tilts back, leaving it inside out. Torrential rain drenches my clothes, and strands of my long hair whip into my eyes and plaster across my face. I struggle against the wind and fight with the umbrella. Jo’s door swings open.

      “Issues?”

      “It’s nothing I can’t handle.” I snap shut the umbrella and stomp to my place.

      His laughter follows me, and the bitterness in it isn’t lost on me. Inside my place, I drop the broken umbrella next to the door and head for the bathroom.

      What happened last year continues to divide us. How do I make things right between us again?

      Talk. Confess. Ask Rhys for his forgiveness.

      Easier said than done. If I confess the truth behind my horrible accusation, Rhys will want to understand the reason. That’s just the way he is. Curious. Prodding. Persistent. Annoyingly so. It’s how he was able to break through my reserved shell and become my best friend.

      But Rhys is also reckless.

      Why didn’t he make sure I was the right girl and the one he wanted before he started touching me?

      I strip off my wet clothes.

      He wasn’t the only reckless one that night. Why didn’t I tell him it was me in that dark room? Why did I jeopardize our friendship? Why couldn’t I have given my V-card to someone other than my best guy friend?

      My best guy friend. I hang my head at what a poor friend I’ve been, letting him believe he’s at fault for my father’s death.

      I’ll be the good friend I once was to Rhys and give him the truth. Telling the truth will set us free, right?

      With his forgiveness, I can forget Rhys and finally move on with my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          ASA

        

      

    

    
      After I change into dry clothes and grab my jacket and umbrella, I dart out my door and head into town.

      Ever since the car accident, I have walked or used public transportation unless I am desperate to be somewhere fast or need a friend. I then called my friend Emma.

      She is quiet and likes to play it safe. We get along well.

      The wind and the rain die down. I close my umbrella and let it hang by its strap on my wrist. When I left my place, I noticed Jo’s truck was gone. Is Rhys on his way to see my friend Eve’s on-again, off-again boyfriend, Lucas Montaine? It would make sense. The two are good friends, and Lucas had spent a lot of time at Jo’s place.

      The dirt path soon ends at a sidewalk. I hurry another three blocks before stopping in front of the door to the Magic Pages Café. As soon as I walk inside, the scent of baked goods, freshly brewed coffee, and well-worn books—my three favorite things—greet me. I smile and set my umbrella in the plastic-lined basket next to the door.

      Before I can take off and hang my coat, my boss and BFF pulls me into a tight hug. “There you are. I was beginning to worry.”

      I squirm out of Eve’s hold. “I would have texted I’m on my way, but it’s just⁠—”

      “He’s in town, and all rational thought was kicked to the curb. Is that it?” There’s pity on her face.

      “Don’t, Eve.” I shrug off my coat and hang it on a rack by the door. “I was over Rhys a long time ago. Jo…” A lump lodges in my throat.

      “Aw, sweetie, I’m sorry. That was bitchy of me. I know how much you loved Rhys’s grandmother.” She pulls me in for another hug.

      “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      First, my father died. Then, my mom moved to San Diego. And now Jo. What will happen when Eve patches things with Lucas? Will she move to Ashton? Or how about Emma? Emma has secrets, and I’m keeping mum, but her secrets could have her leaving Willowbrook, too.

      “I shouldn’t go to Oakland.” Eve puts me at arm’s length. “I’ll stay, and we can have a girls’ weekend out.”

      I would never ask my friend to choose me over her family. “Go. Your brother is counting on you to be there.”

      Eve’s brother, Joe, and his wife are expecting twins.

      “If you need to go anywhere, you’ll take my car?” Eve grabs her bag from the shelf below the cash register.

      “You know I don’t drive.” I walked her to the door.

      “It’s not good to hang on to your guilt.”

      “I want to.”

      “Why?”

      “Penance,” I mumble. My refusal to drive is a constant reminder of my role in my father’s death.

      Eve sighs, and it’s deep. “We all make mistakes. Talk to Rhys. He’ll understand.”

      Will he? Or will he be glad a mean-spirited person like me isn’t in his life anymore? I’ve had a year to think about what I said that day. I shuffle after Eve and leave the warmth of the café.

      “Are you sorry for what happened that night?” It was Eve who told me Rhys was waiting for me in the bedroom at that party. But it wasn’t me he was waiting for. It was a big mistake and misunderstanding on Eve’s part.

      “Always, Asa. But is he? Are you? Talk. Hear him out. You two used to talk all the time.”
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