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      For Tanya

      Thank you for always supporting me and reading my books. I miss your smile, the way you always broke out in song and dance,  your warmth, and love. Rest in peace and power, cousin [image: pink heart]
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            ABOUT BURDEN OF HONESTY

          

          ROSA OAKS, BOOK FOUR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Whoever said honesty is the best policy is a dirty liar…

      

        

      
        Aly Saucer lost her best friend eight years ago. How, you ask? By being honest. She told him not to get married, and he told her to get lost. So, when he comes back to their small town, she has no interest in reconciling with the sexy jerk. Too bad he has other ideas…

      

        

      
        Rafael Myers has a few regrets—especially where romance is concerned. But letting Aly go was the biggest mistake of his life. Good thing he has no intention of letting it happen again. Now, all he has to do is convince her to give him a second chance. And to stop hating him…

      

        

      
        With years of hurt and a ton of unresolved chemistry between them, can Aly and Rafael find the courage to take a shot at happily ever after? Or will the burden of honesty once again destroy them?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      This playlist is made up of songs that inspired this story and others that I was listening to during the drafting and/or editing phase. It cannot be found online at this time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        “You Didn’t” by Brett Young

      

        

      
        “Hate That I Love You” by Rhiannon & Ne-Yo

      

        

      
        “Riding Roads” by Dustin Lynch

      

        

      
        “Naked” by James Arthur

      

        

      
        “Bye Bye” by Mariah Carey

      

        

      
        “You Still Get to Me” by Teddy Swims

      

        

      
        “Someone's Somebody” by Jasmine Thompson

      

        

      
        “Tequila” by Dan + Shay

      

        

      
        “Backseat” by Khalid

      

        

      
        “Follow Me” by Sam Feldt & Rita Ora

      

        

      
        “Breakups” by Seaforth

      

        

      
        “next door” by Amelia Moore, ASTN

      

        

      
        “comethru” by Jeremy Zucker

      

        

      
        “The Hardest Part” by Olivia Dean, Leon Bridges

      

        

      
        “These Days” by MacKenzie Porter

      

        

      
        “Good Old Days” by Macklemore, Kesha

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Aly

      

      

      Nine years ago…

      

      “I need to talk to you.”

      Rafael turned to look at me and my breath caught in my throat. He looked so handsome in his black tux and crisp white button-down shirt. His hair was cut low, and his dark eyes seemed happy. This was the last fitting before the wedding tomorrow.

      “What do you think?” he asked, holding his arms out to the sides.

      “You look good,” I replied. “We need to talk, Rafe.”

      He started pulling the jacket off and hung it on the back of the desk chair. We were in his childhood home in our hometown. He and Molly wanted to have the wedding here, which I totally supported. I just didn’t support him marrying her. I sat on Rafael's bed, something I’d done countless times since we were kids. I watched as he unbuttoned his shirt and slipped it off. His undershirt clung to his muscular torso. I glanced away for a moment. When I looked back, he was hanging up his shirt and jacket. He grabbed a pair of gray sweats and a t-shirt and told me he’d be right back. I looked down at my phone to see that Mark had called and texted. He was a guy I’d been seeing casually since I got home this summer, but it couldn’t be serious since I was headed to Chicago for medical school, and he was already working at the bank here.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s so important?”

      “You’re the one who started stripping and walked into your bathroom. You’re so annoying sometimes.”

      He flashed me a grin while shaking his head. He finally sat in his desk chair once he’d hung up the pants. I took in a deep breath and looked down at my hands resting on the bed. I didn’t know how this would go, but I did know there was a chance this would be the last time I talked to my best friend.

      “Don’t marry Molly.”

      “Why not, Aly?”

      “Because she’s a bitch and she hates me. She’ll make it her mission to keep us apart.”

      “I think you’ve done a good job of that by deciding to go to school in Chicago,” Rafael muttered bitterly.

      “So, what, marrying my archenemy is your way of getting back at me? You know how miserable she made my life, Rafe. How many times I came home crying after something she’d done to me, and now you’re going to marry her.”

      “That was four years ago, Aly. Grow up. Molly isn’t the spoiled mean girl she was in high school. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but I’m marrying her. I love her.”

      I scoffed. He loved the idea of marrying the popular girl who wouldn’t give him the time of day in high school. He was living out a fantasy, which was not the foundation for a good marriage.

      “You two won’t last more than three years, five years at the most. You’re making a huge mistake, Rafael. I’m your friend, and I wouldn’t be a very good one if I didn’t tell you this.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, letting out a frustrated growl. “I can’t believe you’re doing this the day before my wedding. If you really feel this way, then I don’t want you standing up there with me. I don’t want you there.”

      “What? You can’t be serious.”

      “You heard me,” he said in a cold tone I’d never heard him use before. “Do you really feel this way? Are you standing by these feelings?”

      “Of course I am,” I snapped. “You’re making a huge mistake and you’re going to be miserable. She hasn’t changed. She's still the spoiled rich girl she’s always been.”

      “Get out and don’t bother coming to my wedding. I don’t know if I can forgive you for this.”

      Something about his words made me pause. Was he still talking about what I’d said about Molly or was something else bothering him? We’d been friends for a long time, and I knew him better than anyone.

      “Are you okay with me going to Chicago?”

      His face became shuttered and his eyes cast down. “I don’t give a shit where you go, Alyssia. This has nothing to do with that. This is about you throwing my wife-to-be under the bus and telling me not to marry her. I don’t want to talk to you.”

      My anger flared up at those words. “So, you’re truly going to choose Molly over me? The girl who’s always been by your side… for twelve years?”

      “It’s not even a choice. She’s the most important person to me, and my best friend would understand that.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. Who was this guy? I stood and fled his room without a backwards glance. I wasn’t going to let him see the tears that started streaming down my cheeks.
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            RAFAEL

          

        

      

    

    
      My brother left his sons with me for three days, and I’d already managed to fuck it up. Max shouldn’t have been jumping on the bed, and I should’ve been there to tell him to stop. But I got a work call. I was distracted, thinking they were watching TV in their room. I dreaded the call I was going to have to make to Gloria and Caleb. They needed this trip, so I hoped I could convince them to stay in Europe. The door to the exam room opened and I thought it’d be that pretty nurse again. My nephews obviously knew her.

      “Okay, Maxey Waxey,” I heard the familiar voice say.

      Once she turned to face us, she didn’t say anything else, and I could see that she was shocked. I knew there was a possibility of running into Aly tonight—I’d been hoping I wouldn’t. She moved back to Rosa Oaks years ago, and I knew she was working at Saving Grace—the same clinic her father used to own and work at as a doctor. But knowing that and being faced with her in the flesh were two totally different things. Seeing her again was a shock to my system. She was wearing an official doctor’s coat, and her dark, thick hair was in a bun on top of her head. She had on her glasses instead of contacts, but it didn’t detract from her beauty at all.

      “Hi, Auntie Aly,” Max greeted, breaking whatever spell seeing me had put her in.

      “Max, I know you know better than to jump on your bed,” she said to him, and he hung his head.

      “I’m sorry. Landon dared me,” he stated.

      “I did not!” Landon cried, defending himself. “He said ‘do you think I can make it from my bed to yours?’ And then jumped before I could even try to stop him. You have to tell Mom and Dad that, Uncle Rafe.”

      I glanced at Aly. A smile played at the corner of her full lips. She caught me staring and that small smile dropped as she narrowed her eyes a little. This wasn’t going to be a pleasant visit for me.

      “Can you two tell me exactly what happened?”

      She grabbed a metal rolling stool. She adjusted the height before sitting on it and jotted down notes as the boys told her what happened. I felt awful, and I could feel her judging me. But she didn’t say anything to me. The door opened again, and the nurse entered.

      “I’m ready to take Max for X-rays,” Ellen announced.

      “Can I come too, Ms. Ellen?” Landon asked, and she smiled prettily at him, making him duck his head.

      “Of course you can come, bud,” she told him.

      Ellen and Aly helped Max down, and he cradled his right arm. It was a good thing he was left-handed. The three of them left the room. Aly and I were alone for the first time since that day before my wedding.

      “Aly,” I started.

      “Don’t,” she said, cutting me off. “I have to get Max’s arm casted and take care of him. What I don’t have to do is talk to you. I don’t want to hear any of your excuses or apologies. The time for that passed a long time ago.”

      With that, she left the room too. I slumped into one of the chairs lining the wall. That hadn’t gone well. The last time I saw Aly was at her mother’s funeral. Ms. Caroline was like a second mother to me and my mother’s best friend. There was no way I wouldn’t come home for her funeral. It was such a shock to lose her. Aly had been cordial but understandably grieving. She also hadn’t come alone. Her girlfriend was there at the time, and she stayed glued to Aly’s side.

      I pulled out my phone. It was the middle of the night in Paris, so I’d have to call my brother before I went to bed. I doubted I’d sleep tonight anyway. It was fifteen minutes later before Max and Landon were led back into the exam room with the nurse. We helped Max onto the exam table, and the nurse let me know it’d be a few minutes before Aly would join us again.

      I had a feeling if she could avoid seeing me again, she would.

      “I’m Ellen, by the way,” the nurse said, bringing my attention to her.

      “Rafael, but you can call me Rafe,” I replied. “I’m these knuckleheads’ uncle.”

      “The infamous Rafe,” she mused, studying me.

      I wondered what she knew about me. Aly rejoined us before either one of us could say more.

      “You broke it, Max,” Aly announced. “We’re going to have to put a cast on, which you’ll wear for six weeks. You’ll go to your regular doctor, Dr. Crawford-Bates, for follow-up appointments. I’ll let her know what happened, and I’m sure she’ll be in contact to get that set up. Now for the important question: what color do you want?”

      Aly had a grin on her pretty face—one I hadn’t seen in too long—as if she already knew what he’d say.

      “Turquoise!” Max exclaimed.

      “So predictable, dude,” Aly teased.

      “It’s my favorite color. Why wouldn’t I get it?”

      I chuckled. I was happy that he at least had people he knew and was comfortable with tonight since his parents weren’t here. Ellen set up the materials and tools, while I reclaimed my seat along the wall. Aly completely ignored me, and that didn’t go unnoticed by the others in the room. Agreeing to this—taking care of my nephews and spending a month in Rosa Oaks—just became more complicated. Aly lived right next door to my brother’s house. What the hell was I thinking?
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            ALY

          

        

      

    

    
      I wondered whose head I was going to have to bite off. No one thought to tell me that Rafael was back in town. I knew for a fact that Rhiannon knew about this, seeing as Gloria was her sister. I had lunch with them yesterday and none of them mentioned this. It’s what I got for leaving for the weekend. I’d been at a medical conference in Atlanta. It’d been hard to leave Dad behind, but he insisted that he’d be fine with the nurses for two days. I knew that. He was so much better now than he’d been a couple of years ago. But when you’d lost one parent already, it kind of made you hold onto the one you had left even tighter.

      I pulled open the door to RJs Coffee Shop, taking off my sunglasses. I spotted Tatum, Rhiannon, and Maggie sitting at a table toward the back. I had a bone to pick with two of them. How could they let me walk into that situation unprepared? I marched to their table, pulling out the chair beside Tatum. Rhiannon and Maggie glanced at each other, but neither of them spoke. I waited. They acted like they didn’t know what was going on.

      “Really?” I finally said.

      “What?” Rhiannon asked innocently.

      I sighed. “I guess this is how we’re playing this. Fine. Why didn’t either of you tramps tell me Rafael was back in town?”

      “That’s a bit aggressive, don’t you agree, Rhi?” Maggie said, making me narrow my eyes.

      “What did I miss?” Tatum asked. “Rafael is in town? Your ex-bestie? Why?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I told her.

      “Can one of you tell me what happened between those two? I’ve never been able to get the full story out of Aly,” Tatum asked. “If you’re okay with that.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to rehash the story, but maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to hear someone else sum it up.

      “Let’s see if I can condense over ten years of friendship and not make this too long,” Rhiannon started. “Rafe moved to Rosa Oaks with his mom and two older brothers when we were nine. The house that Gloria lives in is where they lived when we were kids, and it’s right next door to Aly’s. They became besties and were basically inseparable from the day they met.”

      “We all kind of thought it’d turn into more, like with Mase and Angie or Caleb and Glo, but it didn’t,” Maggie jumped in. “They were just friends—that’s the story you’ll get out of either of them.”

      “Because it’s true,” I deadpanned. “We were only friends, until he gave it all up for someone who…”

      “Treated you like shit,” Rhiannon finished. “Anyway, things seemed fine with them up until Aly graduated from college. She was Chicago bound, and Rafe was engaged to Molly Reyes—the mayor’s spoiled, entitled, mean, asshole of a daughter. It seemed like Aly was going along with it until the day before his wedding. That’s when she told him not to marry Molly. His response was to kick her out of his wedding, house, and life. They haven’t been friends since.”

      Tatum hugged me. “I’m sorry that happened, Aly. I can’t imagine what that’d be like.”

      “It was hard, but I’m over it now, and I wish he’d stayed in California. So why is he here?”

      “To watch the kids,” Maggie told me.

      “Gloria and Cay needed some time alone. They’re in Europe and won’t be back for a month. It’ll be good for them, I hope. Gloria has seemed cranky and irritable. They’ve been arguing a lot lately. We’ll see what this does for them,” Rhiannon added.

      I’d noticed the strain and tension between those two. Gloria didn’t say much on the matter anytime I asked her if things were okay. Tatum exchanged a look with me, no doubt remembering when she came over last year and we found Landon hiding out on the front porch while Gloria and Caleb argued inside.

      “So this trip is to recapture what they had?” I asked.

      “Exactly. We’ll see how it goes. She’s feeling like she probably started the whole ‘let’s have a family’ thing too soon. She hasn’t gotten a chance to live. Every day is the same, or at least that’s how it feels to her,” Rhiannon explained.

      I could see how it could feel like that. Gloria and Caleb have been together for a while. They had officially started dating when they were freshmen in high school, though. I hoped they could work it out. The door opened again and in walked Molly—Rafael’s ex-wife. Great. She didn’t bother me anymore, and I didn’t fuck with her. We stayed out of each other’s way. I wondered what it’d mean now that Rafael was back. I guessed for the sake of Gloria and Caleb’s relationship I could survive a month living next door to Rafael again. It would suck, but I could do it.

      “Neither one of you have answered my question,” I said. “Don’t think you’ve distracted me.”

      “Yesterday was the first time we’d seen you in days. You looked happy and relaxed. I didn’t want to spoil that with news about Rafe,” Maggie explained.

      “We were going to tell you the next time we saw you,” Rhiannon added. “How could we account for Max breaking his arm?”

      “They have a point,” Tatum said helpfully. “Give them a break.”

      “What choice do I have? Rhiannon’s family, and Maggie comes along with her.”

      “Hey,” Maggie protested.

      I grinned at her. “I was going to go get a coffee, but I’ll wait until you-know-who leaves.”

      Maggie and Rhiannon looked over their shoulders and saw that Molly was standing in the line, looking down at her phone. She was still beautiful and commanded the attention of everyone when she was in a room. Too bad her personality sucked, which greatly diminished her physical beauty.

      “How was it seeing Rafe for the first time in years?” Rhiannon asked.

      “Awkward, and I’m still not over what he did,” I admitted. “I left the room as soon as Ellen left with the boys. I have no desire to talk to him or try to reconcile.”

      “Closure could be good for you, Aly. Get it all out and move on,” Maggie suggested.

      “I’m good,” I stated. “I don’t want to be friends with him ever again.”

      Maggie and Rhiannon exchanged a look. Tatum got my attention, letting me know that Molly was gone, and I took that opportunity to get a break from this conversation. There was nothing between me and Rafael now, and there never would be again. Our history hadn’t meant anything to him when he ended our friendship, and it meant nothing to me now.
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      Twenty-two years ago…

      

      I looked out the window of the backseat. I was ready to get out of this car. Mom turned down a road, came to a stop sign, and made a right. A couple more turns, and we were in a neighborhood that had a lot of kids playing outside. Mom pulled into a driveway. Our new home.

      “Look,” Caleb said, pointing out my window. “She’s pretty.”

      “Really, Cay?” Mom said on a sigh.

      She sounded tired. I didn’t like when she sounded like that, and she had since Dad left.

      “What, Mom?”

      She only shook her head and turned off the car. I watched the girl across the grass. She was sitting in her driveway, writing with chalk. Her thick, dark hair was down and really long. I caught a glimpse of her face when she looked over at the car when Mom opened her door.

      “Why don’t you go say hi, Rafe?” Mom suggested. “Gill can help me take the stuff in the car inside.”

      My sixteen-year-old brother slipped off his headphones and climbed out of the car without saying anything. He was moody. That’s what Mom called it. It was a teenager thing.

      “Can I go too?” Caleb asked eagerly.

      “I don’t care,” Mom said as she left the car too.

      She and Caleb weren’t getting along today. It had something to do with him yelling at her before we left. He was upset that he couldn’t go live with Dad. Gill took the keys and headed for the three stairs that led up to the porch and front door. I opened my door, and Caleb followed me out.

      “I want to speak first,” Caleb stated as we started across the yard that separated our driveway from hers.

      “Why?”

      “I saw her first,” he claimed.

      “No, you didn’t. I saw her first,” I argued.

      He pushed me, so I pushed him back.

      “Rafael and Caleb!” We froze at the sound of our mom’s voice. “If you two don’t knock it off, you’re going to start your stay in a new house grounded for a week. Do I make myself clear?”

      The girl turned to see what was going on, and I groaned. I was being yelled at by my mom in front of her. The grin on her face told me she was enjoying it.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Caleb and I said in unison.

      Mom narrowed her eyes at us before going inside. I turned my attention back to the girl who was now standing. We continued the short walk until we were standing in the grass at the edge of her driveway.

      “Which one is Caleb? And which one is Rafael?” she asked.

      I raised my hand. “I’m Rafael. And he’s Caleb. You can call me Rafe, though. All my friends do.”

      “Cay or Caleb is fine for me,” my brother added, making me roll my eyes.

      “Awesome,” she said. “I’m Aly. I live right here. It’ll be fun to have kids my age to play with right next door.”

      “I think so,” I agreed.

      “Yeah. So what are you drawing?” Caleb asked.

      He always seemed better with new people than I was. I sometimes just didn’t know what to say.

      “Nothing really,” she answered. “Do you want to join me? I have plenty of chalk to share.”

      Before either of us could say anything, we heard the creak of a screen door and looked up. A pretty woman with thick hair like Aly’s stepped outside.

      “Who are your new friends, Alyssia?”

      “That’s Rafael and that’s Caleb. I think they just moved in. Did you know they were coming?” Aly asked her mom.

      “Of course I did, sugar. Margery told me we were getting new neighbors since she sold them the house. Dad’s going to help. He’s just getting his shoes. Why don’t you go get some of those cookies and lemonade for these boys?”

      “Okay, Mommy,” she said. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

      She hurried up the stone steps that led to her porch and disappeared inside.

      “I’m going over to your house,” the woman told me and Caleb. “Just come get one of us if you need us. I’m Ms. Caroline and my husband is Mr. Charlie.”

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Caleb chirped with a charming smile that made me want to roll my eyes again.

      Everyone thought he was so nice and cute. But he could be a big meanie sometimes.

      “How many siblings do you have?” Ms. Caroline asked.

      “We have an older brother,” I responded. “Gill’s sixteen.”

      “Thank you for that information,” she said and glanced back when the screen door opened again.

      A tall, dark-skinned man came out and joined us. We greeted him before Ms. Caroline slipped her hand into his and they walked across the grass to our new house. It was only a few more minutes before Aly reappeared. I hurried to help her with the tray so she didn’t spill anything. She thanked me with a pretty smile.

      “Why did your mom call you ‘Alyssia’?” Caleb asked once we each had lemonade and a cookie.

      “It’s my real name. Only my mom calls me that. And my dad calls me that when he’s angry with me.”

      I laughed a little. Mom only called me by my full name when she was angry too. I liked Aly. She was pretty but also nice. I was glad we had her right next door, and I hoped we became friends. Once we were done with our snack, Aly showed us what she was working on when we pulled up, and we grabbed some chalk to help her finish it.
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