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      Typically not one to take chances, Lucy Badeaux takes the biggest one of her life when she moves to a new town in a different state. The quaint location is perfect. Everything about her job is perfect. Getting away from the drama of her ex-boyfriend hooking up with her stepsister…perfect.

      

      Too bad living next door to hunkiest of hunks, Bryce Morgan, ex-supercross champion, is less than perfect. He mows the lawn at the crack of dawn, talks loudly on the phone about his personal issues, and annoys Lucy to no end with his I’m-too-good-for-you attitude.

      

      When a snowstorm blows in, forcing them in close quarters, the attraction between them flares hot as their misconceptions of one another crumble. But an incident from Lucy’s past refuses to be forgotten or ignored. Will secrets drive them apart or is their near-perfect friendship the perfect setup for love?
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        “Dear diary. Today I met a boy. He stole my heart and won’t give it back.”

      

      

      
        
        ~Anonymous
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          LUCY

        

      

    

    
      The roar from my neighbor’s motorcycle woke me up in the middle of a dream. Not again.

      It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve asked him to keep it quiet. The inconsiderate jerk just ignores my simple requests. Bryce Morgan is unfriendly and predictable too.

      Soon, he’ll get yesterday’s mail just like he does every morning. On some mornings, we’d pass by one another, keeping to our side of the strip of grass separating our driveways.

      His eyes are always bloodshot and watery, probably from partying all night. Mine are dry, and the freezing air stings, making me squint. I ride my bicycle to and from the area’s only hospital, where I work the nightshift as a radiology technician. Being out in the winter elements makes for a less-than-attractive look, but I’m not out to impress Bryce either.

      Unable to fall back asleep, I throw off the covers and march to the window. It’s too quiet. I don’t see Bryce, but what I do see has me breaking out in a cold sweat.

      Strewn out near our shared mailboxes are books loaned to me from my friend, Ellie. And in the pile is my… I grab at my throat. My journal is out in the open, the bloodred cover difficult to miss. There’s a year’s worth of heartache and frustration immortalized on those pages.

      Damn it, my messenger bag must’ve ripped on the bottom again. I’ve patched the bag too many times to count. I’m preparing for the race of my life down the stairs before Bryce decides to check the mailbox when… Speak of the devil.

      He walks out of his garage and heads straight for the mailboxes. I want so badly to squeeze my eyes shut, but I can’t. It’s like seeing two cars make a lane change at the same time right before they crash into each other.

      There’s a slight tilt of his head. I can feel down to the marrow of my bones the exact moment he notices the books.

      His body stills as though it’s syncing with his brain to figure out what he should do next. “Ignore what’s on the ground and get inside to sleep off your hangover,” I whisper. But no… He gets down on his haunches and picks up the books.

      Oh. Hell. No. He didn’t. No. No. No. He can’t read the titles. One, I remember well. Riding Shotgun. Wow, the guy on that cover is hot.

      Fanning my flushed face, I rush down the stairs, yank on my boots, and make my way outside. The books and my journal are gone. So is Bryce. He isn’t in the driveway and his garage door is closed.

      I storm over to his front door and pound on it. He cracks open the door. I try hard not to stare. Mop of dark curls. Deep royal blue eyes. Crooked smile. Bryce is a catch, but he won’t be caught by me.

      I find his overconfident and overinflated ego annoying, not that he’s interested. The animosity had gone both ways since the day I demanded he stop mowing his strip of lawn at eight in the morning. I had just gotten home after working my nightshift, and the noise had disrupted my sleep.

      “Can’t you mow the lawn at a decent hour like a normal human being?” I’d asked, more pissed off than I’d been in a long time.

      He gave me the once over, shrugged, and then went back to mowing the lawn. Yep, there’s no love lost between us.

      “Something I can help you with?”

      I blink, his voice pulling me out of my hate-fest.

      “Hand them over.”

      “Hand what over?”

      Cocky and there’s a twinkle in his eyes.

      “The books.”

      Seconds pass. Every noise is amplified. There are frogs croaking in the pond behind our townhomes. Birds are chirping too loudly for how early it is. Before I resort to crossing my arms and tapping on the porch with the toe of my boot, he hands them over.

      “Where’s the red one?”

      He leans against the doorjamb, arms crossed, looking suave as can be. “For that, you’ll have to work for it.”

      A growl starts low in my throat. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He starts to close the door. Oh, hell no. I stick out my boot. Take that! He raises a brow. I tip my chin. He smiles. My heart pitter-patters. Be quiet, you traitor.

      “Come over tonight, and I’ll tell you.” He shamelessly checks me out from my worn-down, rust-colored half boots to my bedhead. And he didn’t even blink.

      I straighten my posture, pull back my shoulders, and tip my chin higher. I don’t miss the flicker of disinterest in his eyes. So what if he doesn’t find me to his liking? The feeling is mutual.

      “Fine, but it’ll have to be tomorrow night.”

      I don’t wait for him to reply with some smartass comeback. I stomp back to my place, thankful it’s nice and toasty inside. Inside the kitchen, I flip through each book, making sure they aren’t ruined. If they are, I’ll need to replace them. Ellie still prefers to touch and earmark print books rather than read the electronic versions.

      It’s what I love about her. Whether eBook or print, we share a love of reading anything and everything. Someday, when our work schedules are in sync, we plan on starting a book club.

      None of the books are damaged. Thank goodness. I set them down and inspect my messenger bag. Sure enough, there’s a gaping hole in the bottom. I’ll buy another bag, but I won’t let this one go. The bag was a final gift from my father.

      I’m ready to head upstairs and bury myself beneath the covers, hoping sleep will come again, but my cell buzzes.  I glance at the screen.

      Creeper:  Doing okay?

      Eric.

      My mouth goes dry. I can’t draw in enough air. He’s a guy from my past who I’d rather forget. Unfortunately, Eric finds me so unforgettable, he followed me to Easton from Palm Springs.

      His move is innocent enough. Like me, he needed a change. That’s what he’d said in his texts after he dropped the news. He’s in town, permanently. He asked me out. I made up excuses. After the fourth no, he hasn’t texted again until now.

      Eric’s father, my stepdad’s business partner, must’ve told him the news that my stepsister is pregnant with my ex-boyfriend’s baby. What a mess.

      I text back a smiley face. My cell rings. I let the call go to voicemail. Eric doesn’t leave a message. Good. I have nothing to say to that slimeball.

      After what happened with Bryce and then Eric’s call, I can’t return to sleep. I curl up on the couch and turn on the morning news. The forecast calls for snow. My attention drifts to my unused woodburning fireplace.

      Having grown up in the desert, a winter storm isn’t something I’m used to planning for.

      Home. I slide under the blanket. I moved to Easton, a small town in northern Washington state, to get away from my family, but distance isn’t enough to keep them from hurting me.

      I close my eyes and try to forget what happened back in Palm Springs. I can’t. Those memories are written in the pages of the journal my annoying neighbor currently possesses.

      What do I have that Bryce wants in exchange for my book of secrets?

      I burrow under the blankets, their plush warmth lulling me to sleep. The droning of the television helps too. It was a big risk on my part to move away from my family. But the risk paid off. I love how quaint Easton is, love the people I work with. Too bad my neighbor isn’t nicer. It’d make living here almost perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Loud knocking jars me awake. My place is dark and…freezing. Crap. I slept through the day and now it’s evening. Or is it the middle of the night? Why didn’t the heat kick in? It’s cold as can be.

      The knocking comes in faster beats. I throw off the covers and, bumping into the table, I turn on the floor lamp. The lamp’s not turning on. What the⁠—?

      Unbecoming panic claws at my chest.

      “It’s damn cold out here. Open up already.”

      Bryce is on the other side of the door. If my place is arctic, it has to be worse out there. I haul the door open. Bryce is shifting from one foot to the other.

      “The power’s out. I came by to see if you’re okay.”

      I groan. Even in the dark, it’s easy to see there’s white everywhere.

      “Do you have firewood?”

      “Um, no.”

      “An impending snowstorm’s been in the news for the past few days. Didn’t your friends or the people you work with tell you to start prepping as soon as they mention snow?”

      They did, but I didn’t pay attention. I was too distracted by my family’s ongoing drama back home.

      “The power might be back by morning.” His breaths are puffs of air. “Why don’t you come over? I have a fire going.”

      I’m not happy with the idea of spending time with him in close quarters, but what if I use the chance to get back my journal without him knowing? Perfect!

      “Let me grab my things.” I hurry up the stairs and yank on oversized sweatpants and a sweatshirt over my long pajama pants and tank top before heading back down again.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I tug on my boots and shrug on my thickest jacket. After locking the door, I follow Bryce to his place, feeling a smidge of guilt for what I plan on doing once he’s fast asleep. Does he feel any remorse for using my journal for blackmail?

      I hope so. Otherwise, Bryce belongs in the same category as my ex—slimeball extraordinaire. Wait, why doesn’t Bryce just ask me for what he wants rather than resorting to extortion? Unless his ask is dirty.

      My cheeks heat at the idea of any guy other than Eric having dirty, sexual thoughts about me. But I forgot one crucial factor: we don’t like one another.

      Based off that, he might have assumed I’d say no to anything he asked of me. Payback for the times he refused to turn down the music at those parties of his that spill out his front door and onto my driveway. Or how about his loud and personal conversations? I can’t help but overhear him when he’s talking on the other side of the fence.

      There’s also the dirt-biking he does in the back woods next to our townhomes. The racket of the motor is worse than the loud music.

      The reasons to dislike Bryce are abundant.

      Inside his place, I set my cell on the kitchen counter and look around. Bryce’s townhome mirrors mine. Straight ahead is the living room. Kitchen to the left. To the right are stairs leading to the bedrooms. My place has two bedrooms. I use the spare as a studio.

      Oils, pastels, charcoal… I haven’t put anything on canvas for weeks. Instead, I’ve poured my emotions into my journal.

      Bryce motions for me to come sit by the fire. Having taken off my boots and hung up my jacket, I grab a place in front of the flames and stick out my palms. Bryce does the same. I glance sidelong at him. Next to me, he is huge.

      He’s as tall as my ex, at least six feet tall. Unlike Jason’s thick body, though, Bryce is lean. He has the body of an athlete, an ex-supercross star who was injured two years ago.

      Since then, he hasn’t been able to get back into racing again. I feel for him. The phone conversations I’ve overheard aren’t promising. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but his conversations are difficult to ignore when he’s pacing on his back deck while I’m sunbathing.

      “Warm enough?”

      His words pull me out of my thoughts. I nod.

      “Are you hungry?”

      Another nod.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?”

      I smile. With the right person, I can talk their ears off.
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          BRYCE

        

      

    

    
      Gleaming hazel eyes. Deep grooves lining her mouth. Full red lips. Seeing her smile is like a sucker punch to the gut, and I’m reeling.

      I inch back. She shouldn’t affect me. Lucy isn’t my type. I like my women tall with curves in the right places. Lucy doesn’t have enough of both to interest me.

      She moved into the townhome attached to mine in June, and right away we butted heads.

      The hate between us started with my parties, the ones that go all night and into the early morning. She’d asked me to keep the noise down, but I blew her off. The final time she buzzed my doorbell, I handed her my then-girlfriend’s earbuds. Lucy stomped off with her fists clenched against her sides.

      After I broke up with Amy, I tried patching things with Lucy. I even offered her a ride to the hospital where she works on a day it poured buckets. She’d glared and dismissed me with a wave.

      Since then, I’ve steered clear of her.

      It’s now December, and it kills me knowing my path to a sponsorship is as close as next door. Thrown off-kilter by her smile, I stand and grab the flashlight from the mantle.

      “I can’t cook anything fancy without a working oven, so how about Top Ramen?”

      I head into the kitchen. Two, three beats, and nothing from her. Is she alive back there? I turn. She’s close on my heel. We collide, and she tips backward. I grab ahold of her shoulders. She glances up.

      “Thank you. I’m fine with ramen. Need help?”

      “Are you any good with propane burners?”

      “No, but I can open packages.”

      Funny, this neighbor of mine. I look away, hiding my smile. Give a quiet woman like Lucy too much attention and she’ll misconstrue it as interest. I’m not interested. I shine the flashlight in the direction of the pantry. She walks over and opens the door. On her toes, she reaches for the packages on the upper shelf.

      My eyes home in on her straight form. Yeah, there aren’t enough curves for a man to wrap his hands around.

      “Um, the ramen is up high.” She edges out of the pantry. “Do you mind?”

      I move past her and grab the packages. The great thing about ramen is that the noodles cook fast. We take our bowls and eat in front of the fireplace.

      “If you need to check on the restaurant, I can stay here and keep an eye on the fire.”

      “No need,” I say in between bites. “When the snow piled high, I called and told everyone to close up.”

      The people at the restaurant are my second family. Though the restaurant runs on generators, the safety of the people who work there comes first.

      She finishes her noodles in silence and doesn’t make eye contact, but I’m onto her. She wants to search through my place for her red book. No chance she’ll find it. I’m keeping what is clearly her diary close to my heart.

      After we’re done eating, she eyes my empty bowl, the question clear on her face. I hand over mine and shine a light on her path to the kitchen. Candles left over from my ex-girlfriend burn bright on top of the mantle.

      Lucy cleans up the mess left from cooking, and I can’t tear my gaze away. What she’s doing is too personal, something friends do for one another, not a woman who is ready to hunker down for a night without power with a guy she doesn’t know or like.

      We’re strangers.

      But she’s not a stranger to the couple who live in the unit next to her. That old guy, Tom, and his wife, June, somehow got on Lucy’s good side. She runs her mouth off to them about work and family, but more importantly, her stepfather.

      Apparently, Levi Peterson owns a technology company that wants to get its name into the mainstream. Once I heard that, a larger than life idea formed in my head. Why not get her stepdad’s company to sponsor me in the upcoming qualification rounds?

      Two weeks after Tom and June left for Arizona, I hit the send button for my email to Levi Peterson. That moment… Shit, a cold sweat crashed over my body and my gut knotted, but I also reeled from the natural high of the possibility Levi would respond back with a, “Hell, yeah, kid, we want you representing our company.”

      I waited. A week later, nothing. I sent another email and another. Finally, after no responses from the company, I resorted to calling company headquarters in Palm Springs. At, “Hey, I’m Bryce Morgan,” Levi Peterson’s secretary shot me down with a firm, “No, thanks.”

      I didn’t climb to the top of my game by quitting. Sure, it’s crappy to even entertain the idea of using Lucy’s diary to blackmail her into listening to my business proposal, but I won’t let it get to that point.

      I’ll use the power outage and the snow to my advantage to get to know her better and vice versa. If Lucy  opens up more, she’ll realize I’m not the jerk she thinks I am. Then I can ask her to set up a meeting for me with her stepdad.

      “How’s work?” I ask. Work is a safe topic. Safe topics lead to getting to know her better. Getting to know her better equals us being on better terms.

      “Depends on the season. Lots of chest x-rays in the winter and spring when there’s flu and pneumonia. Otherwise, work is good. Excuse me for a moment. I have to let my friend know I’m okay.”

      She taps away at the screen of her cellphone. Excuse me for a moment? Shit, she’s too nice.

      Her brows tug low to her nose. “Huh, that’s…different.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, well, I offered to come in on my days off, but there’s nothing from my boss. Hopefully, they’re okay over there. I don’t want to say the Q-word and jinx them. My coworker, Stephanie, who works tonight is superstitious.”

      “Q-word?”

      Fuck’s sake. I hope she doesn’t think I’m daft with these one-word questions.

      “Um, I’ll spell it out, but don’t you dare say the word out loud. I swear Steph has ultrasonic hearing and spidey senses.”

      This woman… I chuckle.

      “Promise, Bryce.”

      “I promise.”

      “Show me your hands.”

      “Wha-at?”

      “I want to see your hands. Make sure your fingers aren’t crossed behind your back.”

      Grinning, I show her my hands. “Satisfied?”

      “Yep. Okay, here goes. Q. U. I. E. T.”

      I open my mouth.

      She sticks out her hand, palms out. “Don’t you dare say it out loud.”

      I shake my head. “I wouldn’t. What I was going to say is, you’d walk to work in this weather if your boss calls you in?”

      “Can’t really make it through the snow on my bike, but yes, I would.”

      The idea of her alone in the dark and the cold doesn’t sit well with me. Her small size makes her vulnerable. As though she can read my mind, she tips that cute chin of hers.

      “I’m not easy to take down. I’ve taken self-defense classes.”

      “Is that so, Buttercup?”

      “That’s the lamest thing I’ve heard come out of a man’s mouth. Buttercups are tiny yellow weeds. Yellow is my least favorite color and people hate weeds.”

      The words pour out of her, and up on my feet, I saunter toward her. For some unknown reason, I want to understand why one innocent word hardened those soft hazel eyes.

      “You’re right.” I step forward until there isn’t space between us. “Butter. Cup.”

      She shoves past me and claims a spot in front of the dying fire. I follow and, snatching a large piece of firewood from the stack,  chuck it into the fading flame. The fire crackles and flares.

      Staring into the fire, she crosses her legs and rests her elbows on her knees. “My ex used to call me buttercup.”

      The sharpness of her tone stumps me while the urge to pull her into my arms rattles me. I wait for her to say more, but she doesn’t. She’s as still as a stone figure. Inside, though, she’s a living, hurting being. The throb in my right shoulder becomes a welcomed distraction.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      She doesn’t give me a sign she’s heard. Hell, I’ll take anything, including a defiant tip of her chin.

      Frustrated, I grab the flashlight and head up the stairs to my bedroom. Inside the closet, I find the two-person sleeping bag leftover from a camping trip with the ex. Cold seeps into my skin through my clothes the longer I’m away from the fire. On the way out, I grab extra covers and pillows off my bed.

      As I’m juggling the stack of covers and holding onto the flashlight, my cellphone in my back pocket buzzes. That might be the manager from the restaurant letting me know the last of the employees are leaving for the night. I drop everything and check my cell. It’s a text message from my dad. I shove the cell back in my pocket.

      John Morgan returns from his vacation in less than two weeks, and he’s expecting a solid plan from me about my future. I understand what that plan is—ditch the restaurant and concentrate solely on a comeback.

      Lucy waits for me at the bottom of the stairs.

      “I put in another piece of wood. I hope you don’t mind.”

      She drips syrupy words, and at that moment, I dislike my G-rated neighbor. What I need is a woman who can tell me off. Someone that can demand I shape up and stop drinking my life away. Stop riding my dirt bike into the ground as though the devil chased me.

      Instead I get a wide-eyed doll with long black hair and hazel eyes who’ll break under my weight and my words. I snatch everything I’d dropped off the floor and barge past her.

      I unfold the sleeping bag next to the fireplace. It’s only nine, but, “I have an early morning. Crawl in or get closer to the fire.” I keep my back to her.

      Anger isn’t something a man shows toward a woman he eventually needs a favor from. For certain, my temper won’t play me a winning hand. In my current situation, winning is what will fix my tense relationship with my dad.

      “I’ll stay by the fire.”

      Her words are soft and timid. Yeah, Lucy isn’t my type. I like my women loud and confident.

      “Fine. Have it your way.”

      My tone is harsh, and I want to take back the words and apologize, but I’ve already done right by Lucy when I invited her over. There doesn’t have to be an, “I’m sorry for being a damn jerk.”

      Minutes tick by. Her silence is like cold water thrown in my face. Sighing, I meet her gaze head on. I’m not ashamed of behaving like a jerk. She looks back at me with those all-seeing eyes of hers. In their depths, I catch a glint of hurt and…steel will. Her inner strength surprises me.

      “I’m a good listener,” she says in that soft voice of hers.

      A woman who offers to listen to me gripe about my personal failures? I temper the smirk hinting at the corner of my mouth. Someone nice like Lucy can’t understand my struggles. She was probably sheltered her whole life.

      Without a word to her, I shimmy into the sleeping bag and rest back on the pillow with my hands clasped behind my head. Inside the inner pocket of my jacket, her diary presses against my chest. Lucy’s secrets. I glance sidelong at her.

      She’s sitting cross-legged with her knees inches from my hip. The flames flicker and cast shadows on her face. High cheekbones. Full lips. A pert nose. If my grandmother was alive, she’d say Lucy is adorable. If anyone tried to claim Lucy is sexy, I’d laugh.

      “By the way, you don’t look French. You look more Asian.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “Our mail got mixed up when you first moved in, remember?”

      Her eyes go back to normal size. She smiles. “That’s right. What was the mailman thinking? Badeaux and Morgan aren’t similar at all.”

      Exactly. She and I are nothing alike.

      “Badeaux. French. More Asian. You’re good.” The smile doesn’t leave her face. “My father was French, and my mom is Indonesian.”

      She spoke of her father in the past tense. I assume he’s not alive. Death isn’t a safe topic.

      “Do you have family here?” But living family is.

      She shakes her head. “Palm Springs.”

      “Miss the sun?” Did I mention the weather is fair game when it comes to safe topics?

      “No.”

      “How about your family?”

      “No.”

      I scowl. “Can you give me more than a one-word answer?”

      Those deep grooves bracketing her mouth again.

      “I will if you ask me open-ended questions. You were doing great earlier.”

      I chuckle. “That’s fair. Of all the places you could’ve moved to, why Easton?”

      “I like the small community. It’s within walking distance to the center of town and the hospital. If the weather’s bad or I’m running late to work, I’ll ride my bike. And I moved here because of you.”

      “What?!”

      “I’m kidding.” She laughs and the sound echoes off the walls. “I didn’t realize my neighbor would be a cool supercross star. You do something you love, and you’re brave enough to share it with people you don’t know.”

      I can’t stop staring at the deep grooves in her cheeks, or thinking about how pretty she is when her eyes shine.

      “What is it you love, Lucy?” Fuck’s sake, my voice is low and husky, as though I’m turned on. I’m not. She’s not my type. We’re sworn enemies playing nice while snowed in together.

      “I definitely can’t answer that with a yes or a no.”

      She tilts her head and glances up at the ceiling with a whimsical expression. Her tone is light.

      “I love to read, to paint. I love long walks. After spending all my life living in the desert, I love the sound of rain hitting my window. And I love…I love my freedom.”

      “Freedom?”

      “My family is very…” She clears her throat. “They’re different. My father died when I was ten. My stepfather is overly protective. My mother…” She shrugs. “My mother only cares about appearances.”

      She doesn’t elaborate. I want to peel back more of her layers to get to the core of what this “different” is, but there are other things I’d like to know about Lucy.

      “The ex that likes to call you buttercup, is he in Palm Springs? Or did you follow him here then ditched his ass?”

      “Palm Springs. And he broke up with me. I’ll stay up and keep an eye on the fire. It’s the least I can do. You’ve done a lot for me tonight.”

      The hurt in her voice squeezes my chest like a vise. “If you get in, I’ll keep you warm. We won’t need to worry about the fire.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t crawl into anything—bed or sleeping bag—with a man I don’t know.”

      Prude. “It’s going to be a chilly night. You get the sleeping bag. I’ll watch the fire.”
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          LUCY

        

      

    

    
      “I slept most of the day,” I say. “Believe me, I don’t mind staying up.”

      “I’ll stay up with you.”

      I blow at a stray strand of hair. There goes my plan of searching for my journal while he’s sound asleep.

      For the rest of the night, we talk about the most random topics. I’m not clueless. Bryce isn’t interested in me, per se.

      He’s taking advantage of the situation, believing I’ll change my mind about him once we know each other better. I highly doubt my impression of him as an overconfident jerk will change. Once bitten, twice shy. My ex made sure I’ll always remember how he fooled and then dumped me. Again, what do I have that Bryce wants so badly?

      Then again, if I understand him better, I’ll dislike him less for holding my journal hostage. He’s my neighbor and might be for a long time. Why not look at this chance as a good second beginning for us?

      We jump from must-visit places to avoid-at-all-costs foods to movies.

      “Seriously, it doesn’t surprise me that the Mad Max movies are your favorites,” I say.

      Forget Mel Gibson. I’d rather see a kick-ass Bryce Morgan take on a wasteland future. He would look smoking hot clad in a body-hugging motorcycle get-up.

      “What’s yours?”

      “There’s too many. Go by themes,” I suggest.

      “Sci Fi.”

      “The newer Star Trek movies.”

      “Superhero.”

      “Thor. He’s to die for.”

      Bryce laughs. “Epic.”

      “Lord of the Rings.”

      “Slasher.”

      I cover my eyes. Shake my head. “Not a favorite.”

      “Chick flick.” Low voice. Teasing lilt.

      I fan my fingers. Peer at him. “Easy. Pride and Prejudice.”

      “Does pride and prejudice separate us?”

      He’s not teasing. His tone is too serious for comfort. I prefer casual and random. The silence stretches on. Dropping my hands from my face, I admit that it does.

      “My first impression of you might’ve been a bit prejudiced.”

      Unfriendly. Inconsiderate. Arrogant.

      Being cooped up together is our chance for a second beginning, but I have too much pride to say the rest. Though I don’t like Bryce, I do like Bryce Morgan.

      How to explain the contradiction to him when I can’t explain it to myself? I’m a self-proclaimed relationship virgin. Why do I have a crush on a guy who drives me to want to pull out my hair one strand at a time in frustration?

      I fumble in the dark for my cellphone and bring the screen to my face. “It’s almost two in the morning. Maybe we should call it a day.” We’ve shared enough.

      “Good idea.” He gets off his elbow and lays on his back.

      I take a spot alongside him in the makeshift bed of covers. Minutes pass and roll into hours. The temperature drops. Resisting the urge to move closer to Bryce’s body heat, I roll onto my side, curl into myself, and tug the blankets up until they cover my nose. Bryce offered the side closest to the fire earlier, but I declined. It’ll be easier to sneak off if I have a clear path to the stairs.

      I’m ready to doze off when I hear the wonderful sound of snoring resounding through his place. Finally. I peel off the covers and slowly rise to my feet. Daylight filters in through the blinds. I’ll have to hurry. Bryce said today would be an early morning for him.

      At the bottom of the stairs, I pace. My journal must be in his bedroom, tucked between a porn magazine and a dirt bike magazine. Where else does a guy keep his stash of dirty reads except at his bedside? Or…the bathroom.

      I check the guest bathroom just in case. No magazines. I stare up at the top of the stairs. To have Bryce read the humiliation and hurt of last year and then judge me afterward when he doesn’t know or understand me… The room closes in on me. My heart thuds against my ribcage. I have to do this. It’s my only chance.

      Before I lose my courage, I take the stairs two at a time and hurry inside the nearest bedroom, crossing my fingers it’s Bryce’s and not the guest bedroom. I hit the jackpot when I spy a stack of magazines on a nightstand next to the bed.

      I sift through the pile. No journal. I rummage through the drawers. An empty bottle of prescription pain medication stalls my search.

      Pain medication. Jason ate those up like candy for an old knee injury. Too bad he wasn’t as interested in me as he was in those pills. When he broke up with me, he said he found it awkward taking me to parties. That I was socially inept—his words—and an embarrassment to my socially sophisticated—again, his snobby words—stepsisters and mother.

      Inept and awkward. He kept saying those words before he dropped the godawful news that turned my world upside down. Jason, the sexy and athletic surgical resident, used me to get to Bella, my blond, beautiful, and outgoing stepsister.

      That humiliation was the final straw. The next day I sent off tons of job applications, receiving a handful of offers right away. After looking at my choices, I picked Easton for the reasons I gave to Bryce.

      I scrambled to make everything perfect for my new place and new life, including buying my first home. Yet when I got here, I settled into my old routine of keeping to myself and not going outside my comfort zone other than the occasional girls’ day out with Ellie and Stephanie or dinner with Tom and June.

      Tom and my grandmother are old friends.

      As a favor to her, he came out of “retirement” and helped me buy my townhome. I doubt he ever retired. He likes his job too much. Tom and June are in Arizona and won’t be back until late June, next year. I miss them.

      With them, I feel comfortable. We often speak of my grandmother, Ines. When I mentioned to Ellie how different it is being around June and Tom, she understood my “inept” and “awkward” ways.

      “Small talk with strangers makes you vulnerable to being judged,” Ellie said. “You don’t like to feel vulnerable or to be judged. June and Tom make you feel neither of those things. They make you feel safe.”

      It was so nice to be understood, I hugged Ellie. Since then, we’ve become closer friends.

      From behind me, I hear a cough. I whirl around. Bryce is leaning against the door frame. He quirks a brow. My gaze shoots to his blue eyes and unruly hair. One word. Gorgeous.

      “You have some explaining to do.”

      Faking nonchalance, I cover my yawn with one hand and push the drawer closed with the other. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t play dumb. It’s not attractive.” He approaches me with long strides. Grasping me by my chin, he jerks it toward him until our eyes meet. “The explanation, Lucy.”

      He’s right. Playing dumb is downright unattractive. “You know exactly why I’m here.”

      He looks over my shoulder, toward the bed.

      “Not that.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Hand over my journal.” Stepping back, I stick out my hand.

      His attention drifts to my palm. With his unwavering stance and the determined set of his jaw, I suddenly realize Bryce isn’t willing to give up the goods no matter how many times I’ll be asking.

      I’m right. Bryce is an arrogant, unfriendly, and inconsiderate jerk. Frustrated with him and annoyed with myself for letting him get away with his behavior—for now—I grab him by the back of the neck, bring him down to my level, and press my mouth over his.

      Jason’s words ripple through my mind—inept, awkward, lifeless between the sheets. Desperation sears me, and I cling to Bryce, trying to tease open his mouth with my tongue. He doesn’t budge for me.

      Embarrassed, humiliated, and crushed, I let go, stammering, “I-I’m sorry.”

      The pity on his face threatens to undo me. My ex is right. Oh, god, Jason is so right. I barge past him. Bryce grabs ahold of my arm. I yank free from his grasp.

      “It was stupid of me to kiss you.” My voice shakes, and I hate myself for it. So pathetic. Fists clenched at my sides, I face him.

      The pity hasn’t disappeared.

      Fine, let him keep the journal.

      I’m not ready to bargain with him anyway. When I’m stronger, I will.

      “You’re too good for me. I get that. From now on, have your conversations inside and keep your windows closed. I don’t need to hear about your drinking and womanizing.”

      I pivot and storm down the stairs. He follows. At the bottom of the stairs, I face him. No clue why. I’m mortified. He’s probably reveling in my humiliation. We stare at one another. He opens his mouth. I stick out my hand. He gets the message and shuts it. Ignoring his steely gaze, I shove on my boots and rush out of Bryce’s place with my stuff clasped to my chest.

      Screw Bryce Morgan. I don’t need a stranger judging me or for him to make me feel like I’m not good enough. I already get that from my family.

      In our shared driveway, my boots sink into the snow. I let myself inside my place and shut the door. Frigid air blasts my body. I rub my hands together and stare at the fireplace.

      There’s a knock on the door. I have an idea who it is. I squeeze my eyes shut and will the ache in my chest to go away. I’m twenty-five for goodness’ sake. I shouldn’t hurt this badly just because the jerk next door didn’t return my kiss. I’m not the same teenage girl boys refused to go out with for looking “weird.”

      “Go away, Bryce!” I don’t wait for him to say something back. I run up the stairs.

      Inside my bedroom, I change clothes and throw on a heavier jacket. If I hurry, I can make it into town and hang out at the coffee shop. There, I can get hot oatmeal and a yummy raspberry mocha with whipped cream before I stop by the hospital to see if they need me to pull an extra shift.

      I leave for the center of town with my backpack slung over my shoulder. It’s too early to think about what I’ll do tonight if the power doesn’t return, but one thing I’m certain of. I won’t be a burden to Ellie or Stephanie, asking to crash at their places. They have their families to take care of.
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