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      Piper

      

      The shrill echo of glass shattering against the cold marble floor had become more of an alarm than my phone. I got out of bed, glancing around at the bare walls and lingering boxes. The end of an era. Well, according to my heavily self-medicated mother, it was the start of something new. I didn’t want to start something new; I wanted to stay here. New York had my heart, it held a piece of my soul.

      Instead, I was forced to uproot my entire life and move to California. Meanwhile, the cause, the reason for my move got to stay. He got to live and breathe the air he was familiar with; he got to walk the roads he already knew and got to pretend nothing had ever happened. Why didn’t he have to start over?

      I sighed, peeling myself out of my bed. My freshman year of college had come and gone. It was every stereotypical thing I could have imagined, except for one thing… well, one person. Instead of going into sophomore year surrounded by my best friends, I was exiled and branded with a Scarlet letter across my chest.

      “Piper! The driver is here!” my mom called through the intercom. Throwing on my black crop top and matching biker shorts, I pulled on the baggy hoodie from Hampton High.

      Wearing my college, well, ex-college sweatshirt seemed… embarrassing.

      “Oh, honey, are you really wearing that?” My mom gasped overdramatically.

      She was already sipping a martini and donning a loose caftan, and I immediately noticed her mascara was smudged into the heavy layers of makeup plastered on her face. Our housekeeper, Martha, offered a sympathetic smile my way as she swept the broken glass away.

      “It’s six a.m.” I pushed past her to grab a muffin and coffee off the counter.

      “Well, sweetie, you know me. My night has only just ended. Besides, I wanted to see you off.” She sunk into the stool next to me, reeking of expensive liquor and the sweat of a random investment banker she met at the elite bars where she spent her nights. Biting into the vegan, gluten-free, sugar-free muffin, I gagged slightly, chasing it down with the steaming hot coffee.

      “I cannot believe my Piper is leaving New York. You really want to move to California?” My mom pushed aside a straggling piece of hair from my face. Instinctively, I swatted her hand away.

      “It’s not like I have a choice. Granted, I wonder what it’ll be like visiting a parent who doesn’t sleep at seven a.m. and doesn’t consider cocktail olives a food group.” Standing, I tossed back the rest of the coffee, hoping it would warm the coldness of my soul. My mom wasn’t even phased by my statement. I mean, it was the truth, and honestly, I think she may have even taken it as a compliment.

      “Piper, your father… Well, just don’t expect much. He’s busy as ever with his movies. But I will say, you should be thankful he got you into Newport University as a transfer so quickly. You know, it’s the best private college in the country.”

      “The best? More like it houses rich kids who can’t handle immersing themselves into the actual world.” I rolled my eyes, slinging my backpack over my shoulder.

      My mother dabbed her mouth. “Well, you tried the whole college experience on your own terms, and look where that landed you. State colleges aren’t for people like us…” My mom stood and placed a small kiss on my cheek. What she didn’t realize is just that, I chose a large state college so I could try not to be… like them. “Honey, I know you don’t think it right now, but all we want is for you to be happy. This is the fresh start you need. It’s time you use your last name to your advantage. In California, hell, in the world, there isn’t a single somebody who doesn’t know who your father, Grant Rivers is. You’ll be protected there. I love you, my little butterfly.”

      I didn’t even know what to say to her. At that moment, she just seemed like a normal mom. Quickly leaning in, I hugged her back before turning away. Before the moment became fleeting, just like the waves in the ocean.

      Our driver was waiting outside in a shiny, black Range Rover, holding the door opened with a giant smile like I wasn’t just some college girl who fucked up. I had lived on campus the past year, but this was my home for my entire life. Seaside in the Hamptons. I rarely visited him. My dad. He was a big-time Hollywood actor in California. Grant Rivers was best friends with every celebrity, he dated supermodels, was idolized by every woman and man out there. Besides the checks and lavish gifts, he decided presents over presence was the way to my heart. Now, here I was, fleeing my home state. My beloved New York because of the catastrophic scandal at New York State College that probably was triggered by some rebellious rich girl issues combined with daddy issues.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I looked through the back window of the car, waving goodbye not just to my home and my mom, but to it all.

      “Bye New York, I really loved you…” I whispered under my breath. 

      

      Roman

      

      “Dude! Get your head out of your ass and into the game!” The sun was searing through the holes of my helmet and into my eyes as I stared at the bright, blue sky. 

      “Calloway! Sidelines, now!” Coach Everett barked at me. I tugged my helmet off and sweat immediately pooled out. A slight breeze rippled, providing solace on this unusually hot day. 

      “Yea, sup, coach?” I grabbed a small cup of water, tossing it down my throat, and filling another to cool my face off.

      “Where is your head, son? You’re looking at the goddamn sky like the playbook is written in the clouds.” 

      I coughed as the water I dribbled onto my face went into my mouth and down the wrong pipe. “Sorry, coach. I was up late finishing my required reading before class.” I sunk onto the cool bench, running my hand through my sweaty hair.

      “Okay, well, you need to sleep and focus. We’ve got a big game this weekend and I don’t need any more cloud gazing from you.” He slapped my shoulder. 

      “Yes, sir.” I pulled my helmet over my head, hoping it would keep my mind from racing.

      

      By the time I got back to my apartment, it was only seven-thirty a.m., yet it felt like an entire day had come and gone with the grueling, early morning practice. I knew I only had fifteen minutes before I had to dart off to my eight a.m. anatomy lab. Sophomore year. How did freshman year fly by as quickly as it did? Letting the cold-water rinse away the sweat and exhaustion, I washed myself before pulling on a T-shirt, my varsity jacket, and some jeans. Running my hand through my dark hair, I looked into the mirror…

      “Calloway, you comin’?” my roommate and best friend, Tucker, called out. 

      I grabbed my backpack and slung it over my shoulder, flinching. The pain from a summer of practice and no rest was taking a toll on me. Newport University held the state championship, thanks to me, and if I played my cards right, my whole life could change. The NFL was potentially only one to two years away, as long as I didn’t get injured and I kept pushing myself as hard as I could. That also meant making sure my grades didn’t slip. I was the first freshman to star on the team, and as a sophomore, I had earned even more respect from my coach and teammates.

      “So, have you talked to Sierra?” Tucker glanced over at me with an annoying grin on his face as I leaned back into the leather seats of his brand-new Porsche. The palm trees danced away through the window as he sped down the road.

      “Nah, she’s still pissed that I ended it.” 

      “I still cannot believe you broke up with Sierra Riley… I mean, she’s what wet dreams are made of.” Tucker laughed as his tires screeched from turning too fast into the parking spot. 

      “Thanks for the visual, man.” I pushed my door open, then kicked it shut, turning toward the perfect, pristine Newport University. It was one of the top schools in the country, but if you didn’t have money, you definitely couldn’t attend, and if you didn’t have the grades, they had a zero-tolerance policy. It was the worst of both worlds because it not only housed the country’s richest students, but also the smartest. 

      “Happy first day of sophomore year, Calloway. I gotta go catch up with Isla. See you at brunch, bro.” Tucker slapped my shoulder and headed to meet his girlfriend, Isla Andrews. Isla and Tucker had been dating since they were in diapers, essentially. Isla’s mom was a big-time attorney, and Tucker’s dad was a celebrity plastic surgeon. Growing up as neighbors, it was a match made in elite heaven.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I glanced at it before answering the video call. “Hey, Mom!” I had exactly five minutes before class, and I picked up my pace.

      “Hey, there’s my perfect boy! Just wanted to say happy first day of a new school year, and you better send me a first-day picture, young man.” My mom smiled at me. 

      “Thanks, Mom. I will… but I really gotta go. Love you.”

      “Love you, Rome.” She blew a kiss and suddenly, I felt even worse. She was miles away. It had been six months since I had seen her—though not by choice. Football took up my entire summer, then there was tutoring, and now a new school year. The pressure to be great and to do great was too much sometimes. Life was sprinting by me, yet I could barely power walk. Not only that, I was officially late for my first class of the day. 

      

      Piper

      

      “Piper Rivers?” my new anatomy professor called out in our small class. Anatomy lab to start my first day at a new university wasn’t the best decision I’ve ever made, but it was the only lab open last-minute. The scent of formaldehyde and disinfectant lingered in the air, and I knew I’d need to wait to eat until after lab, considering that my stomach was churning from just glancing at the syllabus.

      “Here!” I waved awkwardly as the rest of the students glanced over at me. I hated how small Newport University was in general. An exclusive university to keep the rich kids in their own little bubble made me nauseous. Even though, as my parents reminded me, I, too, was one of those rich kids.

      Probably one of the richest.

      “Roman Calloway?” The professor’s voice echoed in the stark lab room. I tapped my pencil against the steel table, looking outside. Almost every seat was taken, minus the empty one next to me, and students kept trickling in, waving to one another. This was like reliving high school in my almost twenties. Everyone already seemed to know each other and had paired off with their friends. Meanwhile, the one person who chose to skip was, of course, my lab partner. “Calloway, you know the rules. No football if you’re tardy and miss my class.” 

      “I’m so sorry, Professor Rao! Won’t happen again,” a deep voice replied.

      I was too busy staring out the window that was lined with lush palm trees. Squinting at them, I could have sworn they were fake. I already missed New York—it was way too quiet here, and way too clean. Besides, the whole constantly sunny and warm vibe was overrated.

      “Hey, I’m Roman…” a voice near me said. Assuming it was another table, I didn’t even turn. I was engrossed in figuring out the status of the palm tree and whether it was real or not. I knew for a fact the entire university was lined with artificial lush green grass. Just like the students and people here, all fake.

      “Um… so, do you have a name?” A tap on my shoulder made me flinch. I flung around so quickly on the small circular stool that I lost my balance when my short black leather skirt slid against the steel. My arms flailed, and before I could reach the table to hold on to, I fell.

      The shrill sound of the metal stool hitting the tile, combined with my scream, couldn’t have been louder than the pounding of my heart from embarrassment.

      “Oh shit, are you okay?” There I was, legs splayed outward while my skirt had pushed up, revealing my cherry-printed panties.

      My eyes widened as I stared at him, frozen. I had to be dead. God, or maybe the devil himself, was standing in front of me, with stunning eyes and messy dark hair. If this was hell, I didn’t mind burning if the devil wore a varsity football jacket.

      “Lift her up, Calloway!” someone shouted as I stared at his open palms. He bent down and physically lifted me with his forearms as laughter and gasps erupted around me. My face was on fire, and I knew with certainty my cheeks probably rivaled the cherries on my panties that the entire lab just saw. 

      “Okay, okay… enough. Open your textbooks to page twenty,” Professor Rao said sternly.

      I planted my face into my sweaty palms, unable to look at the guy next to me. He had physically lifted me off the floor and put me on my lab stool as if I were a child. If this wasn’t the most mortifying day in history, I didn’t know what else would be. I peered through the gaps in my fingers to find a crumpled piece of paper in front of me. Lifting it, I slowly unfolded it.

      

      If you didn’t want to tell me your name, you could have just written it. Hi, I’m Roman Calloway, your new lab partner. Will you tell me your name? Check one. Yes. Maybe. No.

      

      Three boxes were neatly drawn next to the answers. Each box was smaller with the preceding word. Chewing the corner of my lip, I couldn’t help but smile. With my pencil, I circled maybe. Folding it back up, and without looking over, I slid the note back to him. As much as I wanted to look at him, I couldn’t. He was, hands-down, the most handsome guy I had ever laid eyes on—which meant a lot considering I ran in social circles back in New York that encompassed the East Coast’s rich and famous. No, this guy was… what put butterflies in your stomach. The paper slid back in front of me. 

      

      If you won’t tell me your name, I was thinking I could just call you… Cherry? 

      

      The heat in my cheeks grew again, I turned and looked over at him. His stunning, deep green eyes were intoxicating, and he smirked at me in a way that I was sure dropped panties quicker than words. Swallowing and releasing a long breath, I straightened my back. “Piper. Piper Rivers.” I already knew what he’d say next. 

      

      “Nice to meet you, Piper. I’m Roman, Roman Calloway.” He smiled with his hand stretched out, his voice low and husky. “I like the whole introduce each other like James Bond vibe.” He grinned.

      I rolled my lips, suppressing my laugh. “You didn’t ask…” I began but quickly stopped, letting my palm connect with his as he gently shook it, sending chills up my spine. He grinned and looked down at my arm. I followed his line of vision down and my eyes widened when I saw my entire arm was covered in goosebumps.

      Pulling away, I quickly flipped through the textbook. “I didn’t ask you what?” Roman leaned over and whispered. He was so close that his warm breath grazed the crevice of my neck, causing my heart to race.

      “Um… nothing.” Really, it was the fact that he didn’t even flinch when I said my last name.

      “Piper, Roman… did you hear what I said? Lab partners remain for the rest of the year. Your assignment is listed on the lab module.” Professor Rao cleared her throat, shooting daggers at us with her wide eyes as the wrinkles along her forehead deepened.

      A whole year? I would have to work with him all year? I pulled out my phone, hiding it behind my arm from Roman. Can you die from weekly tachycardia? I googled, the hypochondriac in me shining through. My heart was pounding, as I scrolled through articles. The soft, and sexy scent of the guy next to me made me feel dizzy.

      “I think it’s more so just not healthy to have a constant racing heart, but then again, what do I know?” Roman stood beside me with his backpack flung over his shoulder. Smiling, his perfect, bright white teeth were on full display.

      “You know, it’s rude to invade someone’s privacy.” I clicked my screen off, grabbing my bag off the floor and pulling my jacket on.

      “You’re new here, right?” He walked beside me as I tried to pick up my pace.

      “What gave it away? The lack of platinum blonde hair with a fake tan or the falling off my stool?” I glanced at him, sliding my sunglasses over my eyes.

      He laughed. “Come grab brunch with me and my buddies. You’ll want to have friends at Newport.” 

      “You wanna be my friend?” I slid my shades down the bridge of my nose, raising my eyebrows.

      “Who knows, Cherry? Maybe more….” Grinning again, he put his arm around my shoulder, guiding me toward an on-campus restaurant. My stomach was flipping, and not from the lack of food in it, but the fact that he just called me Cherry and implied being more than friends. The confidence he had oozed out of every part of his body, he didn’t even think twice or hesitate when he spoke. I looked up at him; he was easily six-foot-four, with broad, buff shoulders, a perfectly defined jawline, and thick brown hair that my fingers were dying to run through. What? Okay, I was losing it.

      Horny, desperate co-ed, party of one.

      

      Roman

      

      “Calloway!” I heard my name being called out and turned the corner. I waved at Tucker, Isla, and Bodhi, who were sitting in our usual corner spot at The Café.

      “The Café? That’s so creative…” I looked down at Piper, who was pointing at the sign above. I couldn’t help but laugh. She was wearing a short black leather skirt, a fitted white blouse, and a tight hot pink leather jacket.

      “Piper, meet my friends… well, now our friends.” I pulled her closer, but she quickly pushed my arm off her just as fast, shooting a small grin at me.

      “Oh, my goodness, you’re Piper Rivers! My mom told me you’d be transferring from New York after the whole professor thing—” Isla’s hand shot over her mouth as if she wished she could have shoved the words back into her mouth. “I mean, I’m sorry. It’s great to meet you. Your dad is a legend.” She slid out of the booth and pulled Piper in for a hug, which was most definitely not reciprocated.

      Professor thing? Dad a legend? Fuck, who was Piper Rivers? The only Rivers I could think of was Grant Rivers, the super famous actor. No, she was way too modest to be his daughter, and they didn’t even look alike. I looked over at her as she slightly patted Isla’s back and pulled away from the intense hug. “Piper, can I grab you some food or coffee?” I shook my head at Isla, mouthing “stop” at her, and she slid back next to Tucker and Bodhi.

      “You know what? I’ll go grab it. I owe you for… this morning.”

      “No way, my mom would drive up here and slap me across the face if I let a girl buy me brunch.” 

      “It’s true. Ms. Jamie really would. By the way, I’m Tucker and this is Bodhi.” Tucker and Bodhi smiled at Piper, glancing between both of us. After getting our food and coffee, we all sat together, sharing jokes and first-day woes while filling Piper in on the way Newport University worked.

      “Basically, you can’t fuck up. At all. Newport University’s goal is to take rich kids and perfect them even more,” my teammate Bodhi said.

      “It’s true… but just be yourself and the biggest thing is no scandals. If you get kicked out of Newport, they’ll make sure your college career is over.” Isla eyed Piper carefully. What the hell was she talking about? Scandal? 

      “Thanks, guys. I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’m just here to graduate.” Piper took a long sip of her coffee, clearly uncomfortable with my friends acting like maniacs.

      Tucker leaned in. “What do you want to do after graduating, Piper?”

      “Well, my dad thinks I should focus on modeling, but really, I’d like to be a therapist,” Piper replied, but I could hear the doubt in her voice.

      “Nice. I could definitely see you as a model. My dad is a big-time plastic surgeon in Beverly Hills, so I’m hoping to go to medical school and eventually take over his patients and practice,” Tucker boasted. Nice. I can see you as a model? He was going to get his ass kicked by me for that during practice, but the way his girlfriend Isla was eyeing him made me realize she had that ass-kicking covered.

      “What about you, Calloway?” The way she said my name, the way it rolled off the pink of her tongue and through her plump lips, made my chest and crotch feel tighter.

      “I… I want to play for the NFL, but if that doesn’t work out, then I want to go into family law,” I replied without breaking my stare from her lips.

      “Oh, he’s being modest. Roman Calloway is the best quarterback on the West Coast. He’s headed for the NFL, and he knows it,” Bodhi added while obnoxiously slurping his extra-large iced coffee.

      “Well, well, well… Hi there, Newport University Nobles…” the shrill voice radiated behind us, making me suddenly lose my appetite. Tucker’s eyes grew larger as he looked behind me. Taking a deep breath in, I turned toward her with my arm still around Piper’s chair. Sierra Riley was standing behind me with her straight, blonde hair, spray-tanned body, and heels that probably were used to step on everyone in her path. My ex-girlfriend. 

      “Hey, Sierra…” I looked at her, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her eyes were locked on Piper. I didn’t know why, but I felt more defensive over Piper than the football on the field. 

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to sit with my friends and boyfriend…. You don’t mind moving, do you?” Sierra fired at Piper.

      “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t know…” Piper’s voice cracked as she hurriedly grabbed her bag and barely touched bagel sandwich. 

      “No, Piper, wait…” My delayed reaction caused Piper to dash out of The Café as quickly as she possibly could. 

      “Sierra, what the fuck? Boyfriend?” I shook my head, grabbed my backpack, and ran after Piper.

      

      Piper

      

      Of course, Malibu Barbie was his girlfriend. I looked down at my white top and fitted, black leather skirt. I wasn’t California; I was New York. My outfits weren’t bohemian; I didn’t wear denim shorts with cute little white eyelet tanks. My wardrobe was composed of neutrals and a wide range of designer bags, sunglasses, and my signature dark wavy hair. I didn’t get my hair bleached or sprayed  with coconut-scented lightener before I went to the beach like the rest of the girls on this campus. I was completely out of my element here. Newport University Nobles? I mean, come on… what was this, high school? This is exactly why I chose a state school back in New York, much to my parents’ disliking. Growing up abnormally rich and with famous parents meant you were always in a pond, swimming with the same damn goldfish. I didn’t want to swim with goldfish; I craved the ocean and sharks. But then again, maybe that’s why I did what I did. I found a shark, and he fucking ripped me to shreds. 

      I was leaning against the brick wall of The Café, staring at the sky. Did it ever get cloudy or gloomy here? I missed the overcast skies already. It really meshed well with my signature mood.

      “Piper?” His voice called out, causing me to push off the wall and walk as fast as I could in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, come on, you can’t outrun the quarterback. Please, Piper… let me explain.” Roman’s voice grew closer.

      I turned back and looked over my shoulder. “You may be a quarterback, hotshot, but remember, I went to college in New York City. No one drives, so we have legs of steel from walking everywhere. You can’t catch me…” I erupted into laughter as he froze in place with his jaw dropping slightly, while I picked up into a full-on sprint. 

      He immediately started chasing me and I ran even faster. It was invigorating, the scent of the ocean truly lingered in the gentle breeze. The sun warmed the forever cold I felt inside.

      Maybe, just maybe, this was what I needed.

      “I got you, Rivers!” I felt his strong arms wrap around me, lifting me and swinging me around. Closing my eyes, I couldn’t help but laugh to the point where my stomach began cramping. In that moment, I didn’t realize that he really did have me. He would have me. I just didn’t realize how much of a shit storm it would cause us both.

       “Okay, okay… put me down, Roman!” I shrieked. He spun me again and again. I couldn’t recognize the laughter coming from me. I hadn’t laughed like this in forever.

      “Calloway, put me down, now… please!” I said through my heavy breathing. Placing me down gently, I was so dizzy that my body instinctively tipped over into his. Resting my palms against his chest, I steadied myself. 

      “I like when you call me Calloway.” I could smell the light scent of soap or aftershave—nothing overpowering like the walking body spray ads that consumed this campus. 

      Just as I was about to pull away, hoping to conceal the ridiculous grin plastered on my face, Roman took a deep breath in, with his chin brushing against the top of my head.

      “Did you just smell my hair?” I asked him, studying his face while biting my bottom lip. Damn, he was sexy.

      His eyebrow lifted slightly as he looked down at me. “Smells sweet… like cherries.” He winked. My face flushed as he reminded me of the print on my panties that had been on full display less than an hour ago.

      I slowly clapped. “You know, if football doesn’t play out, you could do so well in stand-up comedy.” I rolled my eyes and started to walk after shoving his shoulder.

      “Rivers,” he jogged up next to me, “when’s your next class?”

      “In ten minutes, so if you’ll excuse me, Roman, I have to go. Maybe find some other girl’s hair to sniff, creep…” I smiled at him, wiggling my fingers while I walked through the doors of yet another picture-perfect building. Turning over my shoulder just as the doors shut behind me, I saw Roman just staring at me in a way that seemed like he needed something… or someone.

      I just knew it couldn’t be me. 

      

      Sinking into my seat, I opened my laptop. Political science. Which, according to the in-depth email our professor had sent, included debate as a portion of the class. I was dreading it. I hated public speaking and, more than that, I hated arguing with anyone. Looking around the room, I saw students chattering with one another or engrossed in their laptops and phones. Maybe I should just move to sit next to someone and actually try to befriend them? Then again, look at what happened this morning. The first person to sit next to me got an all-access pass to my panties. I began filling out some random forms the teaching assistant had emailed us while waiting for our professor to show up. The doors creaked open, and my heart rate skyrocketed. I hated how every time a professor came through the doors that I hadn’t met yet, I assumed it would be him. 

      Even across the country, that feeling stung inside of me. I had three more years of college, then I’d finally set myself free of professors and, most of all, every memory of him. I’d even be able to go back to New York, with the scandal as some stupid college girl incident buried deep into my past. I just had to hope and pray people here had something, or rather, someone, better to gossip about than me.

      “Roman Calloway, you’re not in my class.” The professor’s voice echoed through the room. I looked away from my screen and caught his eyes glued on me. Glancing over at our professor, I sighed. He was an older, serious looking man with a tarnished gold wedding band on full display—unlike the damn tan line I didn’t care to notice with Professor—

      “I decided I liked smelling her hair the most…” Roman’s voice echoed equally as loud. My eyes shot up at him as my hand flung to my face in shock. The entire class stared at me, sharing hushed whispers and giggles. Slumping down into my seat, I shook my head with my eyes wide at him.

      The professor raised his voice. “Roman, get to your actual class.”

      “I had it changed to yours, teach!” Roman held his class schedule proudly and climbed the carpeted steps to my row. Under my breath, with my face covered by my hands, I begged he’d sit somewhere else. “Hey, this seat taken?” he asked with mischief lining his tone.

      “Mm-hmm…” I nodded as I felt the stares of the class searing into me.

      “Can you pretty please ask your invisible friend to move over, Piper?”

      Squinting at him annoyed, I grabbed my bag and shoved it to the other side, letting out a moan that was supposed to be of annoyance but sounded more like pleasure. He sunk next to me and more giggles surrounded us.

      “Damn, Rivers, I haven’t even touched you… yet,” he whispered into my ear, pushing my long hair off to the side. His lips moved so close to my ear, I could feel the soft flesh graze my lobe. “I like how every time I get close to you, this happens…” He let his fingers trail my arm which was covered in chills. I should have left my jacket on.

      “It’s just colder than what I’m used to…” I cleared my throat and tugged my arm away.

      “It’s colder in Newport Beach, California, then in New York City?” His jaw clenched slightly as he studied my reaction. My face was probably bright red, which I knew amused him immensely.

      “Roman Calloway, do I need to remind you that you’re not a part of the new student orientation? Please let Miss Rivers focus on the lesson and keep your games for the field.” Our professor’s agitated voice sliced through the heat that was surrounding us like a blazing fire. 

      Ten minutes before class ended, I packed my things up. Roman looked over at me questioningly. 

      “Restroom…” I whispered. Ducking down, I walked past the rows of students quickly.

      As soon as I opened the heavy door, I clenched my eyes shut as the bright sun beamed. Sliding my sunglasses on, I looked back. I felt bad that I lied to Roman, but I knew what this was—what he was doing, and what he was trying. Maybe in some alternate universe, where I wasn’t this fucked up girl, he would have been a good kind of normal for someone like me. But the last thing I needed was drama or a boyfriend who would eventually ask me the dreaded question. Why did you choose to leave New York? And to that, I’d have to reply, I didn’t choose to, I was forced to.

      

      Sliding into my bright red car my dad had given me as a ‘welcome to California gift,’ I glanced at my phone. No one called me, no one texted me. I had no one who missed me. All of my so-called friends had shunned me after what happened, and my mom was probably too busy drowning herself in alcohol or the pool boy… or both. Not being needed was a feeling I didn’t think I’d ever get over.

      

      An unknown number flashed on my screen.

      Hey… where are you? I’m waiting outside the bathroom.

      Sorry, who is this?

      Roman Calloway. The guy who saved your life this morning when you fell. Are you seriously trying to ghost me, Rivers?

      I paused, pinching my lips to the side, and tapping the screen nervously while excitement paced through me.

      Hey, sorry… I have to go visit my dad. I didn’t get any time with him since classes started today. I’ll catch you around campus. For the record, thanks for saving me today, Calloway. I smiled and hit send.

      Also, how did you get my number?

      It’s linked to your Instagram, easy peasy Rivers. He replied, and I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh.

      Okay, stalker.

      Only for you, gorgeous. But anyways, when you’re free, I would love to see you off-campus. I know you’re adjusting to the climate change here, you know, being so cold and all. I think I’ll be able to keep you warm in many ways though…

      My palms moistened as I re-read his text countless times. He wanted to sleep with me. Closing my eyes, my heart pounded ferociously against my chest cavity. That’s why he was being nice to me all day. Tears teased my waterline, burning against my lids. What was it about me that screamed just another notch on your belt? Slamming my hand against the steering wheel, I screamed, not realizing my window was open and students near me had their phones up, recording my emotional breakdown. 

      The rage and hurt I felt of being used, especially physically had burned so deep inside of me. I turned my face to the gawking eyes of students near my car.

      “Oh, fuck off. Don’t you all have an episode of Laguna Beach or The Hills to re-watch?” I flipped them off, speeding out the campus lot with tears and mascara streaming down my cheeks.
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      Roman

      

      An entire day had come and gone, I kept looking at my phone, hoping Piper would reply. I was just making a joke with her by flirting harmlessly. I didn’t mean anything to come off presumptuous. Sitting in the locker room, I tucked my phone away. Letting my elbows rest on my thighs, I ran my hands through my hair.

      “You okay, bro?” Tucker’s voice broke my thoughts.

      “Yea, I think that new girl… Piper has gotten in my head.” I stood, straightening my jersey.

      With a fake gasp, Tucker slapped his cheeks. “Really? So, the whole, I’ll be your friend and stalk you to your classes… wasn’t just you being neighborly?”

      “Ha ha, very funny, but fuck, man, there’s something about her, I swear, she’s… different.” I pulled my helmet over my face, hoping it would shield me from the wrath of Tucker’s jokes.

      “Okay, so what’s the problem? Just ask her out.”

      “What are you guys talking about?” Bodhi came up to us.

      “Calloway is crushing on Piper Rivers.” Tucker slapped his arm around me, pulling me closer, hitting my helmet jokingly.

      “Guys, seriously. Scouts are going to start coming to these games, and I need to be on my A-game. Instead of chasing girls, I need to be more concerned about throwing balls.”

      “Aw poor Calloway, he really does need to focus on throwing the ball better. Does this mean the hot new girl is available?” Bodhi raised an eyebrow at me.

      I knew that mother fucker was trying to see if I’d take his bait. Bodhi was a good friend, but he sure as hell knew how to get under my skin some days and today was that damn day.

      Clenching my fists, and growing closer, I looked at him carefully. A teasing smirk curled on his face. Tucker quickly moved closer behind me. “Bro, if I need to worry about throwing balls maybe you need to focus less on any girl, and learn how to catch the damn ball. Stay away from Piper, Bodhi. She’s not available.” I shook my head, as Bodhi lifted his hands. “Damn son…I was just playin’ with you.” He said quickly, just before I exhaled and turned away.

      “Boys, let’s go, practice time!” Coach Everett came in, waving his clipboard aggressively. In that moment I was so glad to see our uptight, strict coach yelling at us.

      As soon as my feet hit the field, I looked around and felt invincible. Closing my eyes, I could hear the crowd chanting my name and the lights beaming around us. The smell of popcorn, cotton candy, sweat, and dirt all intertwined into this strange, yet invigorating euphoria. On the field, I wasn’t less than, I wasn’t different, and most of all, I wasn’t damaged…

      I was a fucking Noble.

      Looking at the empty stands, I was quickly reminded that these practices were crucial. I had put in extra effort at the gym and even snuck off to physical therapy, hoping no one would dare catch on to my shoulder issues.

      “Okay, boys, it’s time we act like men. This year is all or nothing. We have bigger competition and standing out is easier to do in the Olympics than it is in college football. If you want more than Newport University’s field, or if you want to feel the rush of another winning season back to back, then I need you all to put in the work. Not only do I need you all to put in the work, but I also need you to want to… because who are we?” Coach Everett boomed.

      “Newport University Nobles!” we all yelled out, huddled together.

      “I didn’t hear you… Is that all you got?”

      “Newport University Nobles!” The clanking of our helmets hitting one another, combined with our excitement, added to the adrenaline that rushed through my veins. I was so close to my dreams. To our dreams.

      Hours later, practice was over. I wiped my face off with the plush, white towels that were nothing like the ones I used back in middle school, which were thin and itchy. Mom and I moved to California during high school because Dad insisted I go to the best high school in the country before having a chance at Newport University. As soon as I graduated, Mom moved back to Florida and I stayed with my dad and stepmom. Making it big wasn’t just for me, it was for Mom, too. My mom deserved to see something good happen from her hard work.

      

      Squirting water into my mouth, I followed the laughter that was coming from a small group of my teammates huddled together. Shaking my head, I figured it was probably yet again, some sorority girl flashing her tits in a video clip to one of the players who was now happily sharing with the whole team.

      Tucker broke out of the group, his face flushed but not from practice, more so from what he had just seen.

      “Uh… Roman, check your phone.” He nodded toward my phone that was sitting next to me on the bench.

      I could feel my brows furrow as I slid the screen and saw tons of messages and group chats. Clicking the recent one from Tucker, my eyes widened as I watched her. It was a video of Piper, screaming and crying in her car before speeding off-campus. My heart raced as I felt guilt pang inside me. Was she upset because… of me? Standing, I sprinted off the field as Bodhi and Tucker shouted behind me. I didn’t even know what I was doing. I called Isla and was thankful she answered immediately.

      “Isla? Hey, do you know where Piper’s dad lives? Didn’t you say your mom is friends or—” I was out of breath, hunched over.

      “Roman, oh… you saw the video. I feel horrible for her. Piper had it rough back in New York and now… Ugh, poor girl… Can you bel—”

      “Isla, please… can you get me her address?” My voice shook as I spoke through heavy breaths.

      “Yea, I’ll text it to you now. But, Roman, just… be careful around her. She isn’t the good girl you think she is.” Isla hung up, and my phone buzzed with a message enclosed with an address.

      After hopping on two different buses, since I caught a ride with Tucker to campus, I finally made it close enough to Grant Rivers’ house. Turns out, he was her dad. Piper’s dad was one of the biggest actors in Hollywood. The house had a colossal iron gate around it, and I had to hike up a mile because no public cars or buses were allowed. I stared at the massive mansion in front of me. I was used to enormous houses and estates—it came with the territory—but this… this wasn’t that; this place had its own damn zip code. Approaching the gate slowly, floodlights immediately turned on, beaming onto me.

      “Get off the property or you will be shot,” an alarming voice boasted through the speakers, making me jump.

      Clearing my throat and looking around, I whispered into the box, hoping a bullet wouldn’t pierce through it. “I’m looking for Piper Rivers. My name is Roman Calloway… I’m a friend from school.” I was embarrassed by how my voice trembled against the steel box.

      A few minutes later, just as I was about to walk away, the iron gates slowly began to open. Holy shit. A vast water fountain, palm trees, and a circular driveway lined with stunning luxury cars sat in front of me. Piper seemed so… normal. I mean, she was absolutely gorgeous and hot as hell… but she was most definitely the richest student on campus. How did she not let this kind of money get to her head? She seemed nervous and was so soft-spoken.

      I didn’t have to even ring the doorbell, which wasn’t surprising considering you had to get through ninjas to get to the house. A house manager—yes, house manager, all the rich people have them—opened the door with a smile. She wore a full uniform, next to a man in a matching set.

      “Mr. Calloway, good evening. Mr. Rivers is waiting for you in his office. May I take your coat and offer you something to drink?” the man asked with his gloved hand opened.

      “Uh, this… nah, I’ll keep it on. And just water, please.” I ran my hand through my hair and pulled my varsity jacket tighter. Mr. Rivers? Grant Rivers, the Hollywood legend, wanted to see me? A knot in my throat seemed to be lodged as anxiety pooled inside of me. I followed the woman to double doors.

      “Roman Calloway?” A smooth, yet confident, voice rose as I walked in. I could feel my mouth drop as I saw pictures of him standing in front of me with every big-named celebrity, singer, and band I could ever think of. Rows of Oscar awards and other film awards lined the shelves neatly. Holy shit.

      “I’m Grant Rivers,” he said casually, stretching his free hand out while the other held a glass of whiskey. Piper didn’t really resemble Mr. Rivers at all. His hair was light, his eyes gray, and his skin didn’t have the natural tan Piper’s did. Piper was beautiful with her naturally olive skin, long dark hair, and big blue eyes that reminded me of the ocean as the sun set.

      “Uh, nice to meet you, sir. I’m Roman Calloway,” I replied, quickly wiping my sweaty hand against my jacket before shaking his.

      “Well, that’s a strong handshake. Now I know why you’re an all-star quarterback.” He smiled at me, nodding to the empty seat in front of his large desk.

      “Thank you, sir.” I wondered how he knew I was the quarterback. Did Piper tell him about me? Suppressing the grin on my face, I straightened my back while sitting down.

      “So, what do you want from my daughter?” His voice shifted completely.

      Fear pooled in the pit of my stomach as I stared at Mr. Rivers.

      “I… I don’t want anything… sir. She’s, uh… just a new friend…” I stammered, looking down at my shaking leg.

      He nodded slowly, eyeing me over the glass with deep caramel liquid inside. “Roman, look you seem like a nice kid. Piper’s my only child, and well, she just moved here and started fresh at Newport University. She agreed to live here with me and not in some place near campus so I could make sure she… she didn’t fall off. I need to make sure everyone in her life understands that if they contribute to any form of pain for my daughter, I’ll have to handle it myself…” Mr. Rivers clasped his hands together, leaning his elbows on the desk. In my entire life, I don’t think I had ever felt so scared.

      “Sir...” I cleared my throat, hoping I could form a sentence after that.

      “Roman?” A soft, low voice shattered the glass of terror as I turned and looked behind me. I could feel my cheeks lift and a smile grew across my face. There she was, wearing a long, flowy dress with her hair hanging loosely over her shoulder and with no makeup on. She looked gorgeous.

      No, she was gorgeous.

      “Piper, hey!” I stood, praying to God a dagger wouldn’t shoot through my back from Mr. Rivers sitting behind me.

      “What are you doing here?” She raised her eyebrows, pacing her big, beautiful eyes between her dad and me.

      “I… Well, I just wanted to make sure you were liking Newport University and all.” Shoving my hands into my pockets, I looked at her.

      “Dad, we’re going to head up. Goodnight.” Piper said as if her dad was just some normal guy and not someone who seemed like he either knew the mafia or worse.

      That guy was definitely in the illuminati.

      “Sure, honey. Roman...”

      “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Rivers.” I peered over my shoulder with an awkward nod. The smile he plastered on his face for Piper melted off as he stared at me with wide eyes. Picking up my pace, I followed Piper out of her dad’s office and up one of the two interconnected staircases. A massive chandelier with what seemed like thousands of crystals hung in the center, glimmering around us.

      “Roman, what the hell are you doing in my house?” Piper slammed the door shut behind us. I looked around at what was not a bedroom, but more like a house within a house.

      “This is the biggest and craziest house I’ve been to in my life, and I’ve been to a lot of mansions.” I spun around and sunk down on the end of her enormous bed.

      “Roman, you didn’t answer my question.” She sat on a blush-pink chaise across from me.

      Suddenly, it occurred to me as I stared at her—the loose white dress she had on was see-through, and I could clearly see the outline of her curves and her nipples. As if she felt where my eyes were piercing into, she grabbed a lingering robe and threw it on.

      Clearing my throat, I looked at her face. She waved her arms with opened palms. “So, what the hell are you doing in my house?”

      “Piper, you probably haven’t seen the …uh…” Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I stood and walked over, slowly sitting next to her. She moved over, crossing her arms over her chest. I showed her the video where she was raining in on some co-eds and crying against her steering wheel.

      I felt horrible for her as she looked up at me. In that moment, I knew she was about to cry… except, she didn’t. She suddenly broke into laughter as she bent over, clutching her stomach.

      Beyond my shock, I couldn’t help but stare at her smiling face and the way her laugh suddenly made me feel like I was floating. If the word happiness had a sound, her laughter was the definition. Was she having some kind of nervous breakdown or was she actually okay with the video going viral on our campus?

      “Roman, do you honestly think I give a shit about some assholes recording me while I was telling off some nosy morons? Calloway, I’m a New Yorker. We don’t surf away our problems, we tell them off.” The smile on her face started to melt away, and I so badly wanted to figure out a way to keep it there forever. Part of me was hoping that maybe one day, I could be the reason for her smile.

      

      Piper

      

      I peered at Roman. Roman Calloway. He was sitting on my blush-pink chaise in his varsity jacket. He smelled like sweat, but in a carnal, raw, sexy way. What? Carnal, raw, and sexy? What the hell was wrong with me?

      “Roman, look, I appreciate your concern, but I’m not an idiot. I know what you’re doing and what you want, and I just need you to go.” My voice cracked and I moved away from him, walking toward the French doors of my balcony. Looking at the darkened night sky, the stars danced along it.

      “Please enlighten me. What is it that I want, Rivers?” His voice grew huskier as he whispered into my ear from behind.

      My heart raced and I knew I couldn’t turn to look at him. “Another notch on your belt…”

      Pushing my hair to one side, he grew closer. “Well, it’s a good thing I don’t wear a belt.” His lips just barely grazed my neck as my head tossed to the side. I wanted him. I so badly wanted more with him. I knew why I was fighting this, why I was fighting him. Sex in college wasn’t some life altering experience. You met someone, fucked them, and moved on. But now, sex had become a lot different to me. I didn’t know if I could compartmentalize it after everything.

      “Look, Calloway… I know guys like you. Big time players on the field, even bigger players off the field.”

      “Well, that’s where you’re wrong, Piper Rivers. The only game being played is the one you are playing with my heart,” he said under his breath.

      His hands trailed down to my waist, pulling me back into him. I could feel how badly he wanted me as he pressed into me. Even though we were both fully clothed, I didn’t think I had ever experienced this kind of tension between two bodies. I reached behind me, running my hand through his hair, as his lips planted on my neck. Soft sounds escaped my mouth as he gently bit and sucked.

      I turned to face him and our eyes locked. Running my palm across his T-shirt that was peeking out from his varsity jacket. His heartbeat matched mine. He mimicked my motion and placed his hand over my heart. His jaw clenched as his eyes lingered on my lips.

      “Calloway, rule number one, do not fall in love with me,” I whispered.

      “We’ll see about that, Rivers.” He winked, dropping his eyes back onto my lips.

      I let my tongue trace them just before he pulled me in closer. He stopped with only a sliver of space between our lips. As if he thought the stars would hear us, he whispered, “Rivers, you and I aren’t so different. We feel like a misfit with everyone because both have this constant feeling, this constant pit, this constant pain, because we don’t feel whole. You feel it, too. Something is missing. What if that something was a someone? What if that someone was me? Let me be your missing piece; let me make you feel whole.”

      “I like it when you call me Rivers,” I whispered back.

      Pulling me into him, his tongue parted my lips as he kissed me. Our lips locking, and our bodies begging for each other’s. But most of all, I looked into his mossy green eyes, and it was true. I felt seen. For the first time ever, I felt seen. And, for once, in a really long time, I didn’t feel like a misfit. Roman slowly pulled his jacket off, and walked backward into my room, he tossed it on the foot of my bed. I tugged his shirt off, my fingers tracing down his chiseled abs. He pulled my robe off and pushed the straps of my dress down my shoulders. It was so loose that it pooled onto the floor, revealing my completely naked body. His eyes widened, grazing over my breasts, stomach, and all the way down until they paced back and met mine in appreciation.

      “I like when I get close to you and this happens...” I slowly smiled, letting my fingers run across his strong arms that were now covered in chills.

      “Oh, well you know, I’m not used to this weather…” He flashed a teasing smirk.

      Chewing the corner of my lip, I scrunched my nose. “You’re such a smart ass, Calloway.”

      Winking at me, he unbuttoned his pants and pulled off his boxers. Tugging a condom out of his wallet, I could feel my mouth part. He leaned in, letting his hand graze my cheek before running it through my hair, pulling me in closer. “Like what you see, baby?”

      “I mean…” Falling back onto my bed, we both laughed. His mouth made its mark all over my stomach before meeting my parted lips. He moved up, letting the tip of his nose touch mine. With his teeth, he slowly ripped the wrapper open.

      “Is this okay?” Roman asked in a way that made me feel vulnerable.

      Suddenly, I closed my eyes, realizing it had been so long since I was asked if this was okay—it had also been so long since I had sex with anyone. I tugged Roman closer to my body as he pushed inside me. In that moment, I finally felt free. Free from the marks of the last person who touched me—the last person who stole everything from me, the last person who took without giving.

      The sound that seeped through Roman’s pink lips as our bodies joined sent chills up my spine and made me want him even more. I could feel my muscles clench around him as my body begged for more. Without words, he knew what I wanted and pushed inside me with deeper, and harder thrusts. The way his veins protruded in his muscular arms as he held himself up over me, the way I could see sweat building across his hair, the way he breathed out my name.

      I let myself go; I let myself get completely lost. I didn’t believe in love at first sight, this was college, you didn’t fall in love. Or so I was convinced. But when I looked into the pair of eyes in front of me, when his hands touched me…I could feel myself questioning the giant brick wall I had built around my shattered heart.

      Roman Calloway had me question the pain I was holding onto because in his arms I didn’t feel anything but peace. I felt safe.

      “Roman, ah…” I moaned out through raspy breaths as my head tossed against my pillow. My nails raked against his smooth flesh as I pulled him further into me. The sound of our bodies slapping together and the heat growing in between had chills coursing through me in a combat of sensations.

      A wave of exhilaration coursed through my body as an orgasm rippled through me. And moments later, Roman clenched his eyes together and shuddered as pleasure overtook him.

      “Piper, fuck… What have you done to me?” Exhaling, he dropped next to me with his eyes steady on mine. “I never do that.” He breathed out.

      “You’re a virgin?” I shouted louder than intended, eyeing him in shock. A small laugh escaped his perfect lips as he rested his head against his opened palm. “No, I mean I never sleep with someone so quickly.” He paused as if he were waiting for me to reply, but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to lie to him. My track record was shameful. At least I knew Roman somewhat, considering the vast majority of men I had always slept with were strangers from bars and college parties.

      My phone buzzed against my nightstand, breaking our gaze, and I looked over at it. The New York area code made my blood freeze. I knew without a doubt it wasn’t my mom or any of my so-called friends. It was him. Nausea pooled in my stomach as the butterflies Roman had released were driven away.

      “Hey, everything okay?” Roman asked sweetly, his fingertips pacing across my abdomen.

      Batting away the burning tears that lined my eyes, I turned back toward him. “Yeah, just someone from New York.”

      Our hands interlocked and he lifted them to his lips, kissing the back of mine. The butterflies were back, fluttering faster than ever as I became intoxicated by the depths of the glimmer in Roman’s eyes. They were a shade of green with hints of some kind of golden shimmer.

      As if he could read my mind, he smiled. With an arch of his eyebrow, he confidently said, “You’re falling in love with me, Rivers.”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I looked away. “Roman, I’m not capable of that. I’m not falling in love with you.”

      “Damn, was it that bad?” He lifted half his body on one side, letting his head rest in his open palm as he genuinely looked doubtful.

      “No, it’s not you… it’s me.”

      “Oh no, you better not do that, it’s not you, it’s me, thing, Pipe.”

      I tried to compose myself, to finish what I needed to say, but savoring the nickname he had added to his list.

      Swoon. No, do not swoon.

      “I just don’t do the whole love thing. I’m sorry if I led you on to believe that this will ever be more than just tonight.” I stood quickly, realizing my clothes were further away. Reaching over, I pulled on Roman’s varsity jacket.

      He stood without any words, tugged on his clothes, and came up closer to me. “Damn, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on.” He tilted my head up, kissing me gently. Pulling his mouth off of mine, he brushed his finger against my bottom lip slowly.

      Inhaling him, I looked away. “I’ll go grab my dress and give this back to you. Just give me a minute.” Turning to walk away, I felt his hand grab my arm, tugging me back toward him.

      “Nah, keep it. It looks good on you, Rivers. So good.” He grinned at me. He let his finger run straight down in between the curves of my breasts to my belly button, making my knees grow weak.

      My body grew closer to his, while my chest rose and fell rapidly.

      “You and me, baby… we’re magnetic.” He kissed my forehead, which in some way, felt even more romantic and possessive than the sex we just had. Our eyes locked as he grinned again, pulling away. “Goodnight, Piper Rivers. Sweet dreams.” Winking at me, he left.

      I knew my dreams would be sticky-sweet and coated in sugar because Roman Calloway would be the star of them. I was officially screwed in more ways than one.

      Lying in bed, I pulled Roman’s bulky jacket tighter around me, inhaling the shoulder. His scent was embedded into the fibers, and I couldn’t help but smile. My usually cold body felt… warm.
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        * * *

      

      After reading through the rest of my syllabi, I was ready for the rest of the first week of college. Maybe Newport University wouldn’t be so bad after all. Maybe this really was the fresh start I needed. Maybe our past mistakes and sins didn’t determine our future happiness.

      Just as I began dozing off into oblivion, my phone buzzed again. Opening my eyes, I rolled over and saw his number light up on the screen. The veins in my forehead pounded as my pulse increased. Sweat slicked against my palms and my breathing quickened. Taking in a deep breath, my trembling hand lifted the phone.

      “Why are you calling me?” I prayed my voice didn’t sound the way I felt. Weak.

      “I’ve missed your voice. I miss you, sweetheart…” he said in a way that made me second-guess myself.

      “No, you don’t get to do this. Stop calling me. You ruined my life. Go and live your perfect little life with her, and don’t you dare call me again or I swear I’ll tell your wife, Professor Tate.” I hung up just as he said my name again.

      I knew my sweet dreams would be nothing more than the nightmares that ripped me apart and forced me to relive my greatest pain and mistakes. This was a sign. I needed to stay away from Roman because he could never find out about New York, and most of all, I didn’t want to drag him into the mess I could never mop away. “You didn’t know, Piper,” I whispered to myself.

      Closing my eyes that burned with tears, I let them seep out as I muffled my sobs within the pillow, hoping I could memorize and remember every ounce of Roman Calloway tonight because tomorrow would bring a new day and I had to make sure I had the strength inside of me. I had to wake up, eat breakfast, drive to campus, and break Roman Calloway’s heart.

      

      The piercing sound of my alarm echoed in my room. Rubbing my eyes slowly, I looked around as I sat up. It wasn’t a bedroom; it was the size of a normal person’s house inside my father’s outrageous home. I knew it was odd to live with my dad while I could have easily gotten an apartment or even some fancy oceanfront condo near campus, but something about being alone in a place made me feel like I’d spiral again. Not just spiral but lean on someone I shouldn’t. Feeling my chest tighten, as I looked down at Roman’s jacket wrapped around me. I lifted the sleeve to my nose once more, hoping to engrain his scent into me. It was stupid, I knew. I was feeling surges of emotion toward a boy I had just met. But it wasn’t just that; for the first time, I was finally just nineteen. I was a real college student, not entangled in a web of lies. I had a crush, a real crush. This was what it felt like to be normal. Unfortunately, normal would never be in the cards for me. Especially since my father warned me well in advance that he’d done his due diligence to pay off tabloids and everyone back in New York to conceal every ounce of the scandal. If there was one thing Grant Rivers could do, it was make things disappear. The last thing I needed was to risk ever being vulnerable enough with someone and sharing that deep piece of me. That dirty little secret needed to be a secret. Forever.

      

      Roman

      

      “So, are you going to tell me where you darted off to after practice and why you did the walk of shame at two a.m., or should I text Isla to find out?” Tucker punched my arm while I dazed off, staring through the window, watching the palm trees pass by.

      “I was… just out.” I looked over at him. He had his varsity jacket and sunglasses on, cruising to campus well over the speed limit with his window down.

      “Okay, sure. Rome, you are a dead man. You gave her your jacket. I mean, you never even let Sierra borrow it after games. You know Sierra’s gonna see her and flip shit.” Tucker hit a curb without even flinching.

      “I could care less about Sierra. She thinks she can get away with being a bitch just because she’s rich.” I let the cool California breeze run through my hair.

      “Wow, that’s cold, but deserving. She’s such a bitch.” Tucker laughed while shaking his head.

      “For the record, Isla said your new boo has a really rich daddy. I mean, she’s Grant River’s daughter, so she’s probably the richest bitch on campus.” Tucker pulled into a spot closest to the football field.

      “Don’t ever call her that.” My voice rose with anger and I pushed open the door, slamming it shut behind me and headed to the locker room.

      “Come on, bro. I’m sorry, I was joking!” Tucker’s voice faded behind me. Clutching the strap to my duffel bag, I walked in.

      “There’s our QB!” Bodhi slapped my arm.

      “Shit, what’s up with everyone hitting my damn shoulder today? You do know my arms are crucial as QB, right?” Opening my locker, I tossed my books in, exchanging them for my jersey. Sometimes balancing being a college student and star quarterback was exhausting. I had to keep up this image constantly—happy, with tons of school spirit, picture fucking perfect. But it was all part of the game as my coach liked to remind me. Not only am I selling my skills and talent to potential scouts and teams; I was selling myself, too.

      “Rome, I’m sorry, bro. I didn’t mean to say that... I’m really happy for you.” I turned and saw Tucker, who was anxiously messing with his jersey. Reaching my open palm out, he met mine. He pulled me close, giving me his signature Tucker hug.

      “We’re good. I guess, I haven’t really liked someone like this before... Piper is different.” Shrugging, I turned back to my locker. Whistling intertwined with the smell of shoes and sweat behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, my eyes widened as my teammates were howling like hungry wolves at…

      Piper.

      She was wearing a fitted T-shirt that hugged her perfectly, along with some denim cutoffs. She stared at me from a distance, pushing past my buddies who had towels wrapped around their waists. I hated that they were all drooling over her. I hated that their eyes were on her. She was mine. All mine.

      “Hey, Rivers, miss me already?” I leaned against my locker and smiled at her as she came up to me.

      “Roman, I just wanted to give this back to you,” she said, looking away while handing me my varsity jacket.

      Light gasps and chuckles surrounded us, letting me know my teammates were all watching.

      “Piper, I told you, it’s yours. Keep it. I want you to have it, baby.” I smiled at her, trying to play it cool, even though a wave of sweat washed over my entire body.

      “Roman… just take it. I can’t keep it. I don’t want it.” She shoved the jacket into my chest, and I swore she dug it straight through my heart.

      Anger funneled inside me as she let go, and it slowly fell to the floor while Piper turned away.

      “Whatever, Rivers. Guess I just didn’t want you to feel easy for spreading your legs after getting to know me after what… one class?” My voiced echoed through the locker room and my teammates dropped their jaws.

      Piper turned, her deep blue eyes glistening. Inside, I felt like an asshole. No, I didn’t feel like one… I was one.

      Shaking her head lightly, she blinked multiple times before sliding her sunglasses over her eyes letting out a small exhale. Then, she walked out of the locker room and out of my life. I had just met Piper Rivers. Yet, that was all it took for me to realize that I really fucking liked her and now, I just shattered any chance I’d ever have with her.

      “Dude, you are seriously an asshole! Did you seriously just slut-shame Grant Rivers’ daughter? You do know he legit is in the illuminati, right?” Bodhi punched me.

      “Bro, what the hell was that?” Tucker tossed me my jacket from the floor.

      “I… I don’t know.” Running my hand through my hair, I pulled my helmet over my head. Football was the only thing that wouldn’t leave me.
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      Piper

      

      “Piper! Over here!” A voice called out as I clutched the iced coffee in my hand. The morning had been an absolute shit show, but the silver lining was the fact that Roman Calloway showed me exactly what I wouldn’t be missing. Him. I couldn’t believe he admitted to basically adding me as another notch on his belt. Stupidly, I let him.

      Had I become that intent on wiping away New York’s bruises that I was okay with California’s bite marks?

      “Piper!” I pretended to not hear the first shouting of my name, but the second… everyone in The Café heard that one.

      “Oh… hey, Isla.” I smiled at her. She wore a tennis skirt with a tight top, her golden blonde hair in a perfect ponytail. “I didn’t know you played tennis.” I begrudgingly sunk into the seat beside her.

      “You’re funny!” She laughed, shaking her head and looking around.

      Glancing behind me, I realized multiple girls had similar outfits on. I would never understand this college girl trend. Taking a long sip of my coffee, I fidgeted with my necklace.

      “So, Tucker texted me about you and Roman’s—”

      “Fight?” I finished her sentence. Another thing I couldn’t get over was the lack of upfront honesty in California. Back in New York, we said it like it was. Except, Roman didn’t seem to have a problem with that.

      “Look girl, Roman is a sweetheart, so I cannot believe he behaved that way with you. You know boys will be boys. He was probably trying to not look like an ass in front of the team. Football is brutal.” Isla patted my hand reassuringly.

      I moved my hand away from hers. “Boys will be boys? So instead of him looking like an ass, he thought it would be oh-so-manly to make me look like one?”

      “Piper, look, I get why you have this Empire-State-building-sized wall up. I’m not supposed to say this, and if my mom found out, she’d ship me to boarding school for potentially jeopardizing her career… but she was your attorney.” Isla moved closer to me.

      “What?” Suddenly the chatter of college students all around me grew louder as things started to spin.

      “Camila Andrews is my mom. Piper, are you okay?” Isla stood and leaned in, putting the back of her hand against my forehead.

      “I gotta go.” Standing, I felt even dizzier, but I ran as fast as I could out the door. Hunching over, my lungs felt tight as I gasped for air. My mind spun with questions while tears dripped out of my eyes. Even if Camila Andrews was Isla’s mom, didn’t lawyers do that whole, attorney-client privilege thing? Is that why Isla wasn’t supposed to mention it to me? My dad shelled out too much money to hire that woman, and this was unacceptable. How could she reveal something so damaging to her college-aged daughter? How dare she?

      Sinking against the brick wall, I pulled my knees closer, letting my face plant between my kneecaps as tears raced out.

      “Piper?” His voice was low, with cracks in between. Seriously, could this guy get a damn life? And preferably leave mine alone.

      Looking up, I saw him holding his stupid jacket over his stupid strong arm, with his stupid face laced with concern.

      “Piper, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean any of it. I’m such an idiot. I can’t believe I made you cry and feel like this.” He crouched next to me. Pushing my face back into my knees, I cried harder. I hated how I couldn’t stop. It was as if someone had opened the flood gates, and once opened, you just couldn’t close it.

      “I’m not crying over you, Calloway. No boy is worth wasting my mascara.”

      “Hey, hey, look at me. Piper, please… If it’s not me, then what happened? Did someone hurt you? I mean, besides that jackass football player from this morning.” He wrapped him arm around me, pulling me closer.

      “Yea… someone did hurt me.” I looked up at him. “I hurt me. I’m my own worst enemy, and you know the problem with being your own worst enemy…? You can’t run from yourself. I ran from New York thinking it’d solve everything. But look, I’m across the country and realizing the only person chasing me with my sins is my own damn shadow.”

      “What happened in New York? I can’t imagine you doing anything that would be haunting you like this, Piper. I mean, you’re perfect.” Roman hugged me tighter. I hated when people said that—I hated the pressure of perfection. I didn’t want to be perfect, and I sure as hell was far from it.

      “Piper! Oh my god, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you!” Isla stood in front of us.

      “Isla, what the hell did you say?” Roman waved his hands at her angrily.

      “Guys, what is going on?” Tucker came up, and I immediately sunk my face back into my knees from sheer embarrassment. This had become a damn circus, and I was the clown in the center of it all.

      “Why don’t you ask your big-mouthed girlfriend why she made Piper cry?” Roman boomed.

      “Bro, you need to chill.”

      “No, how about you chill… bro?” Roman fired back.

      I looked up and saw Tucker and Roman not even an inch apart, their faces fuming and the male egos between them both larger than God himself. Standing quickly, I rushed to diffuse the situation. “This is no one’s fault. Can you all just leave me the hell alone? Do people at Newport University not have lives or anything better to do than start drama?” I wiped away what were probably river streaks of mascara from my cheeks, then snatched my backpack off the floor.  Roman, Tucker, and Isla were all staring at me with widened eyes and parted lips.

      “Piper, we just want to be your friends. What happened in New York… I’m so sorry I even brought it up. I’m not even supposed to—”

      “You’re right, Isla. I could have your mom fired; her career as an attorney could go away like that.” I snapped my fingers in her face. “That’s super fucked up, and honestly, I don’t owe anyone, especially not any of you, an explanation for anything that happened in New York!” I shouted and other students immediately turned to look at the drama I had started.

      “I’m so sorry, Piper. My mom doesn’t know that I know. You won’t say anything or tell your dad, right?” Isla could have basically been on her hands and knees, begging.

      “What happened in New York?” Tucker paced his eyes between Isla and me in complete shock.

      “She slept with—” Isla began tearing up.

      “Isla! Shut up!” I shoved her.

      “Oh my god, I’m so sorry, Piper! I won’t say anything.” Isla was full-blown crying into her palms. Roman stood there with his hands tucked into his pockets, looking between us like he had no fucking clue what was happening.

      I turned away and walked toward the library, knowing I couldn’t run from Roman Calloway. He was in multiple classes with me, and not only that, but I couldn’t run from any guy because I couldn’t even manage to run from him… and New York.

      Sinking into a corner seat, I opened a textbook. The words on the pages blurred together as my tears dripped and splotched on the black and white pages. The salt of my tears and nose blended together into a gross mess. Digging into my backpack, I searched for a tissue, but of course, I didn’t have one. Instead, I pulled the sleeve of my jacket and wiped the wet mess off my face.

      “I have never seen someone cry over Professor Kapoor’s biology class. She’s legit the easiest professor ever.”

      Looking up, I stared at the blonde-haired, blue-eyed student in front of me. Not only was he hot, but his smile could have easily competed with the Los Angeles lights at night. “I guess it’s just not my subject…” I sniffled.

      “I’m Julian.” He reached his hand out.

      “You definitely don’t want to shake my hand. I mean, I literally just wiped my snot and tears on my jacket sleeve. I’m not like these girls…” I looked around at the tables lined with stunning girls all around. Meanwhile, I looked like I had just walked out of my first emo concert.

      “You are most definitely not like the other girls.” He smiled again, but not in a cruel way… in a way that made my stomach flip. He sat down in the seat next to me.

      “I’m Piper,” I whispered.

      “Rivers?” Julian’s eyebrow lifted.

      “Yea…” I crossed my arms across my chest, about to defend my honor… again.

      “Oh cool, you’re the new girl. Roman and Tucker were talking about you.” He pulled his textbooks out as if we were study buddies and he’d known me forever.

      “Please tell me you’re not on the football team.”

      “Worse. I’m on it, and in a fraternity, so there’s that. Piper Rivers, I demand you come to my frat’s first back to school party this Friday.” He slid me a neon yellow piece of paper.

      “Beach, Booze, Bonfire, and Bikini Bash…” I rolled my eyes at him and slid the paper back.

      “Oh, come on, New York, I just know California needs to see you… in a bikini.” He winked at me. “But in all honesty, it’ll be good for you. I’m telling you, you can’t survive Newport University without a crew. Come find your crew and I’d love to be in it. See you there, New York!” Leaning in, he kissed my cheek.

      “How about never do that again.” I rolled my eyes while he laughed and shoved his books into his backpack. He slid the neon yellow paper back to me before moving a few rows forward to sit with some teammates. Maybe he was right; maybe I just needed to find my crew.

      

      Roman

      

      “Come on, Isla, you have to tell us… who the hell did she sleep with in New York? It has to be a celebrity, right?” Tucker pulled Isla closer before he turned to me. “Dude, are you seriously not curious? I mean, you just slept with this girl, and now she may be some celebrity’s sloppy seconds. Wouldn’t surprise me, she is fine as—”

      Isla immediately pushed his arm off of her. “Fine as what?” She pushed her finger into his chest.

      “Baby, I just meant to like, guys like Roman,” Tucker stammered with a sheepish grin.

      “And you… you already slept with her? I told you to watch yourself, Roman. She isn’t good for you.” Isla shook her head and walked off.

      Tucker stared at me. “When did Isla become your babysitter?”

      Shoving my hands into my jean pockets, I couldn’t help but obsess over everything. Seeing Piper sunken into the ground, crying alone… it made me feel a way I had never felt. My heart was pounding outside of my body and I wanted to strangle whoever made her feel this way… but most of all, I wanted to know. I had to know who the hell was haunting Piper Rivers?

      The next few days of classes passed by in a breeze. I texted Piper multiple times, with no response. What had I even done? I had replayed our night together over and over in my head. I had memorized every curve, every mark, and every groove on her perfect body. To me, they were now beautiful memories of that one night with her, but to Piper, we were nothing more than a beautiful mistake.

      Oh right, I decided to be the world’s biggest douchebag and basically slut-shamed her in front of my entire football team. Covering my face with my hands, I sighed.

      “Let’s go!” Bodhi yelled holding a case of beer and his surfboard. We were all jumping out of our cars, and I could smell the smoke coming from the massive bonfire down at the beach. The annual Phi Alpha Chi back-to-school bash was infamous for its endless booze and guaranteed hookups. The last thing on my mind was hooking up with anyone. I just wanted her. Only her.

      I pulled my shirt off and tossed it through the open window of my car before heading down.

      Music was blaring, smoke was tangled with the ocean air, and the laughter from freshman to seniors roared alongside the crashing waves. Every Newport University Noble was here and that meant the select favorites that made the cut in the eyes of the Greek gods themselves. I walked parallel to the shore as I shook my head at the fraternity brothers dousing barely eighteen-year-old freshmen in beer. Peering over my shoulder, my friends had grown smaller and the noise had muffled a bit. Looking ahead, I saw her dark hair blowing with the cool, ocean breeze. I could recognize her body miles away. She was wearing a bright red bikini top and a flowy sarong was tied around her small waist as she looked off toward the ocean. I sunk into the cool sand next to her.

      “Do you ever feel so lost in something or somewhere that you don’t want to be found?” she said quietly without breaking her stare from the ocean and setting sun.

      “You can’t be lost if you never belonged in the first place…” I watched the sun, as the muted orange hues blurred with pink just before meeting the darkened ocean.

      “Ouch, thanks, Calloway.” She turned toward me with a small, sad smile.

      “Rivers, I’m definitely not talking about you.” I looked down and raked my fingers through the white sand. The wrath of it being heated by the blazing sun all day felt nice against my otherwise cold hands.

      “Oh, come on, Roman… you’re the star quarterback of Newport University, you dated the it-girl on campus, you’re rich and hot.” Piper looked back toward the ocean as she scooted closer next to me. “Where else do you belong if not here?”

      “You think I’m hot?” I let my shoulder sway and nudged her.

      “I mean… you’re alright.” She looked into my eyes and smiled.

      “I’m sorry, Pipe…really sorry.” I brushed her hand gently. She glanced my way, “I know, you are. You’re a nice guy who just chose to be stupid. Really stupid.” She shrugged her shoulders before looking back at the crashing waves.

      As much as I wanted to ask her every question that spiraled in my mind, I knew it wasn’t the time. Looking at her, I knew she just really needed someone. Someone to sit with, not talk to, not pry, not judge.

      She just needed someone to be there. I didn’t care that it felt as if she was playing a bigger game with me than I did on the field. Something about Piper was magnetic.

      As much as I knew I should pull away, I couldn’t. I knew I couldn’t afford to be distracted or caught up in some scandal. My entire future depended on it; my mom depended it on it. Football needed to be my focus, yet in the moment when the sun set and I looked into her eyes, I knew one thing for certain…

      Piper Rivers was going to eventually break my heart… and I was going to let her.

      Because at the end of the day, that meant at one time she’d at least have it whole.

      “Roman, I’m sorry about your jacket. I just… I can’t get involved with anyone right now. I shouldn’t have…”

      “Slept with me?”

      “No, Roman. That night, it was… perfect. It isn’t you…” Looking down at her hands, she slid a ring off and spun it around.

      “Oh god, please don’t say ‘it isn’t you, it’s me’” I mimicked the prissiest voice I could muster, which caused her to laugh. Damn, her laughter was fuel to everything inside of me.

      “Calloway, what do you think, this is a scene from some cheesy rom-com? It’s not you, and it sure as hell isn’t me. I just wish I met you last year, is all. I wish I had always gone to Newport University because maybe, we’d have had a chance.”

      “How can you end something that just started? How can you end something that never even got a fighting chance? How can you possibly end something that you know deserves the most amazing beginning?” I opened my palms, and she immediately placed her hands in mine.

      Looking down, I watched as chills grew on her arms. I let my eyes trail upward, meeting hers.

      The sky had already darkened, I leaned in and kissed her. Her perfect pink lips felt so soft against mine. My fingers traced her smooth back, all the way under her dark wavy hair. Her hands grazed my chest as my tongue pushed into her mouth.

      “Roman…” she moaned. “We can’t keep doing this, we can’t start anything at all.” She pulled away but her eyes stayed on my lips.

      “Who is going to stop us?” I whispered against her mouth. Her breath was heavy and warm against my face as she slowly moved away from me.

      “Piper…I really like you and I think you might like me, too.” I brushed my hand against hers. She sucked in a small breath of air, and turned to look at me. “I don’t like you, Calloway.” She licked her bottom lip.

      “Really? Shit. Okay, that’s good to know because honestly, I was just messin’ with you. I am actually getting back together with my ex-girlfriend and didn’t want you to be one of those stalker types who started doodling my name in a heart or whatever.” I loosened my shoulders and let out a long breath. Her lips parted, and her eyes widened with shock.

      Boom. Got you, girl.

      “You’re getting back together with Sierra?” She let out each word slowly.

      Nodding my head, “yea…I’m just not the guy that does well alone. Guess I am the boyfriend kinda player. Hope that’s cool with you and all?” I sighed, trying with all my might to keep my face straight with my elbows resting against my knees.

      “She’s not your type at all. I don’t even know what you see in her but that’s cool, Roman. Really, cool. Actually, super cool. I need to get going.” She quickly started stuffing her towel and water bottle into her small bag with hurry.

      Reaching my hand up I grabbed hers, pulling her straight back into me between my legs. “Roman!” She shrieked. Turning her head slightly to mine, not even an inch between our faces. “You’re jealous, Rivers…” I said with amusement lining my words. Her cheeks flushed, and she quickly moved her face away. Letting my hand run through her hair, I tugged her back towards me.

      “If Sierra’s not my type, who is?” I whispered against her lips. Her chest rising and falling faster.

      “I don’t know.” She answered softly, her eyes flicking away from my gaze.

      “I think you do...” I let my finger fall and draw a straight line down her lips, her neck and in between her breasts. Stopping right in the middle, while her breathing quickened as she closed her eyes.

      “Piper. I could never go back to her, when I know you’re out there. When I know you’re out there living and breathing the same air I am. I can’t go backward, but now I’m starting to think moving forward is going to be just as challenging if you’re not in it.” I brought my other hand up, pushing it through her hair and bringing her gorgeous face closer to mine leaving a sliver between us.

      “So tell me…who is my type, Rivers?” I rasped against her mouth.

      “Me.” She swallowed. I pushed my lips against hers, hard. There was nothing delicate about this kiss. She kissed me back with possession, and want. Pulling herself over my lap, she straddled me and I let my lips kiss her neck, as she tossed her head back begging for me to taste more of her.

      “Roman, wait…” she jerked her head upright, and pulled off of me. “I don’t know if I can do this.” Her deep blue eyes slanted.

      “Do what?” I asked with my palm open.

      “Roman, you know what I’m talking about. You were just supposed to be a one-night stand,” she clenched her eyes shut and scrunched her nose.

      “Damn girl, you don’t sugar coat shit do you?” I put my hat on backwards and tilted my head. She let out this fucking adorable laugh with her hand quickly covering her mouth. I pulled her hand away from her lips.

      “What are you doing?” She asked through her laughter.

      “Do me a favor Rivers?”

      “Okay?” Her laugh grew softer. “Don’t you dare ever muffle your laughter, or hide your beautiful smile. It’s officially my favorite thing about you.” I grinned at her.

      Leaning in closer to me, she whispered, “Well damn Calloway, I must be really bad at sex.” She tossed her head back and let out another laugh. I couldn’t help but laugh with her. Seeing her so free and happy was a complete shift. It was as if she were hiding this girl beneath a weight and was begging to be freed.

      “Baby, I can assure you that you are definitely not bad at sex…” I jumped over her and began tickling her exposed abdomen, letting my lips kiss her belly button as she erupted into laughter.

      She grabbed my shoulders and guided me up towards her face. I hovered over her as our eyes locked onto one another, and the tips of our noses touched. No words exchanged, just a feeling. A feeling that I never realized was missing from my body. The grin melted off of Piper’s face and I think in that moment she felt it, too.

      Maybe we both were broken. But maybe the pieces of us could fit together and create something whole.
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      Piper

      

      Lying in the sand next to Roman, with our hands intertwined on his chest, we stared up at the night sky that had been splattered with glistening stars. The sound of the crashing waves just in front of us, along with the salty air, felt purifying. For the first time in a really long time, I felt normal. I felt like a normal nineteen-year-old.

      “What are you thinking about?” Roman looked over at me. His eyes shined in a way that competed with the stars above us.

      “Just that I feel nineteen.” I smiled back at him with my fingers laced through his.

      “Well, isn’t that how old you are?” His forehead creased.

      “Yea. I just… I don’t know. Growing up, my mom was a mess after my dad and her split up. She always acted like she was a teenager with me. Always chasing men, and men always chasing her, drinking and partying… I felt like the adult early on. Then, I went to college at New York State, and I just grew up a little too fast.” I looked away because the feeling of freedom that was racing through me suddenly felt fleeting.

      “Well, I’m glad I’m keeping you young, Miss Rivers.” Roman kissed the side of my neck. Turning back toward him, I leaned in to kiss him and his lips pressed hungrily to mine.

      “Hey, New York! I thought you skipped the bonfire tonight. Little did I know Rome just had you hidden away…” Julian appeared with his wet, blonde hair and bright blue eyes locked on me.

      Roman sat up and glared at Julian. “How do you guys know each other?”

      “Oh, New York and me go way back, don’t we?” Julian flashed his smile, revealing a dimple I hadn’t noticed earlier.

      Sitting up, I straightened my bikini out, brushing my hair with my fingers anxiously as sand shook out of my strands. Roman glanced over at me, and I could feel my cheeks heat up.

      “We met in the library.” I cleared my throat. “He’s actually the one who invited me to this party.”

      “C’mon, New York, we’re about to play a game of Never Have I Ever.” Julian waved his hand.

      “Julian, we have no interest in playing…” Roman put his arm around me, pulling me closer. He smelled incredible. His bare chest, carved with his abs and perfect tan skin made my heart race. Running his hand through his dark hair, he looked over at me.

      “Yea. I think we’ll pass…”.

      “Oh, New York, don’t break my heart. Rome is ancient history. Come hang with the cool kids.”

      “Man, do you have anything better to do? Just go.” Roman clenched his fist and I quickly stood between them.

      “Damn, Rome, I didn’t know you guys were a thing. It just didn’t seem like it earlier when I kissed Piper… Guess she really is as easy as they say, or as you say.” Julian laughed behind me.

      Roman’s face looked pained, and I saw his knuckles turn white as his fist grew tighter. There was no way I was going to let him get into a fight, especially over me. “Julian?” I called out and he turned around. I raised my hand and slapped him as hard as I could. “Fuck you…” I yelled as his hand met his reddened cheek.

      His face shifted from arrogance to embarrassment. “Anytime, Piper. I mean, Roman let the whole team know how you spread your legs, what… thirty seconds after meeting, and how pathetic… Here you are with him again.” He laughed harder. Tears stung my eyes, but before I could even think, I saw Julian’s body fly into the sand as he yelled out in pain. Roman was hovering over him, punching him.

      “Don’t you ever let her name come out of your mouth again, and if you ever fucking talk about my girl that way, I’ll make sure you won’t be able to stand,” Roman screamed in Julian’s face.

      “Roman, please! Roman, get up… Get off him. You’ll really hurt him!” I reached down, trying to pull him off Julian. Blood was trickling out of his nose and mouth.

      “It’s okay, New York… just some brotherly love.” Julian touched the blood next to his lip with a grin, and let out a pained laugh.

      Brotherly?

      “Let’s go, Piper.” Roman grabbed my arm and pulled me away. Walking with him, we got into a sports car that smelled brand-new. I looked over at Roman; his face was red and he gripped the steering wheel as he sped off. I didn’t care where we were going, because suddenly I realized, I’d go anywhere as long as I was with Roman Calloway.

      “Piper, I’m really sorry. I should never have said that shit about spreading your legs. It was so fucked-up. It was completely unlike me.” His eyes were pinned to the road as we drove around a curve, but his voice was sincere and lined with regret.

      “I know,” I whispered under my breath. “Roman, he kissed my cheek when he handed me the flyer for this bonfire. It was stupid, he’s stupid, but apparently, he’s also your brother?” I let my fingers slowly intertwine with his free hand.

      Roman glanced down, smiling sadly. “He’s my half-brother. We have the same dad, but different moms. My mom lives in Florida.”

      “Oh wow, your mom has good taste. She knows which coast is better.” I laughed awkwardly.

      “Yea, I guess she wanted to get as far away as she could from my dad… and me.” He let go of my hand and clutched the wheel again.

      “Calloway, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. But I think it’s highly unlikely anyone would intentionally want to be away from you. Wait, aren’t you and Julian like, the same age?”

      “Yea, we’re both twenty.”

      

      Roman

      

      I knew this conversation would eventually happen with Piper. I just didn’t think so soon. I couldn’t hide Julian from her, and I definitely couldn’t hide the fact that we were the same damn age with two different moms but the same dad.

      Pulling up after around an hour of driving, I parked and opened the door. I was surprised how Piper didn’t ask where we were going. It felt nice to be trusted. I went around to her door and opened it. Reaching my hand out, I smiled at her. She grinned back before grabbing my hand.

      “Oh, wow… This is stunning, Calloway.” Her beautiful blue eyes widened as she took it in. My secret spot that was hidden away, provided the best view of Los Angeles.

      “I never realized how bright L.A is. I mean, New York at night is a sight of its own, but this… this is even better.” She smiled at me. In that moment I knew the sight she was talking about wasn’t just the skyline.

      “Piper, the reason Julian and I are the same age…”

      “Calloway, you don’t have to tell me.” She grew closer to me. Inhaling her, I could feel myself overcome with emotion. There was something about this girl, that had me feel like time was frozen.

      “No, I need to. I want to. My dad, my dad is the Dean of Newport University. He used to be a professor there. My mom was a student here when she got pregnant with me. He was already married to Julian’s mom. He wanted her to get rid of me, never have me. He never wanted me, so he abandoned her. My mom had to leave school when I was born. Word got out. My dad got a slap on the wrist, and my mom… well, she had nothing.

      My stepmom found out about me, and she demanded my dad have a relationship with me. She’s great unlike him. So, here we are. Mom and I lived in Florida until I had to go to high school. We moved into a small apartment in the Newport High zip code, and then when I graduated, she moved back home because I think in a way, she just needed to finally be free of him. I mean, he was her professor. They both should have known better. It’s so embarrassing.”

      Looking over, Piper’s face was pale. She had moved away from me and looked at the skyline as if she were lost in it. “Piper?”

      “I’m so sorry, Roman. That’s really messed up. Your dad sounds…”

      “Well, yea, he was so fucked up to sleep with a student especially when he had a wife. But then again, my mom was stupid, too. How could she sleep with a professor? A married professor at that?” I looked over at her.

      “Maybe she didn’t know he was married,” she whispered.

      “She didn’t know in the beginning, but eventually she found out. She was still his side piece. How pathetic?” I pulled Piper close to me and kissed her forehead. “I’m just happy I found you, Rivers. You’re perfect.”

      “I’m not perfect, Roman.” She pulled away and walked back to my car.

      I pulled her arm, spinning her into my chest. She looked up at me from under her dark eyelashes. “You are so caught up thinking you’re so imperfect that you can’t see how perfect you really are.” I tilted her chin, letting my lips connect with hers. I could feel a small smile emerge from underneath. Pulling her to me, I knew she could feel how badly I wanted her through my swim trunks. “I’m not perfect, Roman. If you believe I am, you’re definitely going to get hurt.” She whispered against my mouth.

      “Baby, you think you’re not perfect, but you’re my perfect.” I brushed my lips against hers, pressing into her and leaving no room in between our bodies.

      “You’re seriously like the energizer bunny, Calloway.”

      Lifting her, I grabbed her ass as I put her on the hood of my car. All of L.A. was right here, yet with her, it felt like it was just us.

      Laying her on my car, I slid her shorts and bikini bottoms off. Crouching between her legs, I let my tongue push inside of her. She grabbed my hair, and I heard a light thud of her head planting against my car.

      “Roman…” she moaned, arching her back slightly. Letting my fingers and tongue work on her soft pink flesh until she was intensely wet, I looked up at her, arching my eyebrow with a grin as she let out longer, louder moans. Moments later she was pulling herself upright, her lips were pursed but her eyes smiled at me eagerly. Swinging her legs over and jumping off my car, she looked at me.

      “Your turn, Calloway.” She pushed my chest back, forcing me to lean against my car.

      Tugging my shorts down with her, she got on her knees and my heart began racing.

      She pulled my length into her mouth, and I let my fingers swirl around her hair, guiding her up and down.

      Her lips reached the end of my shaft, my tip grazing her throat. Between the warmth of her mouth, the perfect amount of pressure, and the way I had a clear view of her tits pressed together, I knew I couldn’t take it anymore. Jerking my hips, my muscles tightened while her hands gripped into my sides as she sucked harder.

      She licked my entire length, tonguing the crevice of my tip while I shook from the intense sensations that coursed through my entire body.

      Fuck, this girl is going to kill me.

      “Piper,” My breathing grew heavier as she picked up her pace. The nerves in my body intensified as electricity coursed through me. Finally, I couldn’t hold out any longer when she pulled me deeper into her mouth, and I came hard.

      I let out a long exhale as my body shook from such an intense release and slowly pulled out of her mouth.

      Lifting her upright into my arms, she looked at me and slowly licked her bottom lip. My eyes widened. “And you think you’re not perfect?”

      She shook her head and laughed as she tied her bikini top back into place. “Calloway, I need you to promise me something.”

      “Anything, Rivers.” I pulled my shorts back on.

      “Don’t you dare even think about falling in love with me. That was always my number one rule.” There was no smile on her face, it was instead replaced with a serious expression that made my palms grow moist.

      I leaned in and whispered into her ear, “What if I told you that I’m not one to ever be scared of a dare…” Pushing her hair off her neck, I let my tongue trail up, finishing with a hard kiss.
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      Piper

      

      Letting the cold water wash off my body, I watched sand and sweat drain by my feet. As much as it hurt, I hoped the shower would also have the magical ability to wash off Roman Calloway, too. Except, I knew that wouldn’t happen because his marks weren’t just on the outside of my flesh; he was engraining himself into me. Something about him made me feel. That was it; something about him made me feel again.

      Stepping out of the shower, I wrapped myself in a towel and looked in the mirror. Why couldn’t I stand letting myself be happy? I wanted to be happy. Didn’t I deserve a chance? Then again, I had so many mistakes haunting me, I didn’t think the universe or karma would ever let me. My phone buzzed against the counter, and looking down, I saw his name. Glancing back into the mirror, I found a smile plastered on my face. That’s what he did to me; he made me smile stupidly and I loved that. I loved everything about him. Oh no, I was breaking my own rule.

      Tonight, was amazing… You fit into Newport Beach just fine, Rivers.

      Well, when in Rome… I grinned, knowing I was nothing more than a cheesy college girl with a huge crush.

      You’re cute as hell. By the way, I am letting you know, the dare… it’s on.

      My heart raced as my fingers shook. What dare?

      The one where I dare you to fall in love with me.

      My heart no longer was racing, it was icing over because I knew I couldn’t drag Roman Calloway to hell with me. He’d been through so much with his own family, and the last thing he needed was to find out the perfect girl he had crafted in his mind was nothing more than an imperfect, damaged girl.

      Three small dots appeared, signaling he was texting me again. My hands shook harder. I knew I should be mature, text him back or better yet, call him over and tell him the truth. The problem was that the truth was horrible. No, not horrible, catastrophic. I was selfish, because I didn’t think I’d be able to handle seeing Roman’s face when I told him who I really was or what I had done. I didn’t think I could handle seeing Roman’s eyes shift from admiration and hope, to hatred, and disgust.

      Crawling into bed and under the covers, a light knock echoed against my door. I slowly sat up. “Come in…”

      “Hey, Pipe, I feel like I never see you,” my dad said as he came in and sat on the small blush pink chaise, crossing his leg over.

      “Um, sorry, Dad. I just have been settling into… California college life, I guess.”

      “Yea, I’m glad. How’s that going? You should tell that Calloway kid to come over for dinner now that he’s dating my daughter.”

      I was stunned. I knew he met Roman once, but why did he think we were dating? “I’m not dating him, he’s just a friend.”

      “Really? I’ve heard you guys are awfully close friends.” My dad smiled.

      “How would you even know that? Are you having me followed?” I asked, my voice raised with frustration. Suddenly I felt like this was a regression to my high school days.

      “Honey, I’m Grant Rivers and you’re my only child. Everyone knows who you are. Meaning eyes and ears are everywhere… and it’ll always come back to me.”

      “Well, that is annoying, not to mention an invasion of privacy. I need to get my own place.” I sunk into my pillow, sighing.

      “Hey, hey… you basically have an entire house in our house. I just got you back. Don’t leave, Pipe. I think Roman is good for you, even though… Well, I hope you know about his parents. The story there is… concerning.” He furrowed his eyebrows, waiting for me to react.

      “He told me tonight.” I swallowed the lingering spit in my mouth in hopes it’d coat the dryness from the intense anxiety that pooled inside of me.

      “Okay, and did you tell him about—”

      “No. It’s none of his business. He’s just a friend, Dad. I just met him. This is just some dumb college fun. Everyone does it.” I could hear the irritation that laced my words.

      “Well, something tells me he doesn’t feel that way. If he really likes you, and from the way he looked at you, I’m betting he does, then he won’t care about your past. Goodnight, honey.” My dad stood and offered a small smile.

      He was wrong. The problem with the past, is that it never, ever stays in the past… It will always come and terrorize your future. Your past is a piece of you, and no matter how hard you try to hide it…it’s not like footprints in the sand that’ll eventually wash away. It’s permanent. It’s you.

      

      The sunlight blazed through the sheer curtains in my room. Groaning, I looked at the time and knew I had to get to my anatomy lab. I had considered switching out of it, just to avoid Roman, but Newport University was small and we were only sophomores. How far could I run from him? Besides, I was so damn tired of always having to run.

      I got dressed and headed downstairs. Every morning, the chef had an extravagant layout for breakfast, even though I never even saw my dad in the morning—he was either at the gym or shooting a movie, working the craziest hours. I picked up a small plate and grabbed some of the outrageous spread.

      “Enzo, what do you guys do with the leftovers?” I took a bite of some scrambled eggs.

      He looked over at me. “Well, Miss Rivers, the staff will eat it or it gets tossed. Your dad is generous to even let staff have everything. The last celebrity I worked for wouldn’t let the staff touch the food without their job being on the line.”

      “That’s so wasteful. I mean, really, this is insane. I don’t even think my dad ever eats, and why should the staff have our sloppy seconds?” I took another bite.

      “Mr. Rivers is a busy man, so we usually deliver food to his office. Don’t worry, ma’am, your dad is well taken care of. You both barely eat, so it’s really not sloppy seconds.” Enzo smiled at me.

      “I usually eat at school or grab something on the way, but I’ll be better about coming home for these delicious meals.”

      “Miss Rivers, you have a guest. Miss Isla Andrews would like to see you, but she’s not on your approved guest list.” One of my dad’s security guards appeared from what seemed to be thin air.

      “Approved guest list? I didn’t even know I had one. Uh, let her in.” I hopped off the stool and walk toward the front door.

      “Piper, oh my god, they weren’t kidding. Your dad owns the biggest house in Newport Beach.” Her jaw dropped as she spun around, taking it all in.

      I glanced around, but it didn’t faze me—material things never did. “What’s up, Isla?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Look, Piper, I feel like you and I got off on the wrong foot. Truthfully, I had no business eavesdropping on my mom’s work calls. I swear, she didn’t tell me anything. I snooped in her office and read your files. I am so sorry. It wasn’t fair for me to judge you. I acted like some judgmental high school brat. Roman and Tucker are like brothers, and from what I can tell, Roman really, really likes you.  Just don’t hurt him; he’s been through a lot and is so sweet.” Isla shrugged and looked down at her feet. “I really want to be friends. Besides, if you give me a second chance, I think we could have some kick ass double dates.”

      “Okay, let’s try this friend thing. But, Isla, if you ever bring up my past… I promise, I will tell your mom, and worse, I’ll make sure her career as an attorney is over because I’ll let my dad know the money he spent to seal it all up was a waste. I don’t deserve to be labeled as anything, because you have no idea what you’re even talking about. Truthfully, you don’t know the details, and you have no business ever knowing.” I stared at Isla, she looked stunned at my brutal honesty. Because of the scandal, I had lost my best friends, a chunk of my reputation. I had lost a part of my life that should have been full of the sweetest memories, and instead it all just hurt. I didn’t want to constantly live in fear of someone bringing it up.

      Nodding rapidly, she came closer and wrapped me in a hug. “I’m going to be the best friend ever, Piper… you just wait and see.” We both laughed as I pushed her off me. These people really didn’t know what personal space was.

      

      Roman

      

      “Julian told me about the bonfire drama.” Tucker walked beside me after a rigorous football practice.

      “He’s such an asshole. I can’t believe I’m related to him, and I have to see him every day, on campus and on the football field. Why couldn’t he play baseball or some shit?” I gripped the straps of my backpack tightly.

      “Maybe you just never gave him a real chance because of your mom and everything.” Tucker stopped in the middle of the quad.

      “Tucker, look, I appreciate the free shrink services, but I don’t have daddy-issues. I have…”

      “Hey, boys.” Isla’s voice rose behind us, and we both turned at the same time. Immediately, a smile grew on my face. Isla had her arm intertwined with Piper’s. I raised my eyebrows, staring at her with a laugh. Piper shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      “Look who decided to forgive me for acting like a judgmental bitch… and is my new bestie.” Isla came closer, pulling Piper behind.

      “That’s great, babe. We have to go on a double date or something.” Tucker leaned in and kissed Isla.

      “That’s exactly what I said!” Isla excitedly agreed.

      Piper’s eyes widened and she looked at me again. I laughed and pulled her into my arms. She looked up at me as Isla and Tucker walked away. My chin could rest on the top of her head easily with our height difference. “I like, totally can’t wait to go on this super cute double date,” Piper mimicked Isla.

      Laughing, I kissed her forehead and then her lips. She closed her eyes, no longer smiling. Instead, she was engulfed in our kiss, just as I was engulfed in her.

      Turning together, we walked toward anatomy lab. Right before going inside, I stopped. Piper had her hand on the door handle but looked over her shoulder. “You coming, Calloway? You know you’re the lead frog dissector.” She shuddered.

      “Um… yea.” I glanced her over and picked up my pace. “After you.” I nodded to the open door. “You have a really nice ass,” I whispered behind her.

      Looking over her shoulder, she grinned. “You’re such a gentleman, Calloway.” Taking a seat beside her, we listened to Professor Rao, except I couldn’t stop glancing over at Piper, who kept looking back at me. Sliding a piece of paper over to her, I felt nerves race through me.

      Her cheeks flushed as she unfolded my note and read it. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her pen. I clenched my hands together and said a small prayer. I knew it was ridiculous, but I needed her. I needed Piper Rivers to be more than just the girl I slept with; I wanted her to be mine in every sense of the word. Coach Everett always said the one trait he admired of mine was when I went into something, I went all in. With Piper, I was all in. I just hoped she’d give me a chance to prove I was worth it. Folding the note back, she slid it over to me. My fingers stumbled while I opened it.

      I reread the note I had written.

      Piper Rivers, I’ve wanted you to be mine ever since you flashed me with your cherry panties. Will you be my girlfriend? Below the words I had three boxes.

      Yes, maybe, and at the very bottom there was a tiny box labeled, no.

      I looked over at her, and she locked eyes with me. “Is that what you really want?” I raised my brow at her.

      “Yes, Roman Calloway…” she bit her bottom lip, “I’ll be your girlfriend.”

      In that moment, I felt even better than when I held my football in the sky with the crowd going wild after we won a huge game. Scoring a touchdown or winning a state championship was nothing compared to winning Piper Rivers’ heart. Now, I just needed to make sure I didn’t ever drop it and shatter it.

      After class, we headed out, and from a distance, I could see her. It was too late to change direction, so we were about to go head-on with Newport University’s devil herself.

      “Hi, babe.” Sierra came up to us, ignoring Piper completely. Leaning in, she tried to kiss me, but I quickly turned my face. Her lips planted on my cheek as I flinched back, and Piper’s grip tightened around my arm.

      “Oh, come on, Roman, there was a time I could get you off with just my lips…” She looked at Piper.

      “Sienna, right? I mean, seriously, this isn’t some high school drama class. Roman and I are dating, and your stupid comments aren’t going to get to me. You might as well have some self-respect and keep those apparently talented lips of yours shut or I’ll do it myself,” Piper said in the most stoic way that even had me scared.

      I laughed so hard. She called her ‘Sienna’ and then roasted her, without a second though. For the first time ever, Sierra didn’t have anything to say and turned away with her cheeks red, darting off.

      “Damn, Rivers, it’s so hot how possessive you are over me.” I smiled at her, pulling her closer.

      She turned and grabbed both sides of my varsity jacket. “I just realized that I don’t want to share what’s mine.” She stood on her tip toes, parting my lips with her tongue. My hand dripped down to her waist, and I held her closely.

      “Roman.” A throat cleared. I instantly pulled away from Piper and felt sweat build at the crook of my neck. Piper’s forehead creased as she glanced back and forth. It wasn’t hard to know who he was. Unfortunately, I was a mirror of him—another reason my mom had been punished long enough, having to stare at the replica of the man who destroyed her entire life.

      “Dad.” I put my arm around Piper’s shoulders.

      “Shouldn’t you be in a class? The last time I checked, this was an educational institution, right?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We just got out of class and are heading for some food,” I replied, annoyed.

      “Piper Rivers, it’s so nice to meet you. You’ll have to excuse my son’s poor manners. You will have to meet my other son, Julian. I think we got through to him a bit better. Anyway, I’m Dean Calloway. We are so grateful for the generous donation your father gave to the university.” My dad smiled at Piper.

      “Well, I mean, he did have to buy his daughter’s way into school after I truly fucked up at my last college. But you’ll have to excuse my poor manners,” Piper fired back.

      My dad’s face drained, and he cleared his throat again. “Right. Roman, I’ll be at the game this Friday. Piper, it was… a pleasure.” He offered his most forced smile.

      I looked at Piper, pressing my head to hers, the tips of our noses touching. “So, when are you going to let me protect you?”

      She smiled and laid her head on my chest. In a way, I think in that moment she was showing me that I was protecting her, I just didn’t know from what, or worse, from who.
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      Piper

      

      Weeks of school flew because in between classes, and studying, Roman managed to fill in my usual loneliness with happiness. Feeling nineteen and living like a real college student was a gift of its own. I felt free, light, and happier than ever and he was the reason behind that.

      Now, it was a special day for Roman. For us as a couple. Friday night lights. My first ever college football game. New York State had an amazing team, but I was too busy sneaking off to the back seat of his car, missing out on life.

      I stood in front of the mirror, wearing Roman’s spare jersey and a denim mini skirt. Apparently, it was a Newport University tradition. If you were dating a ‘Noble’ football player, you had to wear their jersey or a shirt with their name and number. I tilted my head, staring at my reflection, hoping I was worthy of this… worthy of him.

      My phone buzzed, and without thinking, I answered.

      “Piper…” His voice echoed through my phone and pierced through the happiness I was basking in just seconds ago.

      “Piper, please. I just… I needed to talk to you. I needed to hear your voice. Babe, please.” He pleaded the same way he did all those times when he would convince me that he was right for me. That what we did, what we were doing, wasn’t wrong. At a college freshman, I believed him; I trusted him. Now in that short time frame, he made me grow up, learn brutal lessons, and most of all, he made me learn to never trust someone with my heart again. Dating was one thing, but giving someone my heart…? Never again. I knew my limits, and I knew I had to keep them.

      “I need you to listen to me. Don’t you dare call me again. I swear, Eli,” I hissed.

      “Babe, please.” Sadness took over his tone. “I just need to see you.”

      My heart sunk. I thought about that night, all that time ago. I was sitting in a restaurant in the city with my best friend, laughing over our meals. I felt unstoppable with a forbidden romance, but I just didn’t realize how forbidden it was. Until he walked in… with his wife. His eyes locked onto mine from a distance, the blood from his face drained. I remember feeling as if a thousand daggers had stabbed me in my back. He had made me the other woman, when I never wanted to be. One week later, I realized I missed my period. The instructions on the pregnancy test said wait three minutes, but I didn’t need three minutes. All it took was one minute, exactly sixty seconds to have my world crash and burn all around me. Little did I know that was the tip of the iceberg, and the start of my demise.

      I slid my phone off. “Piper?” Isla called out as my bedroom door opened. She was wearing Tucker’s jersey and a huge smile on her face when she saw me. “I told you we were meant to be besties…” She let out a small laugh and gave me a quick hug.

      “Here…” She pulled out a tube of bright red lipstick and lined my lips.

      I looked down at my nails that we had gotten done together the night before. Light blue and gold, Newport University’s colors. Even though Isla was a lot touchier than what I was used to, it was really nice having a girlfriend.

      “You ready to lose your football girlfriend virginity?” Isla looped her arm in mine as we walked out. I tucked my phone into my skirt pocket, hoping I could enjoy this new chapter, if only the last chapter would stay closed.

      

      Adrenaline rushed through me as we pulled into the parking lot. Tailgate tents were set up as a sea of blue and gold flowed in front of me. I fit; I blended in. People were wrong, standing out wasn’t always the goal. For me, it felt amazing just to blend in and not be noticed for once. In this crowd, I wasn’t Grant Rivers’ daughter, I wasn’t the girl who had to run from her home; I was just a girl wanting to have her chance at normal.

      “Come on, girl, we’ve got front row seats thanks to your quarterback.” Isla winked at me.

      I kept staring at the field as we walked down the bleachers, our footsteps echoing against each step. The stadium was packed to the brim. I glanced down and saw Dean Calloway seated with a woman, who had to be Roman’s stepmom and Julian’s mom.

      Suddenly, the crowd all stood and Isla tapped my shoulder. “They’re coming out!” She tilted her head, signaling for me to stand, too. She looked at me with confusion; clearly, she didn’t know this was my first football game.

      The crowd broke into cheers as the football players all rushed out from what looked like an opening of a giant crown.

      “Now let’s hear it for the Nobles’ quarterback and MVP, Roman Calloway!” The speakers blasted as the crowd went wild. My heart was pounding as I looked around at the crowd cheering for Roman. My Roman. I guess I never realized how big of a player he truly was. With me, he was sweet and humble, and he didn’t let any of this get to his head. Why he even wanted to be with me was a question I didn’t have an answer to.

      His dad was standing with his arms crossed, looking at the field. My heart sunk. The one thing that hurt him so much was the story behind his parents’ relationship. What if he found out? What if he found out how close to home my story was to the one that wrecked him?

      “There’s your guy!” Isla pulled me closer and jumped up and down. There he was, running out onto the field in his uniform, flashing his panty-melting smile, waving to his fans. He started running toward his team but looked over in our direction. His stepmom waved, but he didn’t look at her—he was looking straight at me. My heart spiked. His helmet was in his hand, and his team was cheering, waving toward him, but he turned and started running toward me. I gripped the steel rail in front of me, my palms were slick and sliding against it. I was scared I’d faint if I let go.

      He ran his hand through his shiny, brown hair. He pulled himself up on the rail, grabbed my face, and kissed me. Mischief and pride dancing in the stunning green of his eyes popping against the eye black he had underneath. He kissed me in a way every girl deserves to be kissed at least once in her life. My knees grew weak, and I put my hands on both sides of his face and pulled him closer.

      I kissed him the way every boy deserved to be kissed. I could feel his lips curve into a smile. The crowd around us grew even louder, cheers broke out, and whistles sounded.

      “You wear it so much better than I do,” He whispered against my ear, gently tapping the jersey I had on.

      “Well, I think I like yours… on the floor more than on. Go win, and after, I’ll let you score a touchdown with your number-one fan,” I whispered against his lips.

      In that moment, there were hundreds of people around us, but it didn’t feel that way. The noise faded and the people blurred. All I saw was him, and in his eyes, I knew all he saw was me. That’s also when I knew I’d fight for him, I’d fight for us. We deserved a chance. I just hoped he’d still feel that way once I told him the truth. I was going to tell him the truth.

      He kissed me once again and ran back to his teammates. I could feel my cheeks hurt from how hard I was smiling. That had to be the most exhilarating moment of my entire life.

      I could feel the eyes of everyone around us on me.

      Isla smiled at me. “You’re in love with him.”

      “What? No, we literally just started dating. You’re crazy,” I scoffed, refusing to meet her eyes. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Number eight. Was it true? Did I throw my heart at Roman just as easily as he threw that football?

      “Oh, sure. Girl, look at your face. You’re gone. You’re done for. I mean, so is he. It’s proven that you fall in love faster and quicker when you’re in college than any other time in your life. Ugh, I’m so excited. Me and Tuck, you and Rome… This is epic! Woo! Nobles!” Isla screamed with her hands waving through the air.

      Was Isla right? Was this love? Could you fall for someone this quickly? Or was I just a nineteen year old desperate for someone to show me what a real love could feel like?

      Looking down, the cheerleaders were all dancing. I saw Sierra with her blonde hair in a sleek ponytail. Cringing, it occurred to me how perfect they were together—the quarterback and the head cheerleader.

      “Why did Roman and Sierra break up?” I asked Isla after taking a sip of my Diet Coke.

      “Well, Sierra’s not his type. I think he just wanted to distract himself and fit in. I mean, his dad’s pretty strict, and you’ve met Julian, the golden child of their family. I think he just wanted to prove he was better than Julian. Julian’s always been obsessed with Sierra, ever since high school. So, Roman dated her just to get to him.”

      “Wait, you guys all went to high school together?”

      “Yea, Newport High. It’s gross, I know. It’s like we were all grouped together to basically live in a bubble. But, truthfully Pipe, the bubble is good, it’s safe. It’s… I don’t know, just easy.”

      “Did Roman break up with her?” I was absorbing all of this. They had their whole world together, and I didn’t fit in at all.

      “Yea, he went to see his mom in Florida months ago and came back… changed. Apparently, his mom has had to pick up another job and was struggling. He seemed to just not care for the competition against Julian anymore. All he wants now is the NFL—it’s his dream, always has been. You know he doesn’t use his dad’s money. He took out a loan and pays for everything. He refuses his dad’s money because Dean Calloway never helped his mom out, and she worked two jobs to support Roman. Now he just wants to make it big so he can take care of himself and his mom. He’ll make it there. Look, see those scouts over there? They are all here for Roman.” Isla pointed to a group of men wearing different colored polos, but all similar styles. When I squinted, I could see NFL team logos embossed on their hats.

      “Wow, I didn’t know any of this.” I glanced back onto the field, searching for Roman.

      “Girl, how would you? You guys just started dating, and I mean, it’s the honeymoon phase, so enjoy it. Why dig into all this dark, negative energy when you can enjoy Roman Calloway going down on you on the hood of his car…” Isla laughed and put her hand up for a high five.

      Gently tapping her hand, I could feel my face heat up. “Did Roman tell you about that?”

      “Pipe, this is Newport University… everyone knows everything. Well, and Roman told Tucker and Tucker told me. Sorry.” She shrugged her shoulders, unapologetically.

      Shaking my head, I covered my face with my hands, laughing into them, mortified. Peeking through my fingers, the crowd roared again. I saw Roman holding the ball in the air as his teammates held him up. He was basically a god here. I just hoped I didn’t bring the flames of my personal hell to his heaven.

      

      Roman

      

      Today was the best win of my entire football career. Yet, the greatest score wasn’t on the field, it was scoring her. The way she looked at me, and the way I knew she felt it, too. Everything with her was electric, magical, intense. There wasn’t a middle ground with her—it was all or nothing. And I was all-in.

      Getting out of the shower, I wrapped myself in a towel. You could feel the excitement, the pride, and the male egos bursting at the seams in the locker room intertwining with the sweat. I threw my clothes and varsity jacket on before heading out to the after-party.

      Suddenly, whistling and clapping radiated through the locker room. I peered over my shoulder and saw her. Her cheeks were tinged pink as she walked through my teammates, who were all eyeing her long legs and perfect ass shamelessly. They’d be getting a warning from me soon enough. Letting my leg rest on the bench, I leaned in with a smile as she grew closer.

      “I think you have something that’s mine…” She let her fingers grip onto both sides of my jacket. I slowly took it off and wrapped her in it, using it to pull her in closer to me. Her arms still outside of the sleeves. Our lips connected and the clapping of my team echoed.

      “How about that extra touchdown, Calloway?” Pipers eyes glimmered as she stared at me through her dark lashes.

      “No, no, Piper, you are not using my boy here as a booty call right now. You both have to come to the after-party!” Tucker slapped his arms around us.

      “Tucker, you’re such a cock-block.” I laughed and pushed him off. I reached for Piper’s hand and intertwined my fingers with hers. She looked down, and instantly her face lit up. I leaned down and kissed the top of her head. She tilted her head up, pursing her pink lips as I grazed mine against the softness of hers.

      “I love how this still happens…” I let my finger trail down her arm, tracing the tiny goosebumps that were crafted against her skin. She pinched her lips to the side to hide the smile I knew was there, as she stuffed her arms into the sleeves. “I guess I’m still not acclimated to the weather.” She winked.

      We got to the parking lot, and I jogged around and opened the door for her.

      “Roman, you were incredible tonight.” She looked up at me with a look I’d never forget.

      “Thanks, baby, you’re my good luck charm.” I kissed her hand.

      “No, it was all you. I mean, the entire school was there for you.” She stared at me as I pulled out of the parking lot.

      “Really? I didn’t notice. All I saw was you.”

      She looked over at me carefully, taking a deep breath in. “Did you just get this car?” Her hand tracked the soft leather interior.

      “Yea, kind of. My dad got it for me for my twentieth birthday. He had too, I guess, since he got Julian one. I’m sure he thought how that would look on campus if one son was driving a Porsche and the other was in a beat-up hand-me-down. I rarely drive it, though. Tucker and I live together so I usually just hitch a ride with him.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry…” she said.

      “Why?”

      She cracked a small grin and brushed my hand gently. “That you live with Tucker.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, slicing through the tension of my own racing thoughts. She was light. Even in a rock of darkness, she pushed light through the cracks.
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      Piper

      

      “Who lives here?” I asked, eyeing the beautiful oceanfront house we had pulled up to.

      “It’s my stepmom’s vacation house. It’s been in her family for years.” Roman got out of the car and opened my door. I didn’t know why, but the simple gesture where he stretched his hand out and waited for me to take it made me feel lucky. I paused, letting my hand grip his. The reason I loved how Roman kissed me in front of the entire university before a huge football game wasn’t because I craved attention; it was because for the first time, I wasn’t someone’s dirty little secret. He was proud to be mine, and I was proud to be his.

      Walking into the house, music blared as girls danced on tables and guys were doing keg stands. This was college in Newport. Parties weren’t at dirty, cheap beer-stained frat houses; they were at oceanfront estates. Our hands were tightly interlocked. Once people saw Roman, cheers broke out again. “Nobles! Nobles! Calloway is our Noble!” I glanced up at Roman, who was completely unfazed. He was wearing his hat backwards, a fitted v-neck, worn jeans and looked insatiable with his emerald green eyes sparkling. He grinned and looked down at me, as if he knew I was watching him. There was almost this sexy amount of arrogance that was embedded in Roman.

      In a room full of people idolizing him, the only person he saw was me. I don’t think I’d ever felt so seen in my entire life. I had to tell him about my past, it wasn’t fair. I didn’t want our relationship to have secrets. Secrets are an inevitable form of pain that drives relationships into the ground. I didn’t want my secrets to be the reason we crashed and burned before even having our shot at soaring.

      “Hey guys!” Isla and Tucker appeared. “Congrats on the win, Rome!” Isla reached up to kiss Roman’s cheek, then threw her arms around me, pulling me into a tight hug.

      I looked over at Tucker. “I’m not going to kiss you.” The four of us broke into laughter. This was nice. This is what I never knew I wanted but desperately needed. Friendship, a steady relationship, all in the light of day. We all trekked outside, sitting by a raging fire pit. The ocean was steps in front of us, crashing along with the direction of the full moon.

      “Time for a game of Never Have I Ever bitches!” I turned toward the sharp voice of none other than Sierra. She was still wearing her cheerleading outfit, which I hated. I hated how she and Roman looked like the photo on a college brochure.

      “We can go, Piper,” Roman whispered against my ear.

      Turning toward him, I realized how he knew I didn’t fit in, but I was eager to prove to him that I wasn’t a misfit. I could be a part of his world, because I think… he was becoming mine.

      “No, it’s fine. Let’s play the stupid game.” I smiled over at Isla and Tucker. Julian had joined in the small circle. The fire divided Sierra and me, and looking over at her, she looked like the devil behind the flames.

      “Okay, so we all know the rules, well, except for her.” Sierra shot me a bitchy glare.

      Roman put his arm around me protectively. “Sierra, I think everyone knows how to play the dumb game.”

      “If you have never done what’s asked, then you drink a shot of vodka, and if you have done it, then you take a sip of beer.” Julian smiled lifting up both forms of alcohol.

      “How does that make any sense? You’re drinking either way.” I looked at Roman, who shrugged.

      “Never have I ever fucked someone who is married,” Sierra spewed out. My chest tightened as my heartbeat picked up. Everyone lifted their shot glasses and tossed the vodka back. I was already lying to the one person I didn’t want to, so why not lie to everyone? I picked up mine and drank the bitter alcohol. Sierra rolled her eyes and stood up to leave. What the hell did Sierra know?

      Roman stared at me without any detectable expression. Putting both hands on the sides of my face, he pulled me into him and kissed me. Everyone around the fire grew quiet. The crackling of the flame grew beside us and the heat of the fire was nothing compared to the heat between Roman and me. One-by-one everyone started asking ridiculous questions, mostly questions that made us laugh. Just some college fun, which I really needed. I’d never waste away these days, ever again.

      But what Sierra said made me fear that time was running out with hiding my secret from Roman. After we left the group, Roman went to answer his mom’s call. I loved their relationship. I stood by the glass balcony upstairs, watching the darkened waves grow larger. The sea breeze lifted my hair and closing my eyes, I inhaled it all.

      “Hey, New York.” Julian stood behind me with two bottled waters. “Here, and for the record, I’m sorry for being a dick at the bonfire. I’m really sorry. You are one cool ass chick, and I can’t believe I said that shit. I was just…jealous Roman got to you first.” He handed me a water.

      “Oh, Julian,” I sighed. “But really, what is it with you football playing, college boys that screams speaking before you think?” I let out a small exhale. If this lid is open, I’ll know you spiked this and roofied it.” I eyed the bottle before carefully unscrewing the lid with a smile, and I heard the plastic rip.

      “New York, I think you’ve sadly gotten the wrong idea about me. I’m actually a good guy, no matter what my brother has told you. You know Roman’s got too much darkness inside of him. People like him drain the light out of you.” Julian gripped the balcony, staring into the distance.

      I stared at the bright moon above us. “What if I’m filled with even more darkness than he is?”

      “Well, then neither of you will ever see the light.” Julian turned, pressing his back against the glass balcony.

      I stood there quietly absorbing Julian’s words. Was he right? Were Roman and I both so damaged in our own ways, that we’d just end up draining each other even more? We didn’t balance each other out, we were the same. Maybe that’s what drew me to him.

      “Roman isn’t filled with darkness.” I looked over at Julian, who was watching me.  “He’s the sweetest guy I’ve ever met.”

      “New York, have you met me?” He smiled softly.

      “He told me about his mom and Dean Calloway.”

      “Yea, my dad… well, our dad. What he did was fucked up, but he did it to my mom, too. I mean, he cheated on her, got Roman’s mom pregnant, and then came back to us. But you don’t see me pissed and holding a grudge.” Julian crossed his arms across his chest.

      “Well, that’s exactly why, he came back to you and your mom. He chose you both.”

      Julian nodded slowly. “So, what’s got you filled with darkness, Piper?”

      “Wow, you actually called me by my real name.” I shook my head and laughed lightly. “It’s a long story, California.”

      “I’ve got time…” Julian grew closer to me, planting his hands over both sides of me against the balcony. My pulse grew as Julian’s warm breath grazed my face. I pressed my palm against his chest to move him away but he didn’t turn in time.

      “What the fuck?” Roman’s voice sliced through the air, and Julian jerked back. Roman threw Julian to the ground, and before I knew it, both of them were throwing punches and yelling at each other. I was frozen. This is what I did, I left and created chaos everywhere I went. I stepped past both Julian and Roman and ran as fast as I could.

      “Tucker, you need to go upstairs. Roman and Julian are fighting,” I shouted as I ran past him and Isla. He looked up, and immediately darted up.

      “Girl, did you even bring a car? I’ll drive you, just wait up.” Isla chased after me.

      Getting into Isla’s car, tears spilled out of my eyes.

      “Pipe, what happened?”

      I couldn’t even talk to her, yet she was the only one here that somewhat knew the truth about me. “Isla, what do you know about my past?” I asked through my tears.

      “Piper, we really don’t have to do this. I’m so sorry, I should have never even let you know that I knew anything.” She continued to drive.

      “Isla, just fucking tell me.”

      “I guess that you were seeing some older guy from your college and things got really ugly.”

      “You know who that guy was, right?” I asked between sobs.

      “Yea, I do. I don’t blame you for what happened. I mean, I know I barely know the details, but it sounds like that man took advantage of you.” Isla rubbed my arm gently.

      “The thing is, Isla, he didn’t. I mean, yea, he did… but not like that. What we had was real, and that was the scariest part of it all.” I wiped my tears, looking out the window.

      “If it was genuinely real, then why aren’t you together? What you and Roman have, that’s real… that’s love. Love is nothing without trust and respect. Piper, when you’re a freshman in college it’s easy to confuse right and wrong.” She leaned in, wrapping me in her arms, giving me the warmest hug, I’d been given by a girlfriend in a long time.

      “What Roman and I have is what dreams are made of, but it’s not real. He thinks I’m someone I’m not. He deserves so much better. Just like you said, without trust, it can’t be love.” I turned back toward Isla. Her face was painted with sadness.

      “Just tell him… tell him everything. Then you’ll have your trust and so will he.”

      “Isla, you have no idea how messed up my past truly is. You have no idea how much it would crush Roman. He’d be better off without me than knowing the truth.” The rest of the drive was spent in silence, and closing my eyes I drifted off.

      I hadn’t even realized we were in front of my dad’s house. I gave Isla a hug before rushing out, knowing my sobs were right there on the brink.

      

      Roman

      

      I drove as fast as I could, speeding along the curved pathways. My free hand held the tissue against the cut on my bottom lip from the idiotic fight Julian and I got into. I knew what he was doing—he had to take what was mine. He’d never win. He had everything and more, but Piper… No, Piper was mine and only mine. He was doing this bullshit, because I dated Sierra. Yea, that was low on my part. I knew he liked her, he always had liked her, but sometimes the perfect son needs a reality check. My entire life Julian would remind me that he was the son our dad wanted, and I was the son he was forced to be a part of.

      Buzzing the gate box, a security guard answered. After giving my name, he told me I wasn’t on the Rivers’ approved guest list. My palms grew moist and anxiety pooled inside of me, making my stomach curl. I had never felt like this in my life. Wiping the sweat off my brow, I glanced up at the Rivers’ estate. It was lit up, and the sound of the cascading water fountain in front cut through the night silence. Piper’s room was on the back of the property because it overlooked their pool. I reversed and parked down the hill. Jumping out, I picked up my pace. I had no fucking idea what I was doing; all I knew was I had to get to Piper. She ignored all my calls and texts because I chose to act like a complete jackass. Again.

      Scaling a side of the tall brick wall, I clenched my eyes shut as the stone cut through my skin on my arms. Pivoting, I fell over and let out a small yelp as I landed in a prickly bush. “Fucking hell,” I groaned.

      On all fours, I crawled like a sociopath against the fence all the way around until I saw her balcony. Thankfully, she had a long green plant trailing up along one of those ladders. Gripping it, my entire body ached. Sweat covered me, blood dripped out the scabs of my arms, and my back felt as if it were broken. Clearly, this wasn’t ideal, especially after a football game, a fist fight with my brother, and now breaking and entering into Piper’s house. Here’s hoping this was the low point of my entire college career.

      I let out a sigh of relief once I reached her balcony. Except my hands were sticky and wet from the grass and sweat, and I could feel myself losing my grip. Yelling out loud, one hand slipped off, and I had lost my footing on the small plant-covered ladder. I was doomed; this would be the end of my football career once I broke all my ligaments and bones.

      “Roman?” Her voice boomed above me. Looking up, I offered a lopsided grin. She looked like an angel in my loose, oversized T-shirt, her hair draped over her shoulders, and no makeup on. But what made the anxiety of potentially falling to my death dissipate was the fact that she still had my varsity jacket on.

      “Roman! What the hell are you doing?” Reaching over, her hands grabbed one of mine, pulling me up and over the balcony. Once up, I lost my balance, and we both fell together onto the ground.

      “Hey, Rivers, nice catch.” I cracked a small smirk as her face pressed into my chest. Looking up at me, she tilted her head, suppressing the laughter I was dying to hear.

      “Roman, what in the actual hell are you doing?” She let her finger trace my bleeding lips, down to my cut arm.

      “I missed you, and I’m sorry for getting into another fight with Julian,” I replied, knowing my face probably resembled a sad, lost puppy. I really hoped she liked puppies.

      She sighed. “Come on, Romeo, let’s get you cleaned up.” Piper helped me off the ground.

      I stared at her as I sat on a fluffy stool in her oversized bathroom. She was intently wringing out a washcloth and carefully pressed it against my face. Going back to the sink, she wrung it out again before she dropped to her knees and cleaned my arm. Flinching from the alcohol pad she swiped, her eyes grew wide. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” she whispered under her breath. Her perfect pink lips stayed slightly parted.

      “You could never hurt me, Rivers; you only bring me happiness.” I leaned in toward her face and her cool, minty breath brushed against my skin. Suddenly, the pain from the cuts, bruises, and wounds seemed to fade. Letting my lips meet hers, I inhaled her. She smelled like coconuts. I didn’t need paradise, because she was paradise.

      “Roman, listen, please. I need you to hear me.” She let her palm touch the side of my face, and I instantly sunk into it.

      “We can’t do this… You don’t even know me. I mean, this is all so crazy. We jumped in so fast, and I think we need to just take a breather. I don’t want to hurt you, and I think it’s best we walk away before we start falling in—” Her blue eyes darkened and glistened with tears that I knew she was fighting.

      Grabbing her hand that was on my face, I kissed her open palm. Pulling my varsity jacket off of her, I began kissing her exposed, soft arms. She moaned softly as my lips touched her neck, and I nipped at it before sucking and biting. She was mine.

      “Calloway, you sure don’t know how to listen.” Piper closed her eyes as she took in my touch. “Listen to me, you better not be falling in love with me. Remember rule number one,” she whispered.

      “Well, the thing is, I’m not starting to fall… I already have. I started falling for you the day you fell off that stool on the first day of class. I fell for you the moment my hand touched yours. I fell for you the day my eyes met yours, and I realized you were just as lost as me, waiting to be found. You found me, and I hope, I really hope I found you, too.”
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      Piper

      

      I laid in his arms in my bed as the cool night breeze trickled in through my opened doors. We didn’t have sex, but I didn’t think I had ever experienced intimacy like this. He climbed up to my balcony, managed to dodge an entire gated wall, security team, and risked breaking his bones or falling to his untimely death… for me. Just to make sure I was okay. After cleaning him off, we got into the bath together. I soaped every part of his body with the loofah, cleaning the dirt, sweat, and blood off, all while he watched me intently. I could see the admiration in his eyes for me. That scared me. He didn’t say the three words I thought he would, yet he did in his own way. He told me he fell for me. I knew it was only a short amount of time before he’d say those three words that every girl hoped to hear from the mouth of the man she also—

      But for me, once Roman said it, it only made me crueler. I should have told him my story after he told me about his parents. Why the Scarlet letter is permanently branded on my chest, and how I can’t imagine stepping foot near my old college again. Why my friends—the ones I loved dearly—won’t even look at me, let alone call me. I was that girl. The girl who went against girl code, the one you hated, the one who didn’t choose to be that girl. No, he chose that for me.

      Eli Tate.

      Yet, I didn’t hate him. There was something about him, still, that made me want to cry, because he was there for me in ways I needed more than I knew. He taught me so much but took more away from me. Most of all, he lied. He was a liar, and here I was, living in his shadow and doing the same thing, in a different way, to Roman.

      I let my fingers trace Roman’s bare chest. He smelled so good, but it wasn’t from the fancy body wash I had lathered all over him, it was his natural scent. It was comforting. Whatever I had with Eli was complicated. It wasn’t this; it wasn’t raw. But in the end, it also wasn’t real. This… this with Roman was real. This could be everything. I let my chin rest on Roman’s strong shoulder, watching his perfect, tanned chest rise and fall with his breaths.

      Before I knew it, my alarm buzzed. I opened my eyes and saw Roman watching me. Jerking upright, I wiped the drool that lingered by my mouth.

      “Creepy much, Calloway?” I turned away, patting my hair down, and bending over to secretly smell my breath in my palm. I felt his hand grab my arm and pull me back toward him.

      “You’re gorgeous.” He pushed my hair out of my face, tucking it behind my ear. His touch alone ignited something inside of me.

      “You’re sweet… but also a liar.” I gently dabbed under my eyes, feeling the puffiness. “No, if there’s one thing I’m not, it’s a liar, baby.” He flashed his perfect smile while running his hand through his soft brown hair.

      “So, you promised me something,” Roman whispered closer to my face.

      I grinned back at him. “And what was that?”

      “You promised to score a touchdown with me after winning…” His hand went under my panties and he pushed his fingers inside. My breathing picked up as he hovered over my body. Closing my eyes, I let him pull my panties down, and moments later, I felt his tongue on me.

      “Roman,” I moaned out, biting my bottom lip. The man knew what he was doing with every part of his body… and mine.

      “You like that, baby?” His voice grew huskier as he crept closer to my face. Spreading my legs apart, he pushed inside me. I had slept with my share of guys, but Roman Calloway… The gods from above blessed him with muscles and size… everywhere. I could feel him pulsing inside me, and I clenched around him as he went deeper, plunging in and out while my nails dug into his back, pulling him closer. With him, I felt complete. I felt like the dark cloud that constantly hovered over me vanished whenever he touched me.

      Turning me over, I was on top of him. I rocked my hips, picking up my speed. Roman’s breathing grew faster as his hands gripped my waist. They say life is a roller coaster, well Roman Calloway was the best damn ride I’d ever been on.

      “Fuck, Piper, I lo—” I felt his muscles tighten inside of me as I collapsed on his chest, my finger pressing against his lips to freeze his words. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me so tightly, as if he was scared to let go. Closing my eyes, I hoped he’d never let me go.

      Please, please never let me go.

      

      Roman

      

      “So, I know I’m not your first with moves like that.” I looked down at Piper, who was engulfed into my arms.

      Her face flushed. “A lady never kisses and tells.” She hid her face into my chest, which made her so damn cute.

      “Piper, c’mon, tell me. This was bound to come up. I’ll tell you, if you tell me how many guys you’ve been with.” Curiosity soared inside of me.

      “You first.” She peeked up and smiled. “How many guys have you been with?”

      “Ha-ha, very funny. I’ve slept with three girls before you. Two in high school, one in college, and now you, so four total.” I looked down at her.

      “Wow, I figured a guy like you would have a line up longer than Santa’s naughty list.” She sat up.

      “A guy like me?”

      Pulling her shirt back on, she looked at me. “You know, sexy as hell, star football player, the works. You’re the poster child of a fuckboy.”

      I tilted my head up to look at her. “Wow, babe, you don’t sugarcoat, do you?”

      “Nope.” The grin on her face quickly melted off and her eyes quickly avoided mine.

      “Uh-oh, is your number like two hundred?” I offered a small smile, trying to hide my nerves.

      “I guess like… ten, maybe fifteen.” She pulled her knees closer to her face. I didn’t know what to say. She was only nineteen, so ten to fifteen was a hell of a lot for someone that young. Right?

      “Look, Roman, I partied a lot back in New York. College and high school were all about drugs, booze, and sex. I’m not going to lie, I went to college, slept with a frat guy on day one, and then I… blacked out. I didn’t even know where I was, so after that, I stopped the pills, I stopped the drinking to get drunk, and most of all, I stopped sleeping with anyone with two legs. Then I met someone and was… seeing him. He kind of helped me out of this dark hole I had dug myself into because as much as I tried to completely get clean, without his help I kept failing.

      My mom was always gone, my dad lived here, nannies raised me. My friends were all New York City rich brats like me. My best friend overdosed and ended up in rehab by the time she was seventeen. That’s just the tip of the iceberg of my so-called perfection.”

      “Wow, Piper, I’m sorry. That all sounds really, really rough.” I looked away, processing everything. Piper Rivers was a hell of a lot more complicated than the gorgeous girl in front of me.

      “No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’m not the girl you think I am.” She stood and walked to the open balcony doors. The morning sunlight outlined her, making her look angelic. Her loose, dark hair picked up with the cool breeze.

      “Baby, you’re everything and more to me. You’re not the girl I thought you were; you’re the girl I know you are. Sweet, beautiful, honest, and I-I lo—” I started as I pulled her into me from behind.

      She flung around, putting her pointer finger against my lips, shaking her head. “No, don’t say it. Not like this… not after I just told you how fucked-up I was…”

      “You weren’t fucked-up. You were just lost.”

      She hugged me. “And you found me.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, looking at the sun shining over the infinity pool below us. Kissing the top of her head, I had so many questions, especially about the guy she dated, the guy she said dug her out of her hole. That guy, I knew for a fact, had to be the reason she ran from New York. Why would the guy who saved her also be the guy who broke her?

      “So, one last question. The guy you dated… who is he? Why did you guys break up?” I knew I didn’t have the right to know, but I needed to. I wanted to really know my girlfriend.

      “Um, he just… he wasn’t right for me. I mean, he helped me get clean. He helped me grow up, but just a little too much, too fast. Ultimately, he wasn’t who I thought he was.”

      “Did you love him?” My heart thumped against my body.

      She pulled away, turned, and gripped the glass balcony railing. “Roman, why are you doing this?”

      I walked up to her. “I just don’t want us to have secrets. I don’t know, I want to understand you better.”

      She nodded slowly, her eyes drifting away at the rippling pool below us. “I thought I did. I thought what we had was love. In a way, it was… but it wasn’t like this. What you and I have, Roman, what you’re giving me… You found a broken bird, fixed its wing, and helped it fly. You didn’t keep me hidden away in a cage like he did, you soared with me.”

      “Baby…” Her words pierced through me in a way I’d never felt. She was complex.

      “Look, Roman, I just want to keep the past, well, there, in the past. You are my future, you are my today.” She tilted her head toward me, squinting from the growing sunlight.

      “You are my today, tomorrow, and forever. Forever is still not enough with you.” I leaned in and kissed her.

      “Okay, Romeo, it’s time for class.” We both laughed together, staring off the balcony that I had just climbed up for my Juliet. It didn’t matter what wall was between us, for her, I’d find a way in. Always.

      

      Piper

      

      Getting to class, I pulled out my textbook. “Piper! How did I not know you were in this class? I mean, we’ve had this class for a few weeks now.” Tucker sunk into the seat next to me.

      “Hey, Tucker. Wow, I don’t know. I mean, there are about 150 other blonde-haired, blue-eyed guys in here, so me not noticing you is understandable. But, I’m pretty sure my dark hair and lack of big boobs, lip fillers, and Botox should have stood out to you.” I laughed.

      “Well, now we can be study buddies and hang out more. I put intro to psychology off last year because I figured, why not have an easier class my sophomore year?” Tucker opened his textbook.

      “Same here.” I pulled out my laptop and stuck my ear buds in.

      Our professor began speaking through his mic. “Today we are going to dive into why, as humans, we lean into people we know we shouldn’t. What makes us stay, even when we shouldn’t? Behavioral psychology. So, tell me, what do you think? Why does a person stay with someone they know is wrong for them?” He was definitely a new professor, young and good-looking. Every class, girls dressed in short skirts and low-cut tops made sure to score the front row seats, while I made sure to sit as far away as possible.

      My eyes darted up and my fingers trembled against my keyboard.

      “Because they are weak.” Tucker’s voice echoed in the open room. There were some laughs, but the room was mostly quiet.

      “Okay, maybe they feel weak, but I wouldn’t say that makes them weak.” The professor nodded.

      I cleared my throat. “Because they’ve created the person that they think they want, rather than the person they need.” Students around me stared as Professor Anderson crossed his arms and smiled.

      “Very good, Piper.” He looked at me once more before turning and continuing. I really hoped the only reason he knew my name was because of my dad, and not New York haunting me through a professor grapevine.

      Tucker leaned in and whispered, “Damn, girl, who did you wrong?” I shook my head, pretending to type something important.

      Class was over, and Tucker and I were about to leave when Professor Anderson called my name. “Piper, will you stay back for a minute, please?”

      My heart raced and suddenly, I regretted opening my damn mouth. “Yes, Professor Anderson?” The words sounded so meek coming from my mouth.

      “You can call me Bryan.” He smiled at me.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Um, okay. Do all of your students call you Bryan?”

      “Not all, but some. Just wanted you to know that if there’s anything you need, Piper, anything at all, if something is perhaps lacking in Newport University compared to New York State, I can easily fill that void for you.” He smiled again and the knot in my stomach twisted. His hand brushed against my arm, and while it didn’t appear, my skin felt hot, and angry. He could have very well punched me in my stomach—that would have been less brutal than the words he said.

      “Piper? You coming?” Tucker poked his head back through the door.

      Professor Anderson immediately pulled his hand off me, and in that moment, I hated myself. I hated myself for not slapping him; I hated myself for not asking why? Why the hell would he say that? Most of all, I hated myself because I wondered if it was all in my head.  What if he was just being friendly or a kiss-ass. Everyone wanted in with my Oscar-winning, celebrity dad. He frequented every major Hollywood party and event. He knew everyone. Was this young, handsome professor some aspiring song writer, singer, or actor? What if I was so buried into my past that I kept hindering my present.

      “What did Bryan want?” Tucker looked at me carefully. “Piper? You okay?” He paused in front of me.

      I knew I probably looked pale as a ghost. Maybe because looking at Professor Anderson made me see just that… a ghost.

      “Bryan? You call him Bryan?” I broke out of the trance that glazed over me and looked at the confused eyes in front of me.

      “Yea? Bryan just finished Newport University’s graduate program. He actually went here for college and was on the football team. I think he’s like, twenty-four. Of course, he knew Roman’s dad, Dean Calloway, and that’s the reason he landed this job.”

      “Oh, he just told me to call him Bryan, and if I needed anything, he was available.” I looked away and into the bustling quad near us.

      “Yea, he’s a good guy. He probably knows you’re new.” Tucker didn’t think twice, so I supposed it really was a figment of my imagination. Maybe I needed to go back to therapy.
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      Roman

      

      Weeks flew by as days blurred together, classes started picking up with the workload, and football practices felt longer. But in the midst of all that, the one thing that stood out was her. She stood out amongst life’s madness. She was the calm to my storm. The pressure I put on myself was suffocating, but Piper released that and let me breathe.

      “Can you believe summer is really over? I mean, fall is right around the corner.” We sat together with a picnic basket of food in front of us while watching the crashing ocean.

      “It doesn’t feel like fall. I mean, where are the leaves? Where is the cold trickling in? I miss New York so much because fall in the City is pure magic.” Piper stared off at the waves.

      “Are you planning to visit your mom soon?” I looked over at her. She was putting a few M&Ms into her mouth and immediately sipped the fizzy Diet Coke. She would literally shake the bottle of soda and quickly start drinking it before it spilled out. That was her go-to whenever she was anxious or stressed. She didn’t tell me, it was just something I had picked up on. Before every big exam, before she had to ask me something important, and even before my big games, she would sprinkle a few M&Ms into her palm, pop them into her mouth, and take a few sips of fizzy Diet Coke.

      “What?” She turned and looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “You always drink Diet Coke and eat M&Ms whenever you’re upset.” I grinned at her.

      “Huh?” Piper looked down at her M&Ms and Diet Coke and laughed. “Calloway, you don’t realize this, but this combination is actually medically proven to help with anxiety. It’s my guilty pleasure.”

      “I don’t think it’s a guilty pleasure. Why is it that things we love are considered guilty pleasures? If it makes you happy and you love it, there’s nothing guilty about it.” I winked at her.

      “I love that, Calloway.”

      Smiling with a nod to my hand, I opened my palm and she poured some in, then handed me her soda. I did exactly what she always did and sipped some Diet Coke down once I crushed the chocolate candies in my mouth.

      “Damn, that’s actually weirdly good. It’s like French fries in ice cream.” I handed her drink back to her, keeping the M&Ms.

      “French fries and what now?” Piper tilted her head with her eyes wide. She opened her palm and I poured some M&Ms into it.

      “What? Pipe, c’mon, you mean to tell me you’ve never dipped a fast-food French fry into a cup of ice cream? It’s magical.”

      “Oh my god, I’m dating a monster.” She gasped dramatically, followed by her signature laughter. She would laugh at her own jokes so hard, she’d go silent, but still be laughing while clutching her stomach and letting herself be happy. It was my favorite thing about her. In those moments, she never looked doubtful, or lost. She just looked…happy. A lot of those times, because of me. That was the best damn feeling in the world.

      I leaned over to her and tickled her exposed abdomen. She started laughing even harder, gasping for breaths in between.

      Stopping, I crashed into the cool sand under us. Her dark hair splayed in the sparkling white grains as my fingers intertwined with hers.

      “So, you know this Friday’s our homecoming game.” I turned toward her, the tips of our noses touching.

      “Homecoming? I thought that was a high school thing?”

      “Well, Newport likes to do a bit of a time freeze. Anyway, it’s our big game against Beverly, and basically after, we go to the Vanderbilt Hotel and do an old-school homecoming dance. So, Miss Rivers… here.” I handed Piper a folded note and she grinned at me while she opened it.

      Would you be my date to the Homecoming dance? Check one. Glancing up, she kissed the note and handed it back to me. Her lipstick had made a kiss mark across the yes box.

      “It would be my honor, handsome.” She leaned in and kissed me softly.

      “Mmm, you taste like…”

      “M&Ms?” She laughed, rubbing the tip of her nose against mine. Looking into her big, blue eyes that almost looked icy, I felt something so intense course through my body. This wasn’t just an intense physical reaction, this was deep… so much more.

      “Baby, you stole something from me.” I stroked her hair from her face as the big smile on her face slowly faded.

      Concern lingered on her gorgeous face. “What?”

      “My heart. I lov—”

      Suddenly, she jumped up, grabbed her hoodie, and threw it over herself, clutching her arms around her.

      “Piper, come here.” I let out a soft laugh. I had tried to tell her countless times, but she seemed to think my words were a plague and would consume her.

      “Roman, look what we are doing, whatever this is—”

      “Dating?” I squinted at her. Standing, I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into me.

      “I told you to promise me you wouldn’t fall in love with me.” She pressed her cheek against my chest.

      “And I told you I’ve already fallen, and eventually, you’re going to hear it.” I pressed my lips to her forehead. Why was she so terrified of me telling her I loved her? Better yet, why did I always stop when she told me to?

      

      Piper

      

      Roman Calloway was going to give me a heart attack. Every time he said something that started with the letter “L,” my body convulsed while my heart skyrocketed. He had never told a girl that he loved her. Ever since he told me that, I knew for a fact there was no way I was worthy of those words from him. After I basically sprinted from him when I knew he was going to say it, we decided to walk back to his car from the beach, staying mostly quiet.

      “So, are we going to ever talk about why you intercept me every single time I try to say it?” Roman asked after he started driving.

      “Rome, look, you’re incredible and I don’t want to string you along with my… I dunno, madness. But I forewarned you, this is fun, not…” I started fidgeting with my beaded bracelet stack that Isla insisted I needed to be more ‘California’.

      “This is fun? Ouch, Piper. This is not just fun to me.” Roman glanced over at me, and I quickly looked out the window at the ocean running parallel to us.

      Suddenly, he pulled over, then unbuckled his seatbelt and shifted toward me. “Has anyone ever said that they loved you? And I don’t mean a family member; I mean a guy…” I couldn’t take my eyes off the ocean. I would rather have a wave come swallow me whole than have this conversation with him.

      “Piper, seriously. C’mon, you have to talk to me.” He pleaded in a way that made me feel horrible.

      “Yes.” I turned toward him, licking my lips. I hated chapped lips, it drove me crazy. I had left my Chapstick at home, and the beach breeze and warm air dried them out. Well, and I was an anxious mess.

      “Have you ever said that you loved someone?” His voice grew lower, and I looked up at his beautiful green eyes. His hand anxiously ran through his perfect dark hair. God, he was so sexy. If you could pull one of those models off an ad in the mall—the one with the surfboard every high school and college girl drooled over—it would be him. He was everything.

      “Yes.” I closed my eyes, thinking of the one and only time I had told someone I loved them. Eli. I’ll never forget that moment. The moment I thought was the greatest of my life, turned out to be scorched into me as a memory I prayed I could magically erase. I hated that for the rest of my life, he got to hear those words from me for the first time. I’d never get that memory back. I’d never get those words back.

      “Who was he?” Roman’s eyes begged to know more, and he had every right. From the moment we’d met at Newport University, Roman and I were inseparable. Now, he was my boyfriend. A few short months with him felt like years because I had never felt so comfortable in my life and in my own skin than with Roman.

      “Just this guy I dated back at New York State.” I was tired of hoarding away these secrets from him. But I also knew I had to because I was a coward. If I told him, I’d lose him. I couldn’t lose him, because what Roman Calloway didn’t know was that I was in love with him. I had fallen for him faster than I had fallen off the stool in anatomy lab that first day of class. Madly, deeply, intensely in love with him.

      “Okay, well, tell me about him.” Roman’s chest heaved harder. I knew this sucked for him. I knew who he dated before me, Sierra. Sure, she was basically Barbie, but he was transparent. Whatever I wanted to know, he told me. And most of all, he never told her he loved her.

      “Roman, are you sure you want to do this?” I looked into his eyes. I knew without talking about our past we wouldn’t be able to prevail in our future. I just had to make sure to not let the past come out too much, because that would guarantee a future without Roman.

      “Yea, I really do. Piper, just put it all on me. Let me carry everything that you’re weighing yourself down with. Baby, I’m here. Right now.

      Look, Isla mentioned something about New York State, and right after I found you crying outside of The Café. Whoever this guy is, he’s a complete asshole. I know he hurt you, and if I could, I’d beat him to the ground so he would feel the pain he caused you.”

      My heart felt heavy and tears brimmed my eyes. Oh, Roman you have no idea what I’ve done. It wasn’t just Eli’s fault. It was mine. The only person who caused this much pain inside me was me. But I’d never say that, because again, spoiler alert, I’m selfish. I’m a coward.

      “Eli is a little older than we are. He’s, um…” I didn’t even know how the hell to talk about him. He was everything I shouldn’t have been with; he was the definition forbidden. Forbidden in a not sexy, and welcome way.

      “Okay, well, did he go to New York State? Was he like, a grad student or something?” Roman reached for my shaking hands, holding them in his.

      “Yea…”

      “Wow, so a lot older? I mean, aren’t grad students like, twenty-three, at least?” Roman’s brows furrowed.

      I could already see it on his face. Judgement. Yet, this wasn’t even the close to the truth, which was exactly why no one could ever know about my past. There was absolutely no room at Newport University for misfits.

      “Well, we started seeing each other when I had just started college, but I turned nineteen a few months in before we—” I gripped his hands tightly.  “Look, Roman, whatever Eli and I had is obviously over. I don’t speak to him, and I never will. He hurt me in a way I can’t explain, and I’m not ready to. I just… I want you to know I thought that was love, and it wasn’t—it was a toxic relationship. He made me think it was love, and maybe in some twisted way, at a point in time, it was. But he shattered us. He shattered me. I just want to leave him in the past. You’re my present, and I sure as hell hope you’ll be my future.”

      Roman let out a long sigh. “This Eli guy… is he the reason you had to leave New York?”

      “Yea.” Closing my eyes again, I could feel a tear escape, but Roman’s fingers wiped it away immediately. He leaned in, brushing his lips against mine. Opening my eyes, I looked at him. The way he looked at me sent chills and heat through my body at the same time. He triggered some form of a beautiful reaction inside me.

      He wasn’t my first love, but in this moment, I hoped he’d be my last. I didn’t care if that made me some crazy, hormonal college girl. I wanted him forever.

      “Baby, you are so beautiful,” he whispered, wiping the second tear that made its way onto my cheek.

      “Roman, I’m so messed up, you have no idea. You don’t know everything about my past, and I don’t think I can handle you knowing.”

      “Whenever you’re ready to talk, I’ll be here. I’ll always be here, Piper.”

      I let out a small sigh, letting my fingers brush against his smooth skin. Pulling my shorts off, his eyes widened. I didn’t break our stare as I pulled my shirt off. Climbing over the gears, I straddled him.

      “Hey…” I whispered, putting my hands on both sides of his face.

      I could see his Adam’s apple bob as his breathing picked up. Slowly, I started moving my hips over his thin shorts. Within seconds, he was hard. I could feel him twitch under my lace thong. Rocking my hips back and forth, his breathing picked up faster. I didn’t let go of his face; instead, I pulled him closer, letting my tongue part his lips. He bit my bottom lip gently, kissing me back with his tongue in my mouth.

      “Fuck, Piper…” he breathed out. Tugging his pants off, he ripped my lacy thong off in one quick motion. My eyes widened as he held it in his hand, tossing it over to the seat next to me.

      “Damn, Calloway, I thought you were a nice guy…”

      “Nah, babe, not when it comes to this. When it comes to fucking you, I don’t play nice.” His hands gripped my breasts, pulling his face in between them. He bit and licked one of my nipples before he lifted me slightly, sliding me onto his length.

      “Ah…” I let out an intense moan. He felt so good inside me. My body begged for his. Pushing his hips up and down, he plunged in and out of me. Tugging his shirt off, I let my fingers trail his perfectly tanned chest. The grooves of his defined pecs, the curve of his abs all making my body heat up even more. His hands held the small of my waist and he increased his speed. My nails dug into his back as my back arched and warmth washed over me. He knew exactly how to have his cock rub against my clit in a way that guaranteed my release.

      “Rome,” I sighed, leaning into his chest. His face pressed into my cleavage as he pumped into me harder, rougher and in a way that wasn’t making love, it was fucking. The way his breath picked up just before letting go of himself had me gasping.

      “Fuck…” Grabbing my face in his palms, he kissed me. I knew what that kiss was—he was marking me. He marked me as his, and I knew he wanted to make sure I knew that, too. What he didn’t know was that I had been his all along.
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      Roman

      

      I dropped Piper off at her house and turned away. It was almost eight and I really needed to get the last bits of my research paper finished. Opening the door to my apartment, I heard Tucker and Isla laughing. What made me stop in my tracks was his voice. My dad. What the fuck?

      “Dad?” I flung my backpack onto the floor. Isla and Tucker were sitting across from him casually, as if they were just hanging out with a friend.

      He cleared his throat. “Son.”

      I glanced over at Tucker, who shook his head with wide eyes, pretending to cut his throat. “Well, it was really good seeing you, Dean Calloway, but Isla and I are going to head out for a late dinner. See ya in a bit, Roman!” Tucker stood with Isla.

      Isla came up and wrapped me in a hug. “I didn’t tell him anything… he just knows. I’m so sorry, Rome.” She kissed my cheek.

      Knows what? What the hell was going on? Sitting down in front of my dad, I crossed my arms. “Wanna tell me what this is about, or do I need to guess?”

      “Roman, look, you’ve been seeing Piper Rivers, correct?” He straightened his back as if he’d be able to intimidate me with his shifted body movement.

      “Yea, I’ve been dating her,” I replied, irritated.

      “Look, son, as the Dean, I know why she transferred. I mean, her father made a significant donation and is well… untouchable here in California. I really have to tread lightly when it comes to confidential information, but it’s the matter of my son, and I just want to tell you. She’s not the girl you think she is, and definitely not one I think is worth your time. This is saying a lot considering my own past.”

      “She already told me.” I stood, ready for this conversation to be over. “She told me everything about him.”

      “She told you about Eli?” His forehead creased.

      “Yea, he’s some grad student who hurt her pretty badly, I don’t get why this has to be some sexist thing. Didn’t she lose enough? I mean, she had to leave New York and her school, all because of him, and God knows what he really did to her—”

      “Grad student? Oh, son, I… Look, Roman, please just stay away from her. I have never asked for anything from you but this.” My dad’s voice was low and for the first time, he sounded like my dad and not just the guy who was adding money to my bank account because he felt as if he had to.

      “You don’t have any right asking anything from me. Why don’t you worry about your real family? I’m sure Julian has plenty of girlfriends you can micromanage. Just stay the fuck out of my life. It was better when you weren’t in it.” I walked to my bedroom, slamming the door behind me. The look on my dad’s face was that of sheer pain, but I didn’t care—it was the look my mom had her whole life. Working double shifts, barely making it, all while he lived a life of luxury with his wife and son—the life we should have had but he had with someone else. Marrying a rich wife and becoming a tenured professor, and then eventually the damn Dean. He had it all. While we had nothing.

      

      “Hey, babe, miss me already?” Her voice came through the phone, and immediately, the anger I felt in my body washed away.

      “Yea, I do. I wish we lived together.” I stared at my ceiling, throwing a tennis ball up as it bounced back and forth between the palm of my hand.

      “No, you don’t.” She laughed. “I’m pretty messy and grumpy in the morning.”

      “Oh, yea, I know both of those things already.” We had spent many nights together. Mostly at her place, considering she had an entire staff in her mansion and not some typical college student apartment. Especially considering decoration in our apartment consisted of the expensive liquor bottles lining the top of our kitchen cabinets.

      Looking around my bedroom, I thought about how when Piper wasn’t around, I had always felt like something was missing. We had a really nice apartment, and it wasn’t your signature dirty, college boy apartment. It was a luxury apartment that was bigger than most people’s houses, including my mom’s. Tucker’s dad wouldn’t let him stay in anything less, and my dad insisted the same. I hated taking his money, but this was way more than what my student loans would ever cover.

      “Let’s move in together,” I said into the phone.

      “Rome, we’ve been dating for only a few months.” Piper sighed.

      “And I can’t remember what life was without you, because it wasn’t worth remembering.”

      “I can’t either, but look… let’s maybe put a pin in moving in together and start with being just us. You know, let’s enjoy dating before we put up a white picket fence and adopt a puppy. I have to finish this paper, but I’ll see you tomorrow. Night, babe,” Piper quickly replied.

      “Sweet dreams, baby… I can’t wait until Friday.”

      “Why?” she asked quickly.

      “Well, it’s out biggest game of the season, and I have scouts coming to see me play.”

      “Oh, right. I can’t wait to cheer you on, Roman. You’re going to crush it. Okay, I really have to finish this speech for communications class or else Tucker’s going to have a better one than me. You have to let me go now.” She laughed.

      “Okay, but Rivers, one more thing.”

      Her voice lowered. “What’s that, Calloway?”

      “I’ll never let you go…” I hung up the phone with a smile, knowing she was smiling and probably staring down at her arms that had chills racing along them.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning was brutal. I was up until three a.m. between video calls to Piper, who was also up late with her own work and my own mountain of reading to do.

      “So, what did Dean Calloway want?” Tucker glanced over at me while I drove us to campus.

      “Has Isla told you anything about Piper’s past?”

      “I mean no, which is saying a lot since she’s got a big mouth, which is good for my big…” He started laughing.

      “Oh, no. No, don’t you dare burn that image into my head this early.” I shoved him with my hand.

      “I wonder if she’d tell me whatever her mom knows about Piper. Why would Piper need a lawyer and leave school over a guy?”

      Tapping my fingers against the steering wheel, again I wondered if maybe I didn’t know who Piper really was.

      “Dude, don’t do it. You like her, well… love her, even though she keeps cock-blocking your sentiments.” Tucker laughed.

      I let out a sigh, Piper wouldn’t let me tell her that I loved her. She had this gate around her, protecting her. But what I didn’t know, was from what?

      

      Pulling into campus, we walked to the locker room. Luckily, we didn’t have practice this morning, but we did have practice after classes.

      “Piper, I love you… mwah mwah mwah.” Bodhi appeared, pretending to make out with Tucker.

      “Oh no, Roman, don’t you dare say that…” Tucker added with a high-pitched voice to emphasize the dramatic performance.

      Slamming my locker shut, I rolled my eyes at my two best friends. “I hate you both, you know that right?”

      I heard my friends bust into laughter before Bodhi trailed behind me. “Rome, wait up…”

      “What are you going to do, act two in the Roman-Piper drama?” I pulled the straps of my backpack tighter.

      “You know we’re kidding. So, don’t kill me, but I wanted to ask you first. Can I ask Sierra to be my date to homecoming?” Bodhi paused.

      I looked over at him and froze in my spot. “Are you guys… a thing?” I titled my head in confusion. I had been so consumed in my own bubble of Piper, I guess I hadn’t been paying attention to everyone else’s relationships.

      “No, man, I wouldn’t go behind your back. We’ve been hanging out, nothing else.” He looked nervous.

      “Bodhi, if you want to date Sierra, sleep with her, take her to homecoming, or anything else, you have my blessing.” I dramatically grabbed his shoulders and shook him.

      His face changed to a big smile. “Thanks, bro. I mean, she’s evil as hell, but hot as hell so…”

      “Yea, good luck, man.” I laughed and walked to class. Sierra and I had dated our entire freshman year and broke up over the summer, yet I never told her I loved her. Luckily for me, she was the most self-absorbed girl I’d ever met and only dated me for the appearance. She loved that as a freshman, I was already QB1 on the football team, and she loved the attention other girls gave me and how every guy wanted to be me. We had gone to high school together, but I was handling my own adjustment to Newport High since my mom was moving to Florida. I would be living with a father I barely knew and a brother I didn’t want, right after graduation before college started.

      Sierra and I were just fun. I don’t think either of us felt any form of emotion for the other. I don’t think Sierra had it in her to have emotional connections with anyone besides herself.

      “Hey, baby brother.” Julian came up to me just as I was about to turn into the room.

      “Dude, we are not even a year apart.” I shoved his arm off of me.

      I looked at the textbook in his hand. “Wait, are you heading to physics with Professor Rian?”

      “Yea, with Piper.” He looked at me like I was crazy. Why didn’t Piper tell me she had class with Julian. I knew it was huge class but still, at this point there was no way she didn’t know he wasn’t in it. “I gotta go. See you at practice.” Julian slapped my shoulder and walked away.

      I had five minutes before needing to get to my own class, but I waited for Julian to go in before following behind him. Cracking the door open, I peered in. Piper was already there, and Julian sunk into the seat next to her. Her face lit up in a smile when she saw him. Walking inside, I ran up the stairs, crossing over annoyed students.

      “Hey, Julian, I meant to ask what time practice is?” I shot off. Piper’s eyes grew large seeing me in her class.

      “It’s at four-thirty.” Julian looked back and forth between Piper and me.

      “Roman, hey.” Piper stood up.

      “Hey, babe, I didn’t know you and Julian knew each other that well. I mean, you didn’t care to tell me that you sat next to my brother every week in class?”

      “Roman, c’mon… New York and I are just friends.” Julian stood in between us. I shoved Julian hard, before I turned away and jogged back down the stairs while gasps floated behind me. I was pissed off, and I didn’t care how immature it was. I thought Piper and I shared everything, but now I’m realizing I’m the only one doing any of the sharing. I pressed one leg against the brick wall, knowing I’d be chewed out from the professor of my next class, falsely threatening to withhold me off the field for being late. I didn’t care, my mind was racing.

      “Rome…” Her voice sent chills up my spine. Exhaling a long breath, I didn’t want to look at her because I knew if I did, I’d let go of my anger seeing the face that seemingly always comforted me.

      I looked in the opposite direction. “How long have you and Julian been friends?”

      She grew closer to me, letting her palm touch my cheek gently, turning my face to meet hers. Her eyes sparkled against the sunlight, and I just wanted to sink into her. “Look, Rome, I’ve been sitting next to him because Sierra is also in this class, and basically has every girl in there against me. I didn’t want to tell you and made him promise to not tell you because I didn’t want you to do… this.

      He’s just been a friend to me, and I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I don’t have many here. I mean, Isla is basically forced to be my friend because of you and Tucker. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have hidden it from you. I just know how you and Julian are together.” Piper leaned in and kissed my cheek, pulling back as she turned to her classroom.

      “Baby, just don’t hide things from me. Hiding things to protect me? I don’t need protecting. Just be honest. Please.” I grabbed her hand, pulling her back into me. The blue of her eyes glimmering as she looked up from under her dark lashes. “I want to do the protecting.”

      “Okay, no more secrets. I promise.” She nodded her head. I bent over and kissed her perfect pink lips and once more on her forehead.

      “You’re mine, only mine.” Brushing my thumb against her lips, she sucked in air. “I’m yours.” I let my face press into the side of her neck, letting my tongue graze her skin.

      “Mr. Calloway, you are going to have me miss my class and then I’ll be in trouble.” Piper stood on her toes, kissing me once again before racing away.

      

      Piper

      

      “New York, everything okay?” Julian whispered while Professor Rian went through slides.

      “Yea, I should have told Roman. It was stupid of me to make you hide it from him, too. I mean, we are just friends. I don’t know, you both have so much tension, it’s…” I felt embarrassed. Julian had been a good classmate, and while we never hung outside of these walls, he made me laugh. Most of all he made me feel… normal—unlike everyone else at Newport University who seemed to keep wanting to know more about why my life in New York went to shit. Julian didn’t care, and I liked that. I needed that. I just wanted to be a normal college girl, not one carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.

      “Piper, look, I’ll talk to him. I have nothing against Roman, but I get why he has something against me. I’m living the life he should have been with his mom and my dad. My dad fucked-up big time and, in the end, he should have known better. He was a married professor and Roman’s mom was his student. I’m legit repulsed, and if he wasn’t my dad, I’d never have any respect for him. Truthfully, off the record… I don’t really respect Roman’s mom, either. I mean, she was a consenting adult and even though she was like eighteen, she should have known not to get involved with her professor.” Julian shrugged.

      I turned back toward the lecture feeling more tense than ever. I could feel the hair on the back of my neck stand as I let Julian’s word sink into my soul, burning a hole in my heart and reminding me that just because you leave a place, your past doesn’t stay there.

      Life is a full circle, and eventually, you get back to the starting point, to exactly who you always were.

      

      Opening the lecture hall doors, my eyes flinched as the bright sun hurt after being in a dark room for the past ninety minutes.

      “Hey baby...” There he was leaning against the brick wall in his varsity jacket, a pair of jeans that hugged him perfectly, and a fitted gray V-neck. I let a whistle out.

      “It should be illegal for you to look that good when I know you were up just as late as I was.” I smiled as his arm wrapped around me and we walked together.

      “See ya, New York!” Julian grinned at me as he walked past us, glancing at Roman quickly.

      “Julian, wait!” I called out.

      Roman and I stopped in our tracks as Julian paused. “Julian, Roman, I don’t want to do this weird sandwich thing. You both are brothers. I know you guys have a history or whatever, but can you just play nice on the field and off it, too… for my sake. You both are… you both mean something to me.” My eyes paced between them both.

      “What does Julian mean to you?” Roman’s voice was laced with jealousy as a small smile broke over Julian’s face.

      “Oh my God, Roman, seriously, grow up. You too, Julian, wipe that smirk off your face. You know I mean as a friend. You’re obviously my boyfriend, and I obviously lov—” Roman stared at me as I froze, then cleared my throat. I was taken aback by my own words.

      “Well then, I’m gonna go. But I agree. Roman, I’m cool if you are.” Julian slapped his shoulder and turned away. “See ya, friend.” Julian winked at me, grinning knowingly.

      I started to walk, keeping my eyes forward and my arms gripped around my textbook.

      “Oh no, you are not leaving.” Roman grabbed me as he pushed me against the brick wall. His hands planted on both sides of me and his face grew closer. I could smell the fresh scent of mint from the gum in his mouth.

      “Rome, I…” I quickly stood on my tip toes and kissed him.

      “Piper Rivers, did you just kiss me so you wouldn’t have to tell me you love me?” Roman had a huge smile on his face, one that made the butterflies in my stomach swarm.

      “Roman…” I looked down, knowing my cheeks were flushed.

      “It’s okay, baby.” He tilted my chin up and kissed me again. This time his body was pressed into mine, and I could feel how much he wanted me, even through his jeans. He pulled away with a wink.

      “Let’s go get something to eat.” Our hands intertwined as we walked to The Café.

      

      “Okay, I figured that we should all ride together in the Bentley for the homecoming game and dance.” Isla clapped her hands together. She was wearing some sort of pink plaid skirt with a fitted turtleneck. It was like Reese Witherspoon from Legally Blonde threw up on her.

      “So, I don’t get this… You guys play football in the afternoon and after the game, we all get ready and go to a dance?” I leaned my chin against my palm, slurping the iced coffee that was tinged with pumpkin spice, feeling more basic than ever.

      “Yep! Oh, it’s so much fun, Pipe! You’re still on for dress shopping tonight, right? Then tomorrow, I already booked our hair, makeup, and nail appointments.” Isla was taking notes in her phone.

      “Um, yea.” I looked over at Roman, who was suppressing his laughter.

      “Miss Rivers…” My body froze, and I slowly peered over my shoulder. Professor Anderson was standing there.

      “Bryan, what’s up?” Roman stood, exchanging some sort of secret handshake with him.

      “I saw you guys and wanted to check in on our new student.” He smiled at me, dropping his hands into the pockets of his khakis.

      “Oh, wow, you know Piper?” Roman asked.

      “Miss Rivers is a student in my intro to psych class,” Professor Anderson replied.

      “Along with me, but I don’t see you checking in on me, Professor Anderson.” Tucker laughed behind me.

      “Pipe, Bryan and I go way back. He played football here, too. He’s like a big brother to me. Piper and I are dating,” Roman said.

      There was so much pride in his voice, but he didn’t see what I saw. Professor Anderson didn’t let his eyes off me, and I knew they ran down to the cut in my shirt. I tugged my jacket closer together, offering a tight smile and turned back. Isla’s face was slightly flushed pink. In that moment, I knew she knew about Eli. She didn’t tell me she knew the whole story but oh, she did. She fucking knew.

      “Well, if you need anything at all, Piper, you know I’m here for you.” Bryan leaned in and gripped my shoulder. I instantly rolled it back, making his hand slide off me, but it didn’t, it stayed on my shoulder, marking his claim to something… someone who wasn’t his.

      Roman’s eyes darted back to Bryan after seeing his hand on me. “I think she’s good, man.” His voice grew louder, and he pushed his hand off my shoulder. His jaw ticked, and I could see the red in his cheeks growing from anger.

      “Hey, bro, I’m just doing my professor duties. Besides, I think I might be more of Piper’s type than you.” I turned around seeing Bryan and Roman close together. Roman’s fist was clenched, turning his knuckles white.

      “What the fuck do you mean by that?” Roman gripped Professor Anderson’s polo collar.

      “Roman!” Tucker stood, his eyes widened as confusion overtook him.

      “Oh wow, you don’t know, do you? You, poor son of a bitch. Oh wait… oh, this is too good. You’re not a son of a bitch, you’re a son of a slut… a slut who is just like Piper. Fuck, this is crazy.” Bryan shook his head, obnoxiously clicking his tongue. But just as I blinked back my impeding tears, a crack echoed. Roman had punched Bryan in the jaw so hard that all I saw was blood seeping from his mouth.

      “Don’t you fucking dare talk about my girl again, Bryan. Next time you won’t be able to walk,” Roman yelled in his face, and shoved him back. Gasps echoed around us as Tucker pulled Bryan back and pushed him toward the door. Students around us were gawking, whispering, and recording everything on their phones.

      “Hey, let’s go, baby.” Roman helped lift me up as Isla rushed around the table, grabbing my things. I was frozen and in shock. Humiliated.

      “Piper, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know Bryan was messing with you. I should have noticed in class. He’s always flirting with every girl, and I assumed he was just being the arrogant dick he always was.” Tucker leaned in and hugged me. “I have Roman’s back but also yours,” he added. Isla rubbed my back softly as tears poured out of my eyes. Taking his varsity jacket off, Roman wrapped it around me.

      The thing I hated the most was that I was embarrassed. Why was it that as girls who are being harassed, we are the one subjected to shame? Meanwhile, these assholes walk away unscathed.

      “Baby, it’s okay. I’m going to take care of this. I’m going to take care of you. I got you baby. Always.” Roman kissed the top of my head.

      I felt frozen, degraded, and most of all, like I needed to run… again.

      “Piper, let’s skip our next class. I think you could use an early start to our homecoming shopping.” Isla nodded at Roman, who was about to protest, but I think he knew I needed a friend… a girlfriend.

      “Yea, that sounds good. Rome, can we talk for a sec?” Tucker and Isla gave us some privacy by walking ahead.

      “Baby, I am so sorry he said all of that. I mean, he was also close to my dad, Julian, and me. I would have never known he would be that kind of guy. I’m not finished with him. Are you okay?” Roman held both of my hands in his.

      “Roman, I told you, I’m not good news. I’m not good for you, and this is why I told you to not fall in…” My voice trembled.

      “Piper, I don’t care if you are the devil in disguise. I’ll happily burn in the flames of hell as long as I’m with you.” He leaned in and kissed me.

      “Be careful what you wish for, Calloway.” I looked at him without a smile. I meant that. Roman Calloway deserved an angel, a saint, not a sinner like me.
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      Roman

      

      Isla and Piper were off shopping and whatever else girls did two days before homecoming. My blood was still boiling after the incident with Bryan. Making him bleed, busting his nose and lip wasn’t enough. I wanted to make it clear, no one would ever hurt Piper. Never. She was mine to protect, and that is exactly what I was going to do.

      “Roman, what a pleasant surprise, minus the fact that my son has gone viral and not for a good reason.” I sunk into the chair across the giant mahogany desk my dad sat at.

      “Good to see you too, Dad.”

      “Roman, seriously, what the hell were you thinking? I mean, look at the videos. You’ve been recorded punching a professor on campus. You do know NFL scouts can see this, right? Of course, I’m working on having it all removed, but it’s the internet. I can’t get it off of everything.” My dad stared at me.

      “Not a professor, I punched Bryan. He was talking shit about Piper and Mom. I know you care about neither of the two, but I do. Someone’s gotta protect them. We all don’t just leave when things get hard.”

      “Son, for the hundredth time, I do care about your mom. Look, you have no idea what occurred between us and everything in between. I do. I lived it and now, son, you’re… you are compromising yourself and your future by getting involved with Piper Rivers.” He intertwined his fingers and leaned in. “She’s going to be fine. Her dad is Grant Rivers, an Oscar-winning multi-millionaire. But you have a bright future that you earned, unlike her.”

      “You don’t know anything about her, and you don’t know anything about me.” I stood.

      “I’m going to fire Bryan. He’s already been notified about our meeting.” My dad stood and walked around the desk. Bryan was like a son to my dad, some days I felt more than me.

      “Roman, contrary to what you always assume, I do love you. You’re my son. One day I hope I can explain more about your mother and I, but please take my advice. You can’t have someone who is already taken.” He tapped my shoulder.

      Uneasiness grew in my core. Was he right? Did Piper not want me to tell her I loved her and she loved me because she was already still taken from the guy before? You can’t leave a mark on someone that’s already been scarred.

      I looked at him and it was like looking in a time warp mirror. Then he did something he’d never done before; he leaned in and hugged me. Suddenly, I didn’t feel twenty, I felt like the ten-year-old Roman who prayed every day for… this.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, man, you ready for practice?” Tucker walked beside me to the locker room.

      “Yea.” I looked forward, and that was the only place I needed to focus on. No matter how many people warned me about Piper, they didn’t know her like I did. We spoke our own language, and that alone was worth fighting for. She was worth fighting for.

      

      Friday rolled around, we had football practice early in the morning before the sun was barely even out, and followed by endless classes. The adrenaline was palpable, raging through me and the entire team. Tomorrow was our biggest game of the season. If we lost, there went the season.

      “Dude, you know three NFL scouts are coming tomorrow, right?” Bodhi and Julian appeared in the parking lot.

      “What? I thought only one agreed to come?” I threw my backpack into Tucker’s car.

      “Nope, three,” Julian answered. “Hey, guys, I need to talk to Roman really quick.” I nodded at Tucker and Bodhi, who walked away.

      “Hey, man, look… I didn’t know about Bryan and his bullshit. Piper didn’t deserve that. I told Dad he had to fire him.”

      “Wait, you told Dad to fire him?” The knot in my stomach felt tight. Dad acted like he did it on his own, for my sake, but instead Julian had to tell him to?

      “Yea, why?” Julian tilted his head at me.

      “Nothin’, thanks, man.” I jumped in the car with Tucker. We had to get home. Tomorrow morning would come before I knew it.

      

      I sunk into my bed, my body sore from practice, my heart aching from the thought that my dad actually did something for me, but really, he did it for Julian… as usual. I knew the only way I wouldn’t spiral into fury was to get lost. In her.

      Hey, baby, you have fun with Isla? I texted Piper.

      Well, she tried to get me into a pink glitter gown, but overall, it went well. Got my hair and nails did. LOL.

      You’d look gorgeous in anything… or nothing at all. I added a winking emoji.

      Roman Calloway, you’re a perv.

      What are you wearing right now? I hit send.

      My phone immediately buzzed with a request from Piper to video chat.

      “Hi bab— Holy shit.”

      She was in nothing but a lace bra and matching thong. Her blue doe eyes looked at me through the screen in a way that made me want to sprint over to her.

      I jumped off my bed. “I’m on my way over.”

      “Roman, wait… no. You have a huge game tomorrow and have to be up early.”

      “Piper, I will actually explode if I don’t see you.” I flashed the camera downward at my fitted gray joggers.

      “Well, I can still help with that.” Piper bit her bottom lip. “Take your clothes off.” Hell, this girl was fucking fire.

      “Okay…” My eyebrow lifted curiously as I peeled my clothes off. I stood my phone against my desk. “Take your bra off.”

      Without a word, she slowly unhooked her bra. Her perfect, perky breasts were exposed. “Take off your boxers,” she breathed.

      I dropped them, revealing my pulsing dick that probably wanted to crack through the screen to be inside of her. “Take your panties off.”

      She slowly slid them off. I knew for a fact she’d gotten waxed today.

      “Fuck, Piper, please let me come—” I wanted to grab my keys and speed over.

      “That’s the plan…” she said seductively.

      I held my phone in my hand, sinking into my bed.

      She slid her finger into her mouth, sucking it, before sliding it down her silky flat stomach and down in between her legs. I could feel my mouth drop, and I could have sworn I was drooling.

      “I want you to wrap your hand around your cock, Roman, and pretend it’s my tight pussy. My wet… pussy.” She began pumping her fingers in and out of her. I wrapped my hand around my dick, moving it up and down while watching her play with herself. I didn’t think jerking off could feel this good, but Piper made everything hot. Maybe she was right, she was the devil in heels because wherever she was, I always felt like I was on fire.

      “Fuck, baby, I want to be inside of you so badly…” I pumped my dick harder, the tip already leaking as she fondled her pink nipples.

      “Roman, I’m so wet.” She tossed her head back onto her pillow, the pink in her cheeks rising.

      I closed my eyes, remembering her riding my dick in the front seat of my car. Her tight pussy clenched around me.

      “Piper, I’m so close…”

      “Roman, I wish your cock was fucking my mouth.” She was rubbing herself harder and suddenly, her body tensed as she let out a long moan. “Roman, I want you to come now…”

      Pumping my hand harder and faster, I let myself erupt. Her eyes widened as she watched me, her thick lips parted as her cheeks flushed from her own orgasm. She smiled in a way that made me feel like I could come all over again.

      “Did I ever tell you I’m the luckiest man in the world?” I smiled back her, grabbing tissues to wipe myself off.

      “You need to go to sleep now. Rumor has it, I’m dating the MVP of the football team.” She pursed her lips and blew me a kiss.

      “Baby, I’m going to sleep really good tonight, but I’m letting you know you better be ready because this was just practice. I’m going to be the MVP of your pussy tomorrow.” I smiled at her as she scrunched her nose and exploded with laughter.

      “Goodnight, handsome,” she whispered, swiping her tongue against her bottom lip.

      “Sweet dreams, baby,” I said before ending our call.

      

      Morning came quickly, and the sunlight poured in through the window. I got up and headed to the kitchen. I needed to make sure to eat enough to be prepared for today’s big game.

      “Good morning, sexy!” Sierra was standing in my kitchen wearing heels and a short dress with a ridiculous apron over it.

      My mouth parted with irritation. “Sierra, what are you doing here?” I took a step away from her.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “You didn’t think I would miss having homemade homecoming breakfast together? It’s our tradition, silly.” Sierra’s blonde hair bounced as she pulled out takeout containers.

      “Tradition? I’m pretty sure just because you’re wearing an apron, those aren’t homemade.” My eyes landed on the containers.

      “Roman, don’t be that way.” She came closer to me.

      “Aren’t you dating Bodhi? Maybe you should be over at his place, making him your traditional homemade breakfast.” I rolled my eyes and grabbed coffee from around her.

      “Romie, I hate how we ended things. I mean, we were so good together you know.” She trailed her long nails against my abdomen. I wished I had a shirt on.

      “Sierra, we didn’t end anything. I broke up with you. You were fooling around with Julian and half the team. We didn’t even have a real relationship.” I pushed her hand off me. No one knew that. Another reason why Julian wasn’t the nice guy he painted himself to be, another reason my blood curled when I found out he was taking a special interest in Piper.

      “I didn’t sleep with him. Come on, you know he’s had a silly crush on me since high school. I kissed him while I was drunk, and you’re still punishing me for it? I mean, Piper has done far worse, and you have her on a freakin’ pedestal.” Sierra pouted with her arms crossed.

      “Sierra, Piper didn’t cheat on me with my brother. She’d never do anything to hurt me.” I moved away from her, pulling out eggs from the fridge.

      “Roman, you know she’s not this little princess you think she is. I’ve heard some pretty interesting stories from her days back in New York.” She cornered me against the fridge, wrapping her arms around my waist before she dropped to her knees.

      “Sierra, what are you doing? Get the fuck up.” I reached down to move her.

      “Roman?” My eyes darted to the entrance of the kitchen where Piper and Isla stood.

      “Piper?” I pushed Sierra’s hands off my waist.

      “Sierra, what the hell are you doing?” Isla shouted.

      “Hey, ladies!” Sierra stood with a smile, wiping the corners of her mouth dramatically. The look on Piper’s face was soul-crushing. She turned back without another word, and I ran after her. She was already out the door as I chased her. She picked up her pace, running to her car. I could hear the weight of her breath as she darted away from me like I was a plague.

      “Piper! Baby, wait!” I yelled after her.

      “You know what, Roman? Please… just don’t.” She put her hands up defensively. Her mascara collided with her tears, crafting black streaks down her soft cheeks.

      “Sierra just came over, I didn’t even know. She’s insane. I swear it wasn’t what it looked like,” I pleaded with her, terrified to move closer to her.

      “It wasn’t what it looked like. Your ex on her knees…? This is why I never dated a college guy; you are all so far up your own asses. What, you had to call her over because I told you not to come over last night?” She wiped her tears.

      “Baby, it’s not like that. Fuck, Piper, you have no idea how crazy I am about you. You can’t see it?” I grew closer, opening my arms to her.

      Slapping my hand away, she turned towards her car. I hunched over, with my stomach in painful knots.

      “Piper, wait up!” a voice called out behind us. “He didn’t know she came over; she must have let herself in this morning. Seriously, look, this guy is obsessed with you.” Tucker raced toward us as Isla walked behind with Sierra, yelling at her to leave.

      “Oh, poor, Piper. I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t mean for you to walk in on us. It’s just… I figured with your sexy, older ex being in town and all, you’d want to catch up with him, and I’d do the same with mine.” Sierra leaned in to hold my arm but I shoved her off me. But the look on Piper’s face changed. She no longer looked upset, she looked terrified when Sierra mentioned her ex.

      Opening her car, she immediately got in, and sped off.

      “Sierra, what the hell are you talking about?”

      “Oh, babe, you didn’t know? Eli, the guy she was dating, is in town. I don’t blame her for her scandalous affair; I mean, the man is stunning.” Sierra shuddered with a smile. “Anyway, have a fabulous game, boys. You better win tonight because I don’t wanna cheer for losers. I’m going to the dance after with Bodhi, so we’ll see you all tonight!” Sierra blew a kiss and left.

      I turned toward Isla and Tucker, who both had the same expression that was probably on my face. Running my hands through my hair, I pulled my phone out. I needed to talk to Piper.

      

      Piper

      

      Walking into Roman’s apartment and seeing Sierra on her knees in front of him… yea, not the start of my morning I thought I’d want. But everything melted away, all the college drama and more. Why? Because Eli wasn’t just an ex; Eli Tate was my Achilles heel, and that wasn’t a good thing. It took me a long time to realize that the person you love shouldn’t be your weakness, they should only be your strength. They shouldn’t rip you apart, they should piece you back together. Eli Tate wrecked me, but even the thought of him terrified me because the problem with someone being your weakness is that they have a control over you. One that’s so hard to break.

      My phone buzzed over and over as Roman was frantically calling me.

      I was mature, I wasn’t some silly college girl. Nope, I had a world of experience that I’d wish on no one at my age.

      “Roman, listen, I need you to focus on your game. I’m okay. I trust you. I believe you. I just have to take care of something. I’ll see you at the game.” I pushed through my tears. Roman was a good guy, I knew he wouldn’t betray me. The only issue was I had let myself do something I shouldn’t have. I trusted Roman, and that was more frightening considering he now had control over me, too.

      “Baby, I need to see you. I’m so sorry, Piper. Nothing happened, I swear. Can I see you? Where are you going? What do you have to take care of? Is this about your ex?” Roman was a mess and it broke my heart hearing how destroyed he sounded.

      “Roman, please. I will see you at the game. Bye.” I hung up and dialed the number that was branded into my mind. The number I used on the shitty burner phone, the number that was slid to me on my first essay. The number that haunted me.

      “Piper, I was just about to call you.” Eli’s voice sliced through the phone and into my body like a knife. Every ounce of pain, every ounce of excitement, and every ounce of feeling I had suppressed collided into a storm above me. My chest tightened, and I suddenly felt so small.

      “Eli, what are you doing here?” I took a deep breath, but the tremble of my voice couldn’t be hidden.

      “Piper, can I see you? Please?” he asked me calmly.

      Against my better judgment, I nodded without saying anything through the phone. And he knew I’d be there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There he was. I could see him through the glass door. Sitting over two cups of coffee, as if he was waiting on a friend or a date. I could see the steam from the cups rising in front of his face. He looked the same, so very annoyingly handsome. His strawberry-blonde hair, his light brown eyes, his fitted sweater paired with jeans hugging him in all the right places. He looked like he was in college. He was only twenty-seven when I met him last year.

      Taking a deep breath in, I looked at my reflection in the door. I had built a new beautiful life here. Roman was perfect for me. “Don’t fuck your life up over this douchebag,” I whispered to myself.

      His eyes immediately found mine. He stood, pushing his hands into the pockets of his jeans as if he were years younger. He offered a small smile that had my heart racing through the dress I had changed into. It was so stupid, I knew it. Changing, putting a full face of makeup on, curling my hair… for him. I justified it, knowing I had to head to the homecoming game immediately after this. Whatever this was.

      “Piper, wow, you look beautiful.” He pulled a chair out for me. I sunk into it, feeling cold. Looking up, the air conditioning vent was right above me blasting down. “Do you want my jacket, Piper?” he offered.

      “No. I don’t, Eli.” I rolled my eyes.

      Sitting across from me, he reached his hand and touched mine. Fear raced inside of me as I looked down at my arms. Thank you, God. No chills. He no longer had that effect on me. Roman did; only Roman. Tugging my hand away, I looked at him.

      “Thank you so much for agreeing to see me. I’ve missed you so much, Piper.” He smiled again.

      “Eli, what the hell are you doing here?” I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms over my chest protectively.

      “Piper, I can’t stop thinking about everything that went down between us. I can’t stop thinking about what I put you through. Ultimately, I can’t stop thinking about you.” He sighed.

      I didn’t know what to say. Was this what I needed? An apology I never got? A last goodbye in person from the man I thought was my whole world, but who destroyed it instead?

      “Eli, I have nothing to say to you. I’m sorry, this was a terrible mistake.” I began to stand while my voice shook and tears teased my waterline.

      “Piper, please… What I made you do… I can’t live with myself. I need to know you’re happy. I left my wife. I left her for you. I want to start over with you. We were so good together, you and me, babe.” His eyes glistened.

      I sunk back down. I hated this, I hated how my heart and mind were in a wrestling match. Eli was embedded into my body and soul because of something that connected us for eternity.

      “I’m dating someone. You’re an idiot for leaving your wife. You’ll never have me, Eli. You are a bastard for not telling me about her in the first place.”

      “Yea, that Calloway guy, right? Star football player. So, have you told him you love him?”

      “That’s none of your business, Eli. I have to go. Go back to your wife, go back to New York. You took everything from me, so at least let me keep this coast to myself.” I stood and grabbed my purse.

      He stood up, blocking me from leaving. “You haven’t told him you love him, because deep down inside you know you’re still in love with me. Piper, and you know damn well that I’m still in love with you.” He grew closer to me, the scent of his cologne tormenting me. It was the scent that was woven into my clothes, the ones I had left in the studio apartment—his hiding spot for me, for us. I shook my head as tears trickled down and immediately averted my eyes.

      “As long as you’re happy, Piper. I just need to say one more thing. The baby… What happened and how I behaved after it… I’ll never forgive myself. Just know, I love you. I always have and I always will. I’ll wait for you as long as it takes.”

      I was frozen, frozen because he brought up the one thing that made my body curl with grief. The baby. He pulled me into him, planting a kiss on my cheek. The touch of his lips against my flesh, crafting the most painful yet intimate touch I had once craved.

      “I’m here for another night. Here’s where I’m staying, and I mean to just be together to talk. There was so much left unsaid.” He slid the small card into the opening of my purse.

      I couldn’t move, I couldn’t talk. I felt paralyzed. My breathing wasn’t faster, it had slowed from confusion. My phone buzzed in my purse, and I broke my stare from Eli. There really was so much unsaid, and here was my chance, but for some reason I couldn’t piece the words together. Instead, they swirled into my mind mashing together into a disaster.

      “Piper, your phone is ringing.” Eli looked at my purse while I stood there in a trance. “Piper?” Eli cupped my elbow gently.

      Shaking my head and his hand off me, I reached in and grabbed my phone. I didn’t even look at the screen as I answered in a monotonous voice, “Hello.”

      “Piper, baby, where are you? I’m supposed to be in the locker room, but I can’t… not until I know you’re good. We’re good. Let me pick you up, please. Where are you?” Roman’s voice pleaded over the phone.

      “Baby?” he repeated, his breathing heavy and worried.

      The comfort of his voice shook me from my trance, I exhaled. “Roman, I’m fine. I’m nowhere important, besides heading over to see you play. I’ll see you soon. Good luck, baby.” I ended the call and slid my phone back into my purse. Blinking excessively, I realized Eli Tate was really here in front of me.

      “Well, that hurt a lot more than I thought it would.” Eli bit his lip.

      “Imagine how much it hurt when I saw you with your wife, and then finding out I was pregnant with my professor’s baby. I’m leaving, this is ridiculous…” I turned away, holding my hand up, and most of all, disgusted I gave him any time of my day.

      “Piper.”

      Keep walking, don’t stop. The problem is when the mind and heart are torn, the heart takes over.

      “What, Eli?” I peered over my shoulder.

      He walked closer to me. “Piper, I hope that in another life, we can try again. It was really good, we were really good… except our timing was so bad.” He let his hand brush against my cheek. Leaning in, he planted a kiss on the top of my head.

      Holding my breath for a moment, tears escaped from my eyes and I looked back up at him. He looked like he was in pain. It was true, Eli and I had something when I thought I knew him, but now, with Roman, I knew something wasn’t enough. He took advantage of me when I was in a dark place and so young. I deserved better. Roman was better. I covered my mouth, stifling the sobs, and ran out, leaving Eli Tate behind me for good.
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      Roman

      

      “Bro, you’ve got to get your head out of Piper’s cooch and in the game.” Bodhi punched my arm. I was sitting on the locker room bench, staring at a selfie Piper and I took together. Her long, dark hair was flying behind her with the sea breeze, and I could almost hear her laughter through the picture.

      “He’s right. I know it sucks with this morning’s shit show, but Rome, those scouts are here for you. I mean, look at Row Johnson. He was recruited his sophomore year, graduated early his junior year, and is now in the NFL with a multimillion-dollar contract. That could be you. Piper told you everything’s good. Now go out there and show your girl how you can work your ball…” Tucker creased his forehead and laughed. “Okay that sounded… Whatever, let’s just go.”

      I pulled myself off the bench, knowing my friends were right. In the end of the day, this is what I’d worked so hard for. This is what my mom sacrificed for. This is why I chose to go to Newport University and take on a favor from the one man I never wanted anything from, my dad. I couldn’t throw all this away over a fight with my girlfriend.

      We stood at the door just outside the elaborate tunnel, which was decked out in the shape of a giant crown. The crowd chanted, “Newport Nobles,” over and over. No matter how many games I have played, this moment, the moment just before my feet hit the field, I felt so damn powerful. As soon as I got onto the field, the adrenaline raced through me as the chanting of my name radiated through rows and rows of bleachers, and that’s when I felt like the fucking king of the world.

      My teammates began running outside in sync, the crowd grew louder, and the shaking of everyone stomping on the steel bleachers made my heart pump faster. I was the last one out—quarterbacks were always the caboose. I ran out and took it all in. The sky was brighter than usual—since the homecoming dance was tonight, they always moved the game up to the early afternoon. I lifted my hands in the sky as everyone began the “Calloway, Calloway, number eight, eight he’s great,” chant. Looking down at my jersey, I gently shook it as everyone cheered again.

      We got into a huddle, went through the plays, and before I knew it, the game was starting. Scanning the bleachers, I looked at the front row. Isla always sat in the front, and she’d dragged Piper with her there since the very first game. I squinted and saw her. She had a fitted T-shirt with the number eight on it paired with a tiny denim miniskirt. When her eyes locked onto mine, she did a quick turn and moved her hair over.

      My heart raced when I saw Calloway embroidered into the back, and I could feel the biggest smile plaster across my face. This game, this was for her. I kissed my clenched fist, placed it on my heart, and waved back at her. The crowds’ cheering grew louder as all heads turned to stare at Piper. She laughed with a light head shake. Scrunching her nose, she kissed her hand, and blew it at me. I winked at her before I sprinted back to my team.

      My team huddled together, and I squeezed through to the center. “Let’s do this, boys,” I yelled, starting off our chant, and clapping my hands together. “Who are we?”

      “Nobles!” they screamed back.

      “What are we?”

      “Nobles!”

      “Newport Nobles! Newport Nobles! Woo!” I chanted with my teammates as we all broke away and took our positions.

      Time flies when I’m on the field; everything gets quiet, no matter how loud everyone is around me. All I can see is what needs to be done—to win. Ever since I was little, my coaches told me I had this “gift,” but tonight, I didn’t just see the field, I saw her. Everyone around her blurred. Every play, every touchdown, every success was because she was right there. The scoreboard lit up… another win. My teammates lifted me into the air. Closing my eyes, I raised my clenched fists in the air. One of my best games yet, and I knew for a fact the NFL scouts got a true taste of Roman Calloway.

      We headed into the locker room, everyone was rushing to get back to their places in order to shower, and magically go from sweaty football players to clean, sophisticated dates. The homecoming dance wasn’t just a dance, it rivaled old-school Hollywood vibes in the Vanderbilt Hotel.

      Great game, MVP. Can’t wait to see that trophy up close. See you soon, handsome. XO. Knowing we were okay, relief penetrated through my skin when Piper’s text flashed on my screen.

      Baby, just look in the mirror… that’s my greatest win. My greatest trophy is you. I tucked my phone in my bag and headed back to our apartment.

      The hot water felt amazing on my sore body. Football was brutal, especially high-intensity games like tonight’s. I looked down and watched the water finally drain clear from the sweat and dirt. Wrapping the towel around my waist, I started to shave. I couldn’t help but think of this morning. It felt like everyone knew something about Piper that I didn’t, yet no one said anything. How stupid would I look to ask my ex-girlfriend about my now-girlfriend? Isla was sworn to secrecy by her mom, which I understood—it was bad enough that Isla knew and her mom’s attorney-client confidentiality was broken. No matter what Piper was running from, I knew one thing… If she was running, then I’d be right beside her.

      I got into my car and drove to Piper’s. Thankfully, I was finally on her approved guest list, so Frank, the giant security guard, no longer stared me down like I was his breakfast. Standing at the front doors, I waited as the doorbell chimed.

      My eyes widened. “Oh… hi, Mr. Rivers. How are you, sir?” I was shocked to see Piper’s dad, who was traveling so much that it was rare when our paths crossed. And he never answered the door; I mean, they had an entire staff to do that.

      Grant Rivers stood tall and eyed me from head to toe. “Roman, good to see you. Piper will be right down. Keep her safe, or I’ll kill you.” His voice stayed calm and I waited for a laugh, maybe even a small smile, but nope, he was dead serious.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      He squinted at me and took a deep breath before letting me inside. I stepped into the massive foyer and looked up where the dual staircases met. The extravagant crystal chandelier shined brightly above, and I couldn’t help but think how the hell they kept it so clean and sparkly.

      A throat cleared, and there she was, stunning as ever. Her long, dark hair was curled and swept to one side, her thick lips painted red, and an off-white dress hugging every curve of her body perfectly, leaving her shoulders exposed. My breath quickened and the smile on my face grew. If only she could see what I could see. Her in that white dress.

      I am the luckiest man alive.

      “Piper, wow. You are gorgeous.” I reached for her hand as she climbed the last few steps. She smiled at me, looking down at the box I clutched in my hands. “You said you never went to your high school prom, so I thought…?” I smiled, lifting the corsage from the see-through box.

      Her eyes glistened as she stretched her hand out. “Oh, Roman, this is so sweet.” I slid the flower corsage over her dainty wrist, nestling it above her diamond bracelet.

      “And by the way, Calloway, you don’t look so bad yourself.” She leaned in, tugged my tuxedo jacket closer, and kissed me.

      I let my arm out and Piper wrapped hers into it immediately. After saying goodnight to her dad once he snapped a few pictures proudly, we walked to my car. I quickly opened the door for her, and as she slid inside, as I helped pile her dress in. She grinned at me, scrunching her nose. Fuck, she was cute. Not just cute, she was the most stunning woman I’d ever seen in my life.

      Gripping the steering wheel tightly, I quickly second-guessed the conversation that sat at the tip of my tongue. “Piper, look, I want us to have a really great night, but I also don’t want to be that couple that sweeps everything under the rug when things get hard. First off, there is absolutely nothing going on between me and Sierra. I swear, she just wants to be with me because she loves the attention. There’s nothing there, and there never was anything there.”

      “I know, Rome… I know.” She looked out the window, picking at the corsage on her wrist.

      “Secondly, your ex…” I glanced over at her. “He’s here?”

      “Yea… he is. I have no interest in knowing why, and I don’t care to ever see him, either.” She looked over at me, taking my free hand into hers. “You have nothing to worry about, Roman.”

      “I trust you, and if he tries to get near you, then you tell me, baby. I’ll let him know that he’s not welcome in Newport or anywhere near my girl.” I kissed her hand.

      

      Piper

      

      We pulled up to the Vanderbilt Hotel, which was somewhere I had been before. I had attended numerous fancy galas and events here with my dad when I was younger. Once the valet took Roman’s car, we walked hand in hand as photographers took our pictures. How ironic. A college dance seemed more like a red-carpet event only because the students were the children of the rich and famous. I looked over at Roman, respect budding inside of me. His dad was a dean, not some real estate tycoon or celebrity; he was being sought after because of his own talent and merit. The star football player with so much promise and dedication, and I loved that about him. Meanwhile, the rest of us were mere shadows of our parents and their successes, and I hated that about me.

      Right before we got to the giant, gilded doors, Roman paused. He turned toward me, dipped me over his arm, and locked his lips with mine. Cheers broke out and the camera clicks grew. I smiled under our lips, gently stroking his cheek. Lifting me back up, a photographer yelled, “Piper! Piper! Your new boy-toy looks a lot younger than your old beau.” I flung my head around, searching for the face that went with the voice. The problem with secrets is that they might start off as a small flame, but no matter how much you try to tame it, the flame eventually turns into a wildfire. And that wildfire spreads rapidly, causing nothing but destruction in its path to everyone and everything near and far.

      Roman’s fist clenched and his jaw tightened. I quickly wrapped my hand around his and led him inside. Glancing over my shoulder once again, I looked forward, swallowing the lump in my throat from the  anxiety growing inside of me.

      “Wow, you both look amazing!” Isla and Tucker found us in the crowd. They were a welcome distraction considering I could still see Roman’s face lined with anger at what the photographer had said.

      “You guys look incredible, too.” I smiled back, leaning in for a hug with both of them.

      “Roman, you crushed the game.” Isla gave Roman a quick hug. “You okay now, Piper? I hate that we didn’t get ready together…” Isla handed us a drink from the waiter’s tray. Amongst the elite, there was no such thing as checking IDs.

      Roman looked over at me, his voice dropping. “Oh, I thought you said you both got ready together?”

      “Um, I didn’t want you to worry. I just needed some time to cool off… alone,” I muttered, ashamed that my lies were already catching up with me.

      “How about we just let this morning burn and have an amazing night? We crushed that game and I’m ready to celebrate!” Tucker raised his glass and we all clinked our delicate glasses together.

      Hesitating, I glanced over at Roman, his eyebrows furrowed as he looked at me in a way that I knew all too well. He looked at me like I was full of lies and secrets.

      Which, I was.

      Taking our seats at the large table lit with candles and adorned with flowers, I tried to break through the tension. “Who else is sitting with us?”

      But just before I could lift the place cards up to check, there she was, Sierra. Just fucking great. Bodhi pulled the seat out for her. She was wearing a fitted red gown, which really complimented the fact that she was the devil in Versace.

      “Hey, ladies, you both look great,” Bodhi said sweetly to Isla and me.

      “Congrats on an amazing win, Bodhi.” I ignored Sierra, though I felt her eyes pierce into me.

      “New York!” I looked up as Julian made his way to the table, taking his seat with his date—someone I’d never seen or met before.

      “Oh, this is great…” Roman mumbled under his breath. I bit my lip, trying to suppress my smile. This really was one hell of a table.

      As we ate our meals, the static of the mic cut through our conversations. Looking up, it was Dean Calloway. I glanced over at Roman, who immediately looked uncomfortable, whereas Julian was smiling. It was a sad contrast on how different their physical responses were to their dad. I guess it really was true, two people’s actions meant consequences for so many others.

      “Good evening, everyone. As you all know, this isn’t just any ordinary dance, it’s an event to honor our spectacular football team and welcome scouts from the NFL to join us to see how truly one of a kind Newport University is. Tonight, we also recognize the MVP of our team. Roman Calloway, son, it is no surprise you are the MVP again. Your work on the field is admirable, your dedication to your teammates and this school is undeniable. Congratulations, Roman.” Dean Calloway lifted the trophy in the air as everyone clapped and cheered.

      “Congrats, babe,” I whispered proudly.

      He smiled and kissed me. “This is nothing, Rivers. I already told you… you are my greatest win.” He winked at me and smoothed out his tuxedo jacket before walking to the stage. My stomach fluttered at his words and I felt like the luckiest girl alive.

      No, I am the luckiest girl alive.

      He walked up to the stage and grabbed the trophy out of his dad’s hands. I expected a hug or a pat on the back, but Dean Calloway did neither. He crossed his arms and stood to the side. I wondered how different the interaction would have been if it were Julian winning that trophy.

      “Wow, I feel honored to be recognized as MVP. Honestly, my entire team deserves one of these. Without them, this wouldn’t be possible. Here’s to you, my guys!” Roman lifted the trophy in the air as his teammates proudly stood and clapped. He was so respected; he was a man of honor and hard work; unlike me, a woman who had nothing but her father’s last name and a past of darkness. How could two people be so different, but be so close?

      “And, of course… I’d like to thank Piper Rivers. Piper, you make every single day feel like a touchdown. You are the light of my life, and the most incredible woman I’ve ever met.” He kissed his hand, touched his heart, and lifted it toward me. Everyone stood, clapping once again. I sat there, tilting my head and putting my hand over my heart, not breaking our stare.

      Roman tried to make his way over to our table, but was stopped countless times by scouts and fans to talk and snap photos.

      “Hey, New York. I heard about this morning, you okay?” Julian sat down in Roman’s seat.

      “Hey, Julian. Yea, I’m okay. Thanks for asking.” I smiled at him with a sigh. He put his arm around me, pulling me closer in a hug.

      “Man, I leave for a second and already trying to take my spot?” Roman’s jaw tightened.

      “Oh no, you guys aren’t doing this, again. Roman Calloway, you better ask me to dance, or I’ll find someone to fill your spot on the dance floor, too.” I stood and reached my hand out toward him. The anger in his face melted, replaced with a grin as he took my hand and guided me to the dance floor. He shot Julian a look of spite before letting out a heavy sigh.

      “Roman…” I whispered.

      He shook his head and relaxed his shoulders as his hand slid down my back to the low-cut dip. Tracing my spine with his fingers, I shuddered. “I’m glad this still happens, Cherry.” He smiled at the chills that rose on my arms.

      “Cherry?” I dropped my jaw slightly with a laugh as memories of our first day flooded my mind. “That damn thong…” I shook my head at Roman’s devious smile.

      “Hey, don’t condemn that thong, I need to frame it. After all, it’s what brought us together.” He winked. I could feel my cheeks flush and quickly averted my eyes.

      We swayed together to the music, and I let my face rest against his strong chest. He smelled so good, something soft like sandalwood but also masculine just like him. His warm breath grazed my skin as he planted his lips against my bare shoulder, and I laced my fingers behind his neck. Looking up, we pressed our foreheads together. Whatever was between us was palpable, a feeling I’d never felt before.

      “Baby, you wanna get out of here?” He pulled away, his bright eyes staring into mine.

      I bit my bottom lip. “Definitely.”

      Sneaking out through the side door, I lifted my gown as we ran. Moments later, the valet had our car ready.
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        * * *

      

      Once we pulled into the football field parking lot, I looked over at Roman completely confused. “What are we doing here, Rome?”

      C’mon, baby, I have a surprise for you…” He jogged over to my door and opened it for me. Running his hand through his soft brown hair, he grinned at me in a way that made my knees feel weak. We made our way down the bleachers and Roman helped me lift the train of my gown up—something that made me feel like I could see a sliver of our future one day. A wedding, a life together.

      “Hang on, babe.” I paused, peeling off the five-inch Louboutin heels off my feet, tossing them to the side. Walking to the empty field, I looked around at the vacant bleachers. It was crazy how just hours ago the roaring crowd filled the stadium, but was now completely silent. But then again, even amongst the wild crowd and game, Roman was the only one I saw amongst the chaos.

      “Rome, what are we doing here?” I whispered. Suddenly the field lights turned on, making my heart jolt. Standing in front of me, he took both of my hands in his. Without my heels on, he was significantly taller than me.

      “Damn girl, you’re beautiful,” he whispered, looking into my eyes. Taking a deep breath, I squeezed his hands tighter with a small smile.

      “They were just eight simple letters before I met you. You made those ordinary letters, extraordinary. Three words I’ve been holding on so long, waiting for the right girl. That girl is you, baby. I love you. I’ve always loved you, Piper Rivers. And I wanted to ask if you’ll finally let me say it every day without panicking, because baby, I love you so damn much.” He dropped down on one knee, holding a small black box. My heart was pounding so hard, I could feel sweat building along my hairline. Tears began to pour out of my eyes. Opening the black box, I started crying and laughing at the same time. A red Ring-Pop was perched inside.

      Shaking my head between my ugly cry laced with laughter, I reached down, letting my hands cup his perfect, tanned face. Kissing him felt different—it felt like love. It was love. Sliding the giant candy ring on my finger, he stood, lifted me up, and spun me around on the field. I knew why he brought me here. He said it all along, I was his greatest win. Out of all the wins on this field, he truly meant that.

      I tossed my head back, staring at the sparkling stars above us. Our laughter collided with the breeze. Placing me down, he kissed my lips and all over the side of my neck. Pulling away slightly, he looked into my eyes before he tenderly kissed my forehead.

      “Roman Calloway, I love you, too.” I let my palm rest on the back of his neck, drawing his face in toward mine. Our foreheads touched, our breathing was in sync. Our hearts were beating together. The smile on his face was one I didn’t know how to describe. This was it… this was finally my fresh start.

      Our fresh start.

      “Now, I have just one more thing I’d like to do with you tonight, Miss Rivers.” He grinned at me.

      “Oh really? Well, show me just how much you love me.” I winked at him. He lifted me into his arms and raced up the bleachers as I shrieked with laughter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pulling into Hotel Newport, I looked over at him. “Roman, this place is crazy expensive. We could have just gone back to your apartment…”

      “No, I wanted tonight to be memorable, just like you.” Getting to our room, I found it was lit with candles and scattered rose petals.

      “Roman, I really think you’re Romeo in disguise. This is so sweet.” I spun around. He popped a bottle of champagne, the sound of it cracking the air between us as he poured it into two glasses.

      “Cheers to you, my Juliet, for making me the luckiest man in the world.” He lifted his glass.

      “Cheers to us.” I clinked my flute against his, covering my smile with the rim of the glass. My cheeks ached from how much they’d been upward versus the usual frown that had blazed into my face. Roman opened the doors to the bedroom, in front of us the fluffy white bed was covered in rose petals, and it smelled divine. He tossed his tux jacket off and gave me a half-grin, one filled with seduction.

      “I just need a minute.” I headed to the bathroom. Looking into the mirror, I dabbed my lipstick and wiped at the stray mascara. Gripping the bathroom counter, I took a deep breath in. “You deserve to be happy, Piper.” My therapist’s voice echoed in my doubtful mind.

      Sliding out of my gown, I hung it up, brushing my hand against it. I smiled at the mirror. The lingerie I had on—a strapless ivory lace bustier and a special thong—would definitely make Roman happy. Letting my hand fall across the flat of my stomach, I relaxed my shoulders and exhaled.

      Walking back into the room, I saw he was already in bed. The sheet was tucked in just below his hip bones, leaving his sexy tanned chest exposed. His jaw dropped slightly…

      “The start of something beautiful…” I smiled, crawling next to him. His finger traced my thong—it was the one I had worn on our first day of classes, the one covered in small red cherries. The ones I wore the day he saved me; not saved me from falling off my stool, but the day he saved me from myself.

      “Baby, I love you so much.” He cupped my face as he turned over onto me. Sliding my thong off, he unbuttoned my strapless bra. His eyes went down to my naked body. The way he looked at me made me feel flawless, even though inside, I felt scarred beyond measure.

      “Eight letters and three words. You made me realize what they truly mean, Roman. I love you…” I breathed into his mouth as the wetness of his tongue crept into mine. He pushed my legs apart, gripping into my inner thighs as he slid down, letting his lips make their mark between my breasts, down to my belly button, and in between my legs. I clung to the silky, soft sheets as I tried to control the animal-like sounds that seeped from my mouth. His tongue swirled in me…

      “Roman, I want you.”

      “Baby, you have me, all of me.” He looked up, biting my thigh as I pulled him up toward me. I didn’t want his tongue to make me come, I wanted him inside of me. I wanted to feel him. Because for the first time, I wanted to know what making love really felt like with someone who truly loved you, who loved you without limits.

      My nails dug into his back as he pushed his length inside me, and I knew small crescents would be left in his flesh. I’d notice it whenever we fucked and he’d turn away deep asleep, and something about that ignited fire inside me as if I marked him externally.

      “Ah…” I moaned, letting my head toss back onto the pillow. He pushed in and out of me, starting slow and picking up his pace.

      Pumping inside of me, he pulled me upright. I straddled my legs around him. It was the most intimate moment of my entire life. Sweat glistening against his strong forearms, running down to his abs. I started to ride him, letting my hips move around his hard dick. Wrapping my arms around his neck, our eyes stayed fixed onto one another’s. His breathing picked up as he grabbed my breasts.

      The way he groaned my name made me tighten around him. The way our flesh felt against one another’s was electrifying. Lifting me, he carried me off the bed. There was an oversized mirror mounted on the wall and sliding me down, I planted my hands against the cold glass. Roman’s eyes lit up as I locked my gaze on his through the mirror. I once told Roman he should just stick to being my friend because he’d be safer that way.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to just be my friend, Calloway?” I whispered.

      “Damn girl, I don’t want to be your friend. I would never bend my friend over and do this…” He jerked me up higher, slapping my ass and taking all of my hair into his hand, tugging at it with possession.

      My mouth dropped as I stared at his strong, perfectly cut body plunging inside of me. My palms were moist, and they slid down the mirror with ease. I caught his eyes meeting mine and dripping down my entire naked body reflecting in the mirror. Gripping my hips, his thrusts were slow and steady at first, quickly changing to harder and faster strokes. The way his eyes stared into mine… everything about this moment had my body trembling.

      This was love and it was also the best fucking sex of my life.
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      Roman

      

      The sunlight seeped through the sheer hotel curtains. I looked over at her; her eye makeup was smudged all around, her once red lips were now stained pink, and her long dark hair was unpinned and splayed all around. I leaned over, kissing her softly. She smelled so sweet, but not like the fake smell of perfume, it was genuinely her natural scent. Sitting up, I decided to grab us some breakfast because I didn’t want to risk room service waking her. We were up late last night, and I’m pretty sure my dick was in more pain than my body from a football game. We had sex twice, so intense and so intimate I was almost scared. Scared because I hoped we could recreate those emotions since we set the bar so damn high. Our bodies were puzzle pieces that meshed together easily. All I knew was that Piper Rivers had me thinking like I was in some romance movie and making me crazy.

      Looking in my tuxedo pocket, I realized I couldn’t find my hotel keycard. “Shit…” I mumbled under my breath. Glancing around, I saw Piper’s clutch. I knew the universal rule was to never look inside a girl’s purse, but I really needed coffee. I mean, we were serious, we loved each other. It’s just a purse. What’s the big deal? My dick was inside her body a few short hours ago, and if my hand grazes a tampon or lip-gloss, I think we will both survive. Get a grip, Roman. Unzipping the small bag, I grabbed the card and left quickly.

      

      Thirty minutes later, I was balancing the bag of bagels I had grabbed and cups of coffee while trying to slide the card into our door. “Fuck…” It kept getting rejected.

      “Sir, do you need help?” The housekeeper near me came over.

      “Um, yea… that’d be great. My card isn’t working.” Handing it over to her, she tried it once. When it didn’t work a second time, she looked at it carefully.

      “Sir, this is the wrong hotel. This is for Hotel Monde down the road. Are you sure you’re in the right place?” she asked kindly, handing the golden keycard back. My chest tightened. Why did Piper have a hotel keycard? Better yet, whose room was it? And why would it be sitting at the top of her purse?

      “Um, no this… this is my room. I think I grabbed an old card from my wallet.” I offered a fake laugh.

      The housekeeper tilted her head. “You’re Roman Calloway, right?”

      “Yea?” I paused, straightening my back.

      “My son adores you. He’s in middle school, but he thinks you’re a hero. I think you’re going to the NFL from what he tells me.” She smiled at me. “Want me to get you in your room?”

      “That would be great, and tell your son I’m definitely no hero, but I appreciate the love.” I nodded as the door clicked opened.

      Walking in, I heard the shower running. Quickly getting inside, I set the bagels and coffee down. I snapped a photo of the hotel card with the room number written on it before sliding it back into Piper’s purse. I picked up the phone, quickly dialing Hotel Monde’s number. This was not how I wanted our relationship to be—one of secrets, lies… and a game of cat and mouse with my girlfriend. The phone rang over and over until finally someone answered.

      “Hi,” I cleared my throat, trying to keep my voice low, “I was wondering if you could tell me a guest name? They are staying in room 415.”

      “I’m sorry, sir, the only thing we can do is direct you to that room number, we don’t disclose names,” the concierge said.

      “Yea, just direct me over please. I think I found his wallet and would like to return it to him.”

      “Oh, I see. Well, in that case… um… Eli Tate. Does it look like it’s his?” she said as clicking on a keyboard echoed behind her.

      “Eli Tate?” My stomach curled. I didn’t even hear what the concierge said next. The phone slid out of my hands, hitting the nightstand. My fist clenched as anger pooled inside low in my core. What in the actual fuck? Isla warned me that Piper wasn’t who I thought she was, and now I’m realizing that maybe she was right.

      “Hey, handsome. Where’d you sneak off to?” Piper stood at the door of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel.

      I stared at her, feeling unnerved. “Piper, did you see your ex?” I wasn’t some pansy who would let a girl walk all over me and cheat on me.

      Her forehead creased and her face flushed. I knew the answer. I just didn’t think it would hurt so much, even without words. She quickly pulled on her shorts and hoodie.

      “Roman, please listen to me…” Her wet hair started soaking the shoulders of her hoodie. Moving closer to me, she reached her hands out, and I pulled back.

      I held my hands up defensively and clenched my teeth. “Piper, don’t.” I hated speaking to her like this as my voice raised with anger. “Tell me the fucking truth. Who is Eli Tate to you?”

      She sunk into the chair, her hands running up and down her bare face. “Roman, please don’t do this. I promise you, I have no contact with him. I met him before the game at a coffee shop… I just needed to know why he was here. I didn’t…” She glanced at her purse, immediately recognizing where my assumptions were stemming from. “Did you go through my purse?”

      “I needed our room card, I just didn’t think I’d find your ex’s keycard in there, too.”

      “I didn’t go… I didn’t go to his hotel. I swear to you, Roman.” Her forehead creased, and I could see sadness budding in her beautiful eyes. But the floodgates were open, and I had no intention of closing them until I found out everything.

      “Why is everyone talking about how much older he is than you? Why is your ex such a big fucking deal? Why did you have to run away from New York?” Every question I had always wondered about, finally came out.

      “Rome, if you want to know… Just know, it’ll change everything. All of this.” She waved her hands, tears barely holding onto her waterline.

      “I love you, Piper. That’s not changing. We aren’t some high school kids who say it interchangeably between mood swings. But I can’t love someone I don’t trust; I can’t love someone I don’t even know.” I exhaled, running my hands through my hair.

      She nodded slowly, as if she knew and could appreciate what I was saying, even if it was painful. “Roman, can we sit?” She glanced at the couch.

      I followed her, sitting on the opposite end. Sighing, she parted her lips. “Eli and I started seeing each other my freshman year. I thought he was a senior when we first met. A few days later, I walked into my English 101 class, and well… he was there.”

      “Okay, so what? He’s not a grad student. I don’t get where this is going? He was your classmate?” I said annoyed. This wasn’t some ‘guess who’ game. Just rip the band aid off.

      She swallowed and sighed slowly, as if she was praying a simple breath of air would buy her time for what she was about to say, which made me all that more nervous. “He was the professor. He was my professor.” She closed her eyes, and I knew the look on my face was probably one that shamed her more than I could control.

      “What? I thought you said he was a grad student? Piper, how old was he?” The story was hitting too close to home, causing my heart to race and my palms to grow moist.

      “He was twenty-seven when we started seeing each other. He was a first-year professor.”

      “Piper, you were only eighteen. That’s… that’s abuse of power.” I choked on my words.

      “When I turned nineteen, things got serious… we started dating. He wanted to keep things super quiet, because I assumed he didn’t want to lose his job being involved with a student, and no, Roman… I knew exactly what I was doing. I had barely graduated from high school. Not because of academics, but because I was addicted to pills, drinking, and more. The start of my freshman year of college was the same. My so-called friends were all just a bunch of rich girls with a golden AmEx to swipe, never caring who or what we were hurting. I was sleeping with guys and waking up not remembering how I got there. Eli pulled me out of that darkness. He… saved me.” She licked her bottom lip, taking a deep breath in. Her face was pained as the words poured from her mouth. My chest heaved in and out as I shook my head. I couldn’t hide the ache in my heart, or the fact that the girl I’d been waiting twenty years to find and tell her that I loved her had just crushed every ounce of trust I had in her.

      “Piper… I don’t even know what I’m supposed to say? I mean, fuck, should you even be drinking with your addiction? I feel like I don’t even know you. Your professor?” My heart felt like a million daggers were piercing through it. Who the hell was this person sitting in front of me? Who the hell was this girl I said I loved? What scared me the most was I didn’t know if I could love this… this completely different person.

      “I was in an out-patient rehab, and that was because of Eli. My mom was too busy with her own life. My dad was here, and I felt so alone. My friends were my friends because I’m Grant Rivers’ daughter. We all grew up in this elite New York circle filled with forced friendships. Look, Roman, I’m not going to sit here and apologize for dating my professor. I didn’t do anything wrong. Age is a number, and I was a consenting adult when we started dating. What I’m about to tell you… that’s what I’m forever ashamed of.”

      Suddenly, I realized I didn’t want to know any more. I couldn’t. I knew if things were any worse than what she’d already told me, I wouldn’t want to be with her. As crazy as it sounded, I needed her. I needed my Piper. Maybe it’s true, the only person who benefits from telling secrets is the one who holds them, because everyone else is destroyed by the truth. Suddenly, I darted my eyes up at her, she was looking at the ground while tears trickled down her soft pink cheeks. Her lips parted as she sunk into the hotel sofa. I could tell she wished she could melt away into it, away from this painful confrontation.

      “Piper, wait. It’s okay. You’re right. You didn’t do anything wrong. You dated someone you liked, and I know there’s probably a hell of a lot more to this… but I think we should let it go. Let’s just be us. I know you were scared to tell me because of my mom and dad, but your story isn’t theirs, it’s nowhere close.” I stood and walked toward her, dropping down on both knees. I held her hands in mine. She rested her head on mine, exhaling a breath she’d probably had held in fear.

      “There is one thing I need you to be completely honest with me about.” I swallowed the lump in my throat.

      “Anything…” She sniffled into my hair.

      “Do you still love him?”

      She began to softly cry, pulling my face up toward hers in between the coolness of her palms. “I thought I did… Coming here to Newport, I thought I still did. I thought I always would because…” She cried into her hands, and I slowly wiped away the tears, holding her chin between my index finger and thumb. “Roman, are you sure I shouldn’t just…” She cried into her hands.

      “No, I just need to know, do you still love him?” I tilted her chin up so I could see her.

      “Roman, when I met you, Eli was a long-lost memory. He still is. He is my past. You, my sweet Rome… you are my present. I just really, really hope you’ll want to be my future, too. I love you, only you.” Her beautiful eyes were swollen, streaked red with tears.

      “Well, that’s a good thing, Rivers, because I didn’t plan on letting you go.” I kissed her soft pink lips. She tasted like salt from her tears that continued to flow. We were going to be okay.

      I just had one more person to talk to before putting this whole thing aside. Eli fucking Tate. Except, part of me knew, I wouldn’t be talking. My fists clenched at the thought of what I’d do.

      

      Piper

      

      How could the best night of my life turn into the worst morning of my life? Well, it did. I was sure I did long-term damage to my heart in the past twenty-four hours, going between an extreme high to an extreme low. I’ll never forget the pain I felt coursing through every fiber of my being when Roman’s face shifted from admiration to abomination. When he found out about Eli being my professor, that look… I still shudder at the memory. The worst part was, I didn’t feel lighter. He only knew a small sliver of everything. The full story, that wouldn’t cause him true pain; it would cause him to feel disgust that he loves a girl like me.

      

      “Piper, how was your homecoming dance, game… Well, whatever it was?” My dad came around the oversized kitchen island. His hair was still damp from his post-workout shower, he was wearing a suit with a button-down under it but no tie.

      I tilted my head and couldn’t help but giggle. Seeing tabloids labeling my dad as the hottest man of this and that always grossed me out, seeing woman throw themselves at him, or the paparazzi capturing him on his exotic trips with his new arm candy. Now we had the chance to actually just be father and daughter. I got to know him through my eyes, not the eyes of the media a coast away. “It was… interesting.” I sipped the hot coffee that warmed my palms.

      “Interesting? Should I be worried? I hope that Calloway kid is not giving you a hard time.”

      “Dad, he’s not a kid. I’m not a kid. I’m almost twenty. I should probably find my own place so you can finally realize that.” I let my finger rim the coffee mug as I watched the steam rise.

      “Piper, your mother and I talked, and we don’t think that’s a good idea. I mean… let’s just stick to this. Besides, I like having you here. I feel like we get to catch up on those lost years.” He tapped my hand. I knew what he really meant. They didn’t trust I wouldn’t relapse and become some pill junkie again and end up with another professor.

      I looked out of the windows, the entire back of my dad’s house was glass. Standing up, I stared at the green trees. Fall was right around the corner, meaning my birthday was, too.

      Fall and my birthday also reminded me of why my life took a turn for the worse. Turning nineteen, I was drunk, high and in the arms of Eli, puking in his toilet. I thought he lived in that apartment, but nope, it was just his rental. His real house was two hours away, so to prevent the commute he leased an apartment by campus. The perfect setup and the perfect facade. He came and picked me up from a party with my friends. He didn’t judge me, he held my hair back. He looked at me like he could really see me. I soon realized that he didn’t see me. He just saw what he wanted to, and I saw that, too.

      “Piper!” Isla stormed inside with a bright smile on her face. She was wearing a matching black crop top sweat suit like I was. I looked down and glanced back at her, laughter radiating between us.

      “See, I told you we were meant to be best friends.” She leaned in, covering me with a big hug. “Also, Tuck told me… Roman said he loved you!” she screamed, jumping up and down while her hands waved wildly around her face.

      I widened my eyes, taking another sip of coffee in. “Mm-hmm.” I set down the mug. Isla sunk into the empty stool next to me, planting her chin in her palms, and eyeing me carefully.

      “Mm-hmm? Are you kidding me? Piper, Roman Calloway is what dreams are made of. He’s what every girl in Newport and neighboring areas would drop their panties for in five seconds flat if he looked their way. The only reason he even dated Sierra is because he was tired of girls basically attacking him. You… you’re the first girl he’s ever said he’s loved. I mean, I’ve known him for years, he was a rock. Now, you’re breaking him. In a really good way.” She grabbed my coffee and took a sip. Immediately, a staff member came in, bringing another two cups of coffee for us.

      “Whoa, where’d she come from?” Isla looked at Gwen, the head of housekeeping at the Rivers’ residence.

      “Here you are, ladies. May I offer you something to eat, Miss Rivers and Miss Andrews?” Gwen folded her hands neatly in front of her uniform.

      “I’m fine, thank you.” Isla smiled.

      “I’m good, too. Thanks, Gwen.”

      I could see it on Isla’s face. While everyone seemed to come from an immeasurable amount of money and famous parents, no one could compare to Grant Rivers. My dad basically owned Newport, besides being one of the top Hollywood actors. Exactly why, when his daughter and only child spiraled out of control, I was plastered all over page six and every major tabloid. Except for details regarding Eli, which took top attorneys and NDAs to conceal. But what I’ve learned is that even the biggest rocks have cracks.

      “Let’s go outside.” I waved her out to the infinity pool. We laid down on the long, white loungers as the breeze rippled the pool in front of us.

      “Ah, you got to admit, fall in Cali is pretty damn amazing.” Isla smiled at me, soaking in the sun.

      “Girl, you have no idea what you’re missing out on. Autumn in New York… it’s… it’s a sight to see. An experience. I mean, blanket scarves, hot lattes, leggings, oversized sweaters, and overcast, actual cool weather.” I sighed, pulling my sunglasses on, stretching out my legs, and letting my red-painted toes wiggle while the pool rippled in front of us.

      “Wow, that does sound nice. I’ve only ever been to the City in the summer and it smelled like pee.” Isla scrunched her nose in disgust.

      I laughed. “I guess New York is all I’ve ever known.”

      “Are you going to go back for Thanksgiving or Christmas?” Isla pushed her sunglasses to the tip of her nose to see me better.

      “I… I’m not sure.” I let my head fall against the cushioned headrest as the warm sun beat down on my skin. Seeing Eli made me realize I wasn’t sure I was ready to face New York, my old friends, or my mom just yet. What if in order to truly move on, I had to just let go of everything else?

      “Okay so, deets on Roman and the whole love thing and everything else!” Isla’s tone changed, and I was thankful to sweep New York under the rug for now.

      “I mean, there’s not much to say. He said he loves me, and I told him the same. I saw my ex-boyfriend, told Roman some of my past, Professor Bryan Anderson was fired because of me, and yea… just your average love story.” I sipped the cucumber water that magically appeared next to us.

      “What? Bryan got fired? You saw your ex? The professor guy from New York?” Isla sat up in awe. “Oh shit, sorry… I wasn’t supposed to know that. Shit. Your life is so fucked-up, girlfriend.”

      I couldn’t help but let out a laugh, sighing at how truly screwed up my life was. “You’re telling me and yea, he’s in town. Remember, Sierra decided to announce that information in front of everyone? I thought seeing him would give me closure, but I guess the funny thing about closure is, it’s not really closing anything. When you have closure you have to accept that it’s the end to a chapter, but you’re still in the same damn book.” I closed my eyes, rubbing my forehead slowly.

      “Damn, Pipe, we are way too young for this kind of heavy shit. Look, I only know bits and pieces about you and Professor Tate, but from what I understand, it wrecked you and a part of your life, so maybe just leave in the past and look at how amazing your future is with hottie quarterback Roman Calloway.” Isla rubbed my arm kindly.

      Laughing, I eyed Isla from over my sunglasses. “You sure you don’t have a crush on Rome?”

      “Oh honey, every girl and potentially every guy in California has a crush on Roman Calloway. You know he’s not like the typical Newport guy. Sure, his dad has some money, but the real money is his stepmom’s. His mom is in Florida and apparently, really struggling financially, so he’s… humble. I mean, don’t get me wrong, my Tucker is absolutely perfect. But he’s always had a silver spoon like us, so it’s refreshing to sometimes be around someone who doesn’t care about all of this.” Isla waved around.

      I glanced back at my dad’s enormous house, the infinity pool in front of me, and the staff working to make sure that not even one piece of grass was out of place. It was all so superficial. I guess that’s why I was drawn to Eli in the first place—he wasn’t my usual go-to asshole rich guy—and now Roman was the same. He was kind and saw beneath the appearances.

      “Anyway, I’m really happy for you, Piper, and you know if you ever need to talk about anything… I’m here for you. I know we started off on the wrong foot, but I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through and how hard it must be leaving your whole life in New York behind to be here in California, even if you’re off for the better with a fabulous new best friend like me and no longer have to smell musty pee.” Isla laughed.

      I smiled at her. “Thanks, Isla, I really appreciate that… minus the whole dissing New York part.” It felt nice having a girlfriend, one I really did think had good intentions. Once my best friends in New York found out about the whole professor-student relationship and I stupidly told them about the pregnancy—that no one in California had an idea about—they didn’t think twice before disowning me. That was exactly why I needed to leave Eli in the past, because if word got out or Roman found out… I could kiss any future I’d ever have with him goodbye. And if this didn’t work out, I’d definitely be alone. If Roman couldn’t stand me, no man could. Roman was a saint; I just so badly wished I wasn’t a sinner.
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      Roman

      

      “I cannot believe you’re ditching us for a weekend getaway with your girlfriend. Fall break is our bro fest.” Bodhi hunched over, grabbing the beer in front of him.

      I had just told Bodhi, Julian, and Tucker that I was going to surprise Piper with tickets to New York for our upcoming fall break next weekend. She kept telling me how much she missed a real autumn, and I figured it’d be great for us to have time together without all the noise of college, friends, ex- drama, and football. It was also the one weekend I didn’t have a game on Friday.

      “Bro fest? Isn’t that every weekend? I mean, I’m sick of you guys.” I threw the football at Bodhi. Julian caught it, just before it made a touchdown on Bodhi’s forehead. Julian and I had seemingly grown closer. The fact that Piper saw good in him made me realize he really was. He was the one who made our dad fire Bryan for everything he had tried with Piper. Even though I wasn’t ready to be all brotherly love with Julian, being friends was a start.

      “Bodhi, c’mon, Calloway is head over… cleats in love with Piper. He even told her he loved her. Let the man have a weekend away.” Tucker laughed. “Also, can we applaud my clever joke? Get it? Head over heels, but cleats instead?” Tucker tossed his head back, clutching his stomach from laughing at his own joke.

      Julian leaned in. “You told her you love her?” I looked at his expression, one I couldn’t quite read, which irked me all that more.

      I crossed my arms over my chest defensively. “Yea, I did.”

      “Whoa, isn’t that the first girl you’ve ever said that to?” Julian took a sip of the beer in front of him and used his elbow to wipe his brow.

      “He was waiting for his special someone.” Bodhi overlapped his arms and pretended to make out with his hands.

      “Bodhi, you’re an idiot.” Tucker and I laughed, shaking our heads.

      I think we’d had enough bro-fests for a while.

      “Well, I don’t blame you. Piper is a really, really awesome girl.” Julian ran his hand through his hair. Squinting and studying him, he really looked more like his mom than our dad. His hair was lighter than my dark brown hair. He had blue eyes whereas mine were green. But annoyingly, just like me, anytime we were slightly on edge, we ran our fingers through our hair. The similarities bothered me, but what bothered me far more was the fact that we seemed to have similar interest in women, too.

      “Yea, she is and she’s mine.”

      “Dude, she’s not your property. I’m just saying she’s special… Damn, chill out.” Julian shook his head.

      “So, I wonder how the queen bee feels about all of this?” Tucker’s eyebrow lifted.

      “I don’t give a shit what Sierra thinks. Besides, she’s with this guy.” I raised my beer at Bodhi.

      “Hell no, she isn’t… I don’t know how you dated her. I sneezed and she told me next time I needed to go to the bathroom if I needed to expel body fluids.” Bodhi choked on his spit while laughing.

      “Sounds about right.” Exhaling a deep breath out, I felt good. I had the perfect girl and everything felt right. I couldn’t wait to surprise Piper, and best of all, I couldn’t wait to see New York from her eyes. Anything she loved, I knew I would too, because over it all, I was in love with her.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I drove to Piper’s and picked her up for class. She looked stunning. Her long hair was picked up by the soft wind, the sun rising behind her outlined her perfect body. I held her door open as she locked eyes with me, smiling without any words while I spun my hat backwards. Her lips parted as she sucked in a small breath of air. The backwards hat, always turned her on.

      “Piper.”

      “Roman,” she whispered back, a hint of a smile creeping on her face. Leaning in, I titled her chin up and kissed her soft lips that tasted sweet like strawberries.

      “Mmm…” She inhaled. Her light moan sent electricity through me.

      “Why don’t we just skip anatomy lab? I’d much rather study your body this morning…” I whispered against her parted mouth.

      Bursting into laughter, she let her head fall back, her nose scrunched in this fucking adorable way that made me wish I could get down on one knee and marry her already.

      “Has that line ever, in the history of all pickup lines, worked, Calloway?” Her hand was pressed against her abdomen as she laughed between her words.

      “You tell me… Did it work, Rivers?” I grinned at her as she continued to giggle and slid inside of my car. Letting my hand push the door closed, I had the goofiest smile plastered across my face. What was this girl doing to me?

      

      Speeding away, we ended up forty-five minutes away at what was once my spot, but now ours. The secret small cove that overlooked the entire city. The one place I felt revived and at peace.

      “Well, if this is why you made me get up extra early, I don’t mind one bit, Rome.” She smiled over at me as the unclicking of her seatbelt followed mine and we got out the car.

      Just before I sat on the small, worn-down wooden bench next to her to eat the breakfast we had picked up, I had to ask her something first. Getting down on one knee, I looked up at her stunning bright eyes. Her lips parted, and I could see her fingers dig into the grooves of the bench nervously. Pulling out a black box, I opened it, and her eyes traveled down from mine to the ring inside. Those pink lips I was addicted to kissing curved into a smile. Her hand flung over her mouth…

      “Piper Rivers, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my entire life. You are so perfect, yet so damn hard to figure out, but I’d love to spend every breath trying to figure you out as long as you’ll have me… Would you do me the honor of going to New York with me to show me the city that gave me the greatest gift ever? You.” I grinned back at her.

      She laughed, tossing her arms around my neck and pulling me in. “Yes, yes, yes!” she shrieked with so much excitement my chest hurt from the happiness I felt. I pulled the giant, sticky red Ring-Pop out from the black box and put in on her finger. She stretched her arm out, admiring her hand over the LA skyline. This is why I was in love with her. She was looking at the fifty-cent candy ring the way a girl would look at a diamond. She was Grant Rivers’ daughter, a multi-millionaire and Hollywood legend, yet none of that mattered to her. That’s why she mattered even more to me.

      “Baby, I love you.” I kissed her hand with a smile plastered over my face.

      “I love you too, Calloway.” She winked back just before pushing the Ring-Pop into her mouth. I watched her cheeks go in as she sucked it hard. Suddenly, my crotch twitched as her eyes grew wider, and she looked at me while she swirled her tongue around it.

      “Mmm… this has to be the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.” Her eyebrow arched.

      “Is that so?” I stood, brushing the dirt off the knee of my jeans.

      Standing, she grew closer to me, her eyes widened as she looked up at me with mischief sparkling in her eyes.

      “Mmm, actually… I think there may be just one thing that is tastier.” She giggled letting her eyes drop to my crotch.

      “As much as I would love for you to do a taste test, I also really wanted to spend time with you to…talk.” It took a hell of a lot of strength to resist Piper.

      “Roman Calloway, you are the greatest guy I’ve ever met.” She smiled at me, leading me back to the bench. With our hands laced together, we looked out to the skyline. “Do you think it’s crazy how fast we fell for one another?” Piper asked me.

      “They say youth is wasted on the young, and I kind of agree. When we’re this young we are learning everyday about ourselves and growing into the people we want to become. Yet, the one thing I don’t think is wasted on the young is…love. Love, thrives on the young because if we’re the lucky ones, I think it’s the one force in the world that can help shape the person we need to be.” I turned to face Piper. Her eyes were fixed on mine, and her lips parted as if she was absorbing everything I had just said.

      “Thank you for teaching me what love really is, Rome. For the rest of my life, you’ve given me a priceless gift. I like who I am when I am with you, and trust me, I haven’t liked myself in a very long time.” She sighed.

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’ll always like who you are baby.” I leaned in and let my palm graze her cheek, pulling her closer and letting our lips align. “Most of all Rivers, I’ll always love you no matter who you choose to be, because loving you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done.” Piper filled the space between our lips, and kissed me. When I kissed her back, I knew she felt the same way.

      

      Piper

      

      Tapping my pen against the black and white composition notebook, I glanced over at him. He was looking down at his textbook intently. The lamps in between us were casting a small outline against his perfect face. We were in the university library, studying for a few upcoming exams before we jetted off to New York City. I still couldn’t believe he surprised me with tickets to go home for fall break. Part of me was terrified to face the city that destroyed me, but part of me felt even more strength knowing Roman would be by my side to remind me that the city I once loved could perhaps love me back again. Maybe one man couldn’t destroy an entire place. I contemplated not telling my mom that I’d be coming back, but I knew better. Ever since the scandal broke, my mom and dad had this annoying bond again from coast to coast. It felt like they had a tracking device on me in hopes they wouldn’t be those rich parents whose child overdosed on pain pills and ended up on page six of every salacious tabloid… again.

      Not only was I an ex-pill popper, I was also a home-wrecking slut since the affair. My so-called friends didn’t care to listen when I swore countless times that I hadn’t known Eli was married, and by the time I did, he had become my crutch, my new drug. No matter how many times I’d been in and out of rehab, he was the drug I couldn’t recover from. Not until I met Roman. Not until I moved across the country.

      “Checking me out, Rivers?” Roman smirked at me from behind his laptop. I loved how hard he worked in school. He was wearing his varsity football jacket, running his hand through his dark, lush hair with a smile on his face that could make panties melt. Hell, it did make my panties melt. Biting the end of my pen, I shook my head, feeling my cheeks grow warmer. I tried to focus, rolling my lips and pretending to scribble something down. Everyone always assumed rich kids didn’t have to work hard, but that was far from the truth. If you didn’t make something of your own, it was equally humiliating. I wanted to be more than just living in Grant Rivers’ shadow. Becoming something more than his daughter meant a lot for me.

      Roman’s foot brushed against my leg. Looking back up at him slowly, I dropped my pen onto the floor closer to his side. Walking over, I bent down and glanced over my shoulder at him. I knew my hot pink lace thong was in clear view for him to see underneath my short dress. His face instantly flushed as his eyes drifted below and his mouth slightly parted. Slowly picking up my pen and eyeing him, I walked away, heading to the endless rows of bookshelves. Not even a second later, I heard his footsteps behind me. The quiet library and rows of students studying shifted a rise of adrenaline inside me.

      “You’re going to get me into trouble, Rivers,” Roman whispered into my ear as I let my fingers trace the rows of books, stopping at one and pulling it out.

      “Am I now? I’m just grabbing a book…” I kept my voice low, not daring to turn around.

      His strong, calloused hands gripped my hips, pulling my ass into his crotch. I could feel the outline of his dick in the joggers he wore, which made the heat between my legs grow. Pushing my hair to one side, Roman kissed the groove of my neck, crafting chills where his lips touched.

      “Mmm…” I shuddered, letting my hand drift back to his face.

      Biting and sucking my neck, he whispered against my skin, “I can get kicked off the football team if we’re caught doing this, especially in the campus library.”

      “Maybe we should just be friends… As your girlfriend, I just keep getting you into trouble,” I said under a hushed breath.

      “Rivers, I’ve already told you, I don’t want to be your friend. I don’t do this with my friends.” He pulled my hips higher, bending me over. I grabbed the metal bookshelf tightly, feeling my eyes widen as his hand drifted underneath the short dress that barely covered me. Dropping his joggers slightly below, his pointer finger pulled my tiny thong to one side, he teased my opening with his tip just before plunging inside me. Gasping, my entire body felt on fire with the kind of pleasure where pain intertwines but feels so right, so good. Using my hips, he moved me up and down over his length. I could feel every vein throbbing inside of me. My muscles tightened around him as I bit my bottom lip, suppressing the animal-like moans that were begging to come out. Glancing around, warmth tricked into my face as I hoped no one would see us. Except, the rush was its own form of pleasure.

      “Baby, you’re so fucking tight,” Roman hissed into my ear, pushing himself as deep as he could go, while tugging my hair gently. Footsteps grew closer and Roman quickly stopped, wrapping his arms around me from behind in an embrace instead. Looking over my shoulder at him, my lips tightened together.

      “Shh…” I whispered as he let out a small, naughty laugh.

      “I’m not done with you yet, beautiful,” he said, biting my neck.

      “Ahh…” I moaned out.

      Once the footsteps disappeared, he sucked his finger and let it immediately meet my needy clit, rubbing it in circles, which triggered an immediate response of wetness around his cock that was still inside of me. Pulling himself out, he turned me around and lifted one of my legs around him before pushing back inside. The tips of our noses brushed, the warmth of our breath colliding.

      Our parted lips rested on one another, not kissing, just feeling. Feeling each other and every sensation that coursed in the fibers of our body. I held onto his neck, pulling him closer as I felt my forehead crease. “Roman…” I groaned loudly, crashing into an intense orgasm. He fucked me harder in the middle of the university library, never averting his eyes from mine, not caring who would see or hear us. Seconds later, he filled me with his own orgasm that caused his lips to roll tightly together knowing he was suppressing his own moans.

      Not even a moment later, footsteps echoed, a student appeared, and her eyes stayed frozen on us. Roman wrapped his arms around me in a hug as I pressed my face into his chest, mortified. He tugged my dress down, making sure I wasn’t exposed while my face felt completely heated. The student turned away quickly, and Roman let out a huge laugh.

      “Shh!” I pressed my finger against his lips immediately while tugging my dress down more.

      “Piper, your face is as red as the cherries on that thong you wore the very first day I met you. You know, the best day of my life.” Roman smiled down at me. I pressed my palms against my face, shaking my head as we tugged our clothes into place before heading back to our table. Roman Calloway was all things a girl could ever want, yet the problem with the perfect guy was, he deserved the perfect girl and I wasn’t that. I was imperfect, flawed, and most of all, damaged beyond repair.

      

      Hours blurred together as we crammed for our exams, and the days sped by. Thursday morning, I took one last exam before racing back home, excitement coursing inside of me to go to New York with Roman. Our very first trip together had me counting seconds until we got on the plane.

      “How are you not packing more than this?” Isla was laying on my bed, peering at the half-empty suitcase I was sitting in front of.

      “Because I left my entire fall wardrobe back in New York, and I already ordered a bunch of stuff to be delivered to our hotel. If I wore this new California bohemian look in New York City, I’d definitely be shunned… again.” Shrugging, I tossed in my makeup bag and zipped it up. The perks of money meant I’d arrive to our hotel with rows and racks of the latest designer clothes. Roman wanted to pay for a hotel, but I insisted it was my treat. My dad owned the Golden Taj Hotel in New York City, which was a five-star, super private boutique hotel. I didn’t want Roman to have to pay for anything else. He’d already bought our plane tickets, and I knew he was using his loan money.

      Isla leaned into her palm, staring at me. “I seriously can’t believe you’re flying coach. I mean, Dean Calloway is loaded, thanks to his rich wife. Roman should have just charged his dad’s card. Ew… I mean, coach is literally full of cockroaches.”

      “I highly doubt that’s what coach is like.” I laughed. “I mean, it’s just smaller seats.”

      “Oh my god, don’t even try to pretend you’ve flown coach.” Isla threw a pillow at me, laughing.

      Throwing my hands in front of my face, I pushed the pillow into my lap and laughed. She was right; I just didn’t want Roman to know that. I was used to flying private because of my dad, and when I had occasionally flown commercial, it was always in first-class. If I traveled alone, my dad would buy out the seats next to me so I’d have privacy and space.

      A light knock radiated from my door. “Come in.”

      My dad leaned against the doorframe, offering a quick wave and smile to Isla. “Hey, honey, just checking in. Stewart is going to take you and Roman to the private jet.”

      “Dad, I already told you, we’re flying commercial.”

      “And your princess is flying economy with her prince,” Isla chimed in. I glared back at her, widening my eyes.

      “Economy? Piper, there is absolutely no way in hell—”

      “Dad, Isla, I appreciate the concern but I’m positive I’ll survive a six-hour flight without the bells and whistles.

      “Honey…”

      “Dad, seriously.” I stretched my hand out.

      Before my dad could protest anymore, a housekeeper came to collect my bags. “Have fun, be safe… Oh, and tell Calloway he’s dead if you have any issues on this trip.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Love you, Dad.”

      “It’s so hot when your dad gets all protective. I’ll see you next week. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t….” Isla smiled at me, wrapping her arms around me in a tight hug. Patting her back, I laughed. “But seriously, girl, I’m so happy you get to go home for a bit, even though I hope you know this is your home, too.” She pulled away.

      “Thanks, Isla, and don’t think I am not nauseated by your crush on my dad.” I shook my head.

      Shrugging, she giggled. “And maybe bring back one of those designer bags you may have had early access to?”

      What most people didn’t know was that I didn’t have all the early access to clothes and bags because of who my dad was, it was because of my mom. Before she was Mrs. Rivers and then eventually, his ex-drunk housewife, she was a supermodel, walking for all the major elite brands and still had amazing relationships with them all. I looked just like her, and the tabloids loved that. They’d snap pictures of us every time we were together, pinning us as the mom-daughter duo. The mini-me of a supermodel. Suddenly, my stomach curled as I really thought about going back to New York. I really wanted to go back as a tourist, yet I knew it was going to be near impossible to stay under the radar there.
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        * * *

      

      “Let me grab that bag for you, babe.” Roman reached down for my suitcase.

      I pulled on an oversized, off-the-shoulder sweater over my leggings, and threw on my boots before getting into the car. “Thank you.” I smiled at him.

      “Promise me you’ll text me as soon as you board the flight, and when you land, and…” My dad was perplexed, rambling away. It was nice. It was nice because I always felt like I had to grow up faster than I should have, and he was always on the opposite side of the country. Even though I was in college, maybe this was his chance to really be my dad.

      “I’ll be fine, Dad.” I sighed, and hugged him quickly.

      “I promise to take good care of her, sir.” Roman nodded and reached his hand out to my dad. I bit my bottom lip trying to suppress my laughter.

      “You better. Or I’ll have you taken care of, and you don’t want to know what that means, Roman.” My dad didn’t blink as he reached and firmly shook Roman’s hand.

      “Bye, Dad.” I grabbed Roman’s arm and pulled him inside of the car.

      Roman’s face was red, but he didn’t say a thing until we were in the car. “Your dad scares the shit out of me.” He sat next to me as Stewart, my dad’s driver, began turning out of the driveway.

      Giggling, I reached for his thigh, letting my hand rest on it. “He’s… I don’t know, trying to make up for lost time, I guess.”

      

      “Miss Rivers, you and Mr. Calloway have been upgraded to first-class.” The flight attendant stood in the entry of the airplane. Roman glanced at me curiously. My dad is crazy.

      “Do you want to sit in first-class? I’m totally okay with our original seats.” I shrugged at Roman.

      “We can do first-class. I’m sure that’s what you’re used to… Sorry I didn’t originally book them.” He gave me a lopsided grin.

      “Roman, please don’t say sorry. I’d sit in the bathroom as long as you were there.” I smiled.

      We pushed past and walked to first-class. Sitting down in the aisle seat, I nodded over at the empty window seat next to me. I flew all the time, and I knew how much people loved the window seat. “So, what are you most excited to do in New York?” I leaned in to Roman.

      He looked over at me with a smirk. “You.” I could feel my face grow warmer as I rolled my lips together.

      The flight felt even shorter because Roman and I spent the entire time talking. The bright blue sky and fluffy white clouds outside the window passed us as we were lost in the air and each other. He told me everything about life growing up with just his mom. How he had always carried the weight of the world on his shoulders, feeling guilt as she worked two jobs to support him. She wanted to make sure he didn’t have anything less than Julian, who lived a completely different life. “Do you think your mom still loves your dad?” I shifted my eyes away because I was scared the question was too pressing.

      Roman looked at me, furrowing his brows, lost in the question. “Yea, I do. In some way, she does. He was her first love.” His Adam’s apple rose and fell as the words left his perfect lips. A sad smile emerging over his face. Something about his answer made my stomach curl.

      Do I still love Eli in some twisted way? He was my first love… What if I can never let go of that?

      “Has she ever dated or been married since your dad?” I knew I was asking him these questions for my own form of sick reassurance.

      “Um, not really. I mean, she moved back to Florida after I finished high school, and then kind of kept her personal life… personal. I really don’t want to know about my mom’s love life.” He offered a light laugh. “But she’s never had anyone in her life that was serious enough to meet me.” He shrugged and looked out the window. I nodded and closed my eyes, letting my head sink into the headrest.
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      Roman

      

      The wheels of the airplane screeched against the dark pavement below. Coming down from the clouds and onto the ground felt almost poetic. With Piper, my mind was always somewhere else, above in the sky where no one could hurt us. But the reality was, we would always end up right back on the ground. I wasn’t an idiot; I knew why she was asking those questions about my mom and dad. Her own story resembled theirs, and part of me wanted to lie. Lie and tell her my mom never loved my dad and never would. He was her professor and it was an abuse of power. But it wasn’t the truth. My mom was an adult, and she adored him. She didn’t know he was married until she was too far gone in a madness of love. But the worst part, she knew he was married and continued to be his side-piece, his mistress. Piper just dated a professor, an unmarried one, and there was a huge difference. I guess my parents set the bar low. I hated the bitter taste in my mouth whenever I thought about my parents.

      Then my mom… well, she had me when my dad’s wife was having their baby. Julian. Sighing, my chest constricted. Did I really want to rehash my life like this, through the woman I loved? I glanced over at Piper, who was putting her ear buds back in the bright pink case before standing.

      A tall security guard came up to us. “Miss Rivers, I’m Jones, I’ll escort you and your….” He eyed me carefully.

      “My boyfriend, Roman Calloway,” she filled in, not even bothered by this giant man in a suit who looked like he would rip someone’s head off without thinking twice.

      “I think we’ll be okay. I can protect Piper.” I smiled and put my arm around her. She reached up and held my hand with a grin on her face. Jones? What kind of name is that?

      “I’m sure, kid,” Jones mumbled, grabbing Piper’s bag and mine, leading us off the plane before anyone else was allowed off. Piper slid on her sunglasses, and I could hear her release a deep breath before we climbed down the stairs. The noise from the plane’s fans muffled into the air around us. We weren’t going into the tunnel like normal people; we were walking straight out onto the runway. The sky above us was a stark contrast between the usual bright sun from California during the fall; here, the clouds hung low, filled with gray. Gloomy, yet oddly comforting, while the thick, chilly breeze grazed my skin.

      A giant, shiny black car was waiting for us with a driver holding the door open. Holy. Shit. I mean, I knew Piper was loaded, and I knew who her dad was, but in Newport she seemed to be in a safe haven. I guess New York City was a lot different for her. She slid into the car, and I followed her.

      “I guess I didn’t need to Google how to hail a cab…” I took her hand in mine.

      She let out a small laugh. “You did not Google that.”

      I slid her sunglasses off and pulled her closer, an inch between our lips. “I did.”

      We both laughed, and she pressed her lips against mine. “So, why all of this, the security detail and the giant car?” I waved my hands around. “You seem so… normal in Newport.”

      She blinked a few times as we wove in and out of traffic. Horns honked around us but the tinted windows didn’t let anyone’s curious eyes inside. “Roman, New York, for me is…” She paused and let go of my hands. “You’ll see.” She sighed, and let her head fall to the headrest, staring outside as the bustling city passed us by.

      Pulling up to a massive hotel that looked like something from a movie, I froze. There were at least twenty photographers waiting outside as bodyguards tried to push them off the main property. Were they here for Piper?

      Jones got out of the car and opened my door. I slid out and reached my hand out for Piper, pushing in front of Jones and his obnoxious lack of personal space. “Thank you.” Piper gripped my hand tightly and slid her sunglasses back over her eyes. Just like that, the paparazzi swarmed, coming closer to us and yelling her name. My heart jolted as I saw her hands jerk to her face and ears as she pushed through the opening Jones and I had created for her. People were shouting my name, but I kept my eyes on her.

      This was fucking crazy. Lights from the cameras flashed brightly, the clicking of the shutters made my stomach knot every time. Not because it bothered me; I was somewhat used to the deafening screaming of my name or pictures with the hype about the NFL floating around me like a cloud. But this… this wasn’t welcome attention, and my girl looked like all she wanted was to run.

      We got inside the hotel and security had pushed the hungry eyes of the paparazzi away. “I’m so sorry, Roman. I’m humiliated.” She looked so beautiful, so vulnerable, and so… lost.

      “Baby, why the hell are you apologizing? I’m sorry I couldn’t deck those assholes in the jaw for you. Want me to?” I lifted her chin with my index finger, brushing my thumb against her bottom lip. She smiled and shook her head.

      We got up to our room, which wasn’t a hotel room, it was the penthouse. I wasn’t sure why anything surprised me like this. Back home, Tucker, Isla, even my dad, all lived lavish lifestyles, but Piper was definitely the queen bee. I guess she was also the humblest of anyone I’d met who had this kind of money. She’d also been unusually quiet since we landed in New York and I suddenly felt pangs of guilt, wondering if this was a good idea in the first place. I had dragged her right back to the very place she had run from.

      “So, Mr. Calloway, what would you like to do first in the Big Apple?” Piper had come out of the bathroom with a full face of make-up on and her hair in big loose curls. She was wearing a cream-colored sweater dress, where one side was hanging off her shoulder. Tall, black boots came up to her knees. Fuck, she’s hot. How can she be wearing more clothes than usual, but make it look so damn sexy? Her cool, minty breath brushed against my face as she pulled a scarf around me. I looked down at her hands as she knotted it in front.

      “This is nice,” I smirked at her, brushing the warm fabric, “but I was hoping rather than putting more clothing on, we’d be taking them off.” Arching my eyebrow at her, I grinned as her cheeks filled with pink and she bit her bottom lip.

      “Not until you’ve had the best taste in New York City, Roman.” She rubbed the tip of her nose against mine.

      “I’ve already had the best taste in New York.” I let my eyes drift from her face all the way down before leaning in and parting her lips with my tongue. She sighed against my lips, smiling beneath them. “Mm-hmm, this is definitely the best taste in New York.” I pulled away and winked at her.

      She let out a laugh, and the way her nose scrunched up as she threw her head back made my entire body clench. She was genuinely happy with me, and I’d do anything I could to keep her that way.

      

      Piper

      

      I hated that security had to follow us, but I knew it was necessary. It wasn’t because of the scandal; it was because I was Grant River’s daughter. New York City was more obsessed with fame. The children of the famous made the perfect magazine covers because for some odd reason, people loved the articles, “Look at her now, from 9 to 19, Grant River’s daughter is all grown up!” Cue in images of my dad and me from when I was a kid, to the images of me wrapped in Roman’s arms. The clicking of cameras as the paparazzi shamelessly followed us muted under the honking horns that radiated beside us. I inhaled the familiar scent and sounds. This was home. I looked down at Roman’s fingers laced with mine. Wearing a black fitted sweater, the new scarf I tied around his neck, a navy coat, and some gray slacks, he fit in well. The scent of his cologne, the way his hand always held mine tightly, the way he was overly protective of me… The way he loved me, every piece of me, and I loved every piece of him.

      He caught me staring up at him, and I quickly averted my eyes, but I could see him grinning. My stomach flipped and I couldn’t help but smile. “I can’t wait to get back to our room, baby,” he whispered in my ear, gently biting the lobe and sending chills into my body.

      Tugging him into the small, hole-in-the-wall old pizza place, our security detail stood in front of the door. The tables were covered in thin, plastic red-and-white checkered cloths, the scent of fresh marinara, mozzarella, and dough emitted through the air. My stomach rumbled.

      “Piper! Is that you, my darling!” a loud voice boomed. Following it, I saw him, Lorenzo Rossi. The tall, Italian man, wearing a white apron, and covered in flour.

      “Lorenzo!” I let go of Roman’s hand as Lorenzo covered me in a giant, warm hug.

      The lines of his face deepening as he chuckled with joy. “Been too long, Piper.” He rubbed my back and pulled away. “Maria, one cheese pizza, extra special, and two Diet Cokes with ice… and a side of M&Ms. Our girl is here!” he shouted over his shoulder.

      His wife Maria peeked out and immediately lit up “Piper!” She ran out and hugged me tightly.

      “You guys are messing up my hair.” I laughed and kissed Maria’s cheek. “Maria, Lorenzo, this is my boyfriend, Roman.” I laced my arm through his, as he smiled and held his hand out to shake theirs.

      “Roman? Now that’s a good name.” Lorenzo pulled Roman in and hugged him. Roman’s eyes widening in shock, but laughter filled the air. Maria kissed his cheek and ushered us to a corner table.

      Sinking down, Roman smiled at me as his eyes filled with curiosity. “Wow, I love seeing this side of you.”

      I clasped my hands together and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, your dad is literally an Oscar-winning actor, and here you are, gorgeous as ever, covered in pizza flour after greeting the owners of a small pizza shop like they’re family.” He paused. “And they know about your love of M&Ms and Diet Coke,” he added with a look of fascination.

      “When things got rough, or bad which they did… a lot, Maria and Lorenzo were… are family. They were the only ones I really felt were there for me. They could never have children, so I became their daughter in a way, and they filled a void for me, too. One day, after Eli and I broke things off, I came here trying to hide from the shame and pain. Lorenzo slid me over a pack of M&Ms and the fizziest Diet Coke, telling me anything that hurt wouldn’t after I combined the two.” I shrugged.

      “Damn girl, I love you.” Roman reached over and held my hands in his.

      Looking into his eyes, I couldn’t help but feel a wave of emotion crash through me. “I love you too, Rome. Thank you for this trip.”

      “Here you lovebirds are.” Lorenzo carried over the largest New York-style pizza over, the steam curling over it as he set it down. Maria slid over two Diet Cokes and a pack of M&Ms. “I hope you don’t need the combo of these two. He keeping you happy?” Lorenzo said loudly while glancing at Roman. They knew the only time I drank Diet Coke with M&Ms was when I felt like shit or was in pain.

      “Definitely don’t need the combo today, but I’m still keeping the M&Ms.”

      “Holy...” Roman had lifted a giant slice of thin, gooey pizza and had it in his mouth, not even waiting for it to cool. “This is unreal.” He chewed it, groaning.

      I couldn’t help but giggle as I lifted a floppy slice of my own. I folded it in half and took a bite. Roman’s eyebrow arched. “How is it that even when you eat pizza, I’m turned-on?” Leaning in, he swiped the lingering pizza sauce and grease from my chin and licked it off his finger. “As delicious as this is, it’s still not the tastiest thing I’ve had…” His eyes trailed down to my lips.

      “What exactly is the tastiest thing you’ve had, if not my pizza?”

      Roman’s eyes widened and he turned. Lorenzo was standing there eyeing him, with a pitcher of Diet Coke and one hand on his hip.  Roman slowly turned and cleared his throat as I rolled my lips, trying to suppress my laughter. “Mr. Rossi, I…” Roman stammered.

      I couldn’t help myself, I erupted into laughter.  “You foolish old man,” Maria shouted from the front, “the tastiest thing he’s had is sitting right across from him.”

      Roman’s face turned red as Lorenzo looked between us. Suddenly, laughter boomed out from his rounded belly. I slapped my hands over my face, shaking my head, absolutely mortified. Welcome to New York.
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      Roman

      

      We walked through Central Park, hand in hand, the canopy of brightly colored trees hung above our heads and the scent of crisp autumn air was grazing our noses. “Have you seen anything more beautiful, Rome?” Piper had her head tilted as she inhaled and admired the trees.

      “No, definitely never seen anything more beautiful…” I trailed, as my eyes stayed fixed on her. She turned and looked at me, chewing the corner of her lips, knowing exactly what… no, who I was referring to. “So, what do you want to do tonight, baby?” I pulled her into me closer, with my arm over her shoulder.

      She let her head fall into me as we walked together. “Well, my mom invited us over for dinner tonight… if that’s okay?” She was spinning her bracelet nervously around her wrist.

      “That sounds great, beautiful.” I kissed the top of her head, and she immediately exhaled.

      

      We both freshened up after a long day out in the city. It had been the most fun I experienced in a while. I saw New York City through Piper’s eyes, and the way she lit up as she told me about her favorite places and things to do made me fall in love with her all over again.

      Our driver came to pick us up and drove us to the Hamptons where Piper’s mom lived. “I thought most people left the Hamptons after the summer?” I gripped the expensive bottle of wine and bouquet of flowers I insisted to pick up before meeting Piper’s mom.

      “Yea, some people do that, but my mom prefers to stay out there all year. I went to school and everything out in the Hamptons to kind of buffer the whole paparazzi stalking you daily in the city thing.”

      I rubbed my finger against her exposed arm, and goosebumps followed as my hand drifted lower to her thigh. She was wearing a short, cream skirt, knee high boots and a baggy black sweater on top. Her eyes were lined in thicker, black eyeliner, and she just looked like a completely different person here in New York.

      Letting my hand push up her skirt, I stopped and could feel my breathing turn heavier. She wasn’t wearing anything under her skirt. Her eyes dropped to my hand and back to my face. “Roman, we’re going to be at my mom’s house in ten minutes. Behave.” She grinned at me.

      I took my index finger and ran my tongue against it with my eyes fixed on hers. “Never…” Letting it fall under her skirt, she spread her legs apart. Her lips parted and her eyes closed.

      “Roman…” Sighing, she bit her lip to suppress her moans as she pressed the screen that separated us from the driver.

      “Fuck, baby…” I rubbed her with my thumb and used her wetness to push in two more fingers. Her breathing picked up as I teased every nerve in her body between her legs.

      “Roman.” She sighed as I kissed the crevice of her neck, biting and licking all the way up until she turned her face to mine, kissing me hungrily. Pulling her seatbelt off, she slid over and climbed over me, rocking her hips over my jeans, instantly making me hard.

      “Fuck.” I kept fingering her as she rubbed against me. A moment later she clenched her eyes shut, moaning so loudly I felt my erection pulse beneath my zipper.

      Leaning into me, with her fingers connected behind my head, she pressed her forehead against mine. “Calloway, I told you to behave,” she breathed with a grin.

      “You know I never play by the rules off of the field, baby.” I kissed her as she slid off me and onto the floor.

      “My turn.” She winked and unzipped my jeans. I let my head fling back against the headrest.

      Piper Rivers is every man’s dream and had made all of mine come true.

      

      Piper

      

      We didn’t even realize the car had stopped until I was done returning the favor to Roman, which in return, set my body on fire. I didn’t want to have dinner with my mom; I wanted him to take me back to our hotel and fuck the hell out of me. The driver opened my door, and I quickly tugged my skirt down, smoothing out my sweater and adding a quick swipe of the dark burgundy lipstick that I had attempted to wipe off of Roman’s face. Roman raced around and reached for my hand before I could get out. I loved how well-mannered he was, even as a star football player with no need to be like that. Girls threw themselves over him when he glanced their way, yet he chose to be better than the stereotypes.

      I stood on the patio and rang the doorbell, which was something I always found peculiar. I rang the doorbell at my mom’s house because after walking in countless times on her naked with a pool boy or some old rich guy in the foyer doing things one cannot unsee, I decided ringing the bell was the only way to go.

      “Piper, oh honey! It’s so good to see you.” Leah, one of the housekeepers who basically raised me, threw her arms around me and pulled me in for a warm hug. “You must be Roman. A pleasure meeting you. You’re right, Piper… he’s a looker.”

      My eyes widened as she hugged Roman. He glanced at me with a grin as mischief danced in his eyes. I still kept in touch with Leah; she was more of a parent to me growing up than either of mine had been.

      “Come on in you two, your mother is waiting for you out back.” Leah ushered us inside.

      “Wow…” Roman said quietly, looking around the interior of the house I grew up in. It was a stunning house; not as over-the-top as my dad’s, but it was a gorgeous mansion right on the beach with a true Hampton vibe. A vacation home year ‘round.

      When we got to the back patio, it was lit up with candles and flowers. The scent of peonies and roses collided as the waves crashed in front of us, framed by the moonlight in the distance.

      “Piper!” My mom was wearing a flowing caftan, which was odd for the fall, but she also probably had a few vodka tonics beforehand as an appetizer.

      “Hey, Mom.” I hugged her back. Yep, definitely a few vodka tonics. The scent of the bitter alcohol took away from the flowers she over-decorated with.

      “And who is this tall glass of handsome?” Her caftan picked up in the breeze and her dark hair flowed behind as she gripped Roman’s sports coat in her hands and pulled him in.

      Clearing his throat, his lips rolled tightly into an uncomfortable smile. “Nice to meet you, Mrs… I mean, Ms. Rivers?” he stammered the statement into a question.

      I forgot to tell him my mom’s name, which made me want to laugh.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Calloway, and please, call me Brandi.” My mom laid her bright pink lips on his cheek, leaving a mark.

      “Okay, Mom, can you please not assault my boyfriend,” I groaned and grabbed Roman’s arm, tugging him to a seat at the table.

      “Thank you for the wine and flowers, Roman. What a gentleman.” My mom smiled as she sunk into the seat across from mine.

      Thankfully, out of reach from Roman.

      “So, Piper, my love, how is school going?”

      “It’s good, Mom.” I took a bite of the gluten-free, dairy-free… well, free of everything pasta in front of me.

      “Roman, you must be the reason for that.” She smiled at him over her wine glass.

      “No, ma’am. I think Piper just fits in perfectly at Newport University. She’s a genius. I’d like to think I’m just a fraction of the reason she loves it there.” He squeezed my hand underneath the table.

      “I mean, after everything with Eli, and the bab—” My mom tossed back another glass of wine.

      “Mom!” I yelled so loudly, she almost dropped her glass. Her lips parted as her eyes darted between Roman and me before lifting her eyebrow curiously. Even wasted she knew Roman barely knew the full story.

      “You know, I’m not feeling all that well. You two enjoy your dinner, and I’ll catch up later.” My mom stood and walked away.

      “Roman, I’m so sorry. Will you excuse me for a minute? Why don’t you come inside, and I’ll have Leah take you up to my bedroom?”  I asked as nicely as I could through my clenched teeth.

      “Yea, of course, babe.” He smiled knowingly at me. “Let me know if you need back-up.”

      Leah saw me darting across the foyer, and I called out, “Can you take him to my room, please?” Before she could answer, I turned and glanced around looking for my mom. Of course, I knew where she went. I walked down the long hallway and turned into her bar. The room was a stark contrast to the rest of the house—dark and cold.

      “Mom, what the hell was that? Eli? And almost telling him about the baby?” I screeched.

      “My love…” her voice sounded defeated. Sinking into the soft, emerald-green chaise, she rubbed her forehead. “Piper, you’re in love with him, and he’s in love with you. I see it in both of you.” She smiled sadly.

      “Most moms would be happy for their daughters and not be upset.” I shook my head and quickly turned, not wanting to show her the impending tears that were brewing.

      “I am happy for you. But, sweetheart, a relationship built on lies isn’t one at all. If you want a future with him, you’ve got to tell him everything. As much as your father and I had things hidden away, well, even things that get buried can still be dug up.”

      She rubbed my shoulder just before I heard the door shut behind her. The tears I prayed wouldn’t come, did. The worst part of what she said was that it was the truth. I had to tell him everything, even if that meant losing him.

      I just really, really didn’t want to lose him.

      

      Roman

      

      I felt so guilty that I brought Piper to New York. Her mom was clearly an alcoholic with major issues that obviously hurt Piper more than she realized. I walked around her room and smiled at the images of a much younger Piper laughing on a boat or playing in the sand. Running my hand against her trophies from dance recitals and horse-riding competitions, I headed to her desk that overlooked the ocean. Sinking into the chair, I flipped through some random notebooks and knick-knacks before noticing a small silver key. Lifting it up, I traced the grooves before noticing a drawer with a lock.

      Don’t do it, Roman.

      Tapping my fingers against her desk, I looked over my shoulder at the closed door. Fuck it. I shoved the key into the hole and turned it.

      The clicking made my heart jolt. Inside was a small, shiny silver box. Opening it carefully, my heart stopped and my breathing halted.

      They say there are certain moments in life that you instantly regret because if you had chosen the other direction or did something else, your life would be completely different. This was that moment.

      The moment where I knew everything was about to change.

      We’d never, ever be the same. We’d never just be Roman and Piper, two college kids in love. Everything was over, crashing beneath me like the waves into the ocean.

      Chills shot up my arms as I lifted the only thing that was inside the small box. An ultrasound image. A fucking ultrasound image, with the date from last year and Piper’s name in the corner. She has a baby? She had her professor’s child? Stomach acid rose into my throat, and I felt like I was suffocating. Isla warned me… she warned me from the first day of school to stay away from Piper. Did she know?

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the small image, re-reading her name to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. This couldn’t be some sick joke, could it? I mean, it even has the hospital name on it. The creaking of the door behind me made my spine straighten.

      “Rome…” Her eyes shifted from my face to the black and white image in my hand.
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      Piper

      

      As soon as I opened my bedroom door, the smile I had plastered on my face melted off. The way Roman was looking at me made my entire soul crash and burn. The one person in my life who never looked at me like that, now was. “Rome…”

      He stood and walked to me. With my heeled boots off, he was significantly taller than me. Swallowing the thick saliva that was lingering in my mouth from the panic attack that was brewing inside of me, I breathed, “Rome, I can explain.”

      “You can explain how you have a baby? You can explain how you fucking lied to my face? You can explain to me how you got knocked up by your professor last year, and magically love me this year?” Roman seethed.

      “Rome…please.” I put my arms around my waist, clutching myself. “Roman, please just sit down,” I begged him.

      “No, Piper, I’m good. I need you to look me in the eyes and for the first time in this relationship, our relationship, tell me the fucking truth, Piper! Who the hell are you?” His eyes pierced into mine.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks. “Roman, yes, I was… I was pregnant. I got pregnant. Accidentally.” I was choking on my words and filled with embarrassment as Roman’s forehead creased and his chest heaved with every word I spoke.

      “Where is the baby?” His voice shook.

      “Roman… please, just sit down.”

      “No. Where is the baby?” he repeated angrily.

      “I got pregnant shortly after I started seeing Eli. When I went to tell him, I was already three months along. I… I hid it from him and everyone because I was terrified. I was a freshman in college and scared. When I finally had the courage to tell him, he was furious and left me in his apartment.” The memories burned my heart as I recalled them, this time to Roman, the man I loved. Truly loved.

      “Piper, finish the story.”

      I nodded, fear pooling inside of me. “Days after I found out I was pregnant… I saw him with his wife. I didn’t even know he was married. I didn’t know.” The tears flooded my face with shame.

      “Eli was married?” Roman’s eyes slanted.

      Every fiber in my body felt shaken. “I was weak, young and stupid,” I whispered, looking down at my black-painted toenails. “I was so scared, Roman…I was scared because I had just turned nineteen and for the first time I wasn’t high and dependent on booze and drugs. Just him…but when I found out he was married, I swear I didn’t sleep with him ever again. Instead, I forgave him and leaned on him.”

      “What happened to the baby?” His voice was hushed but filled with disgust.

      I didn’t want to tell him, but the damage was done. “I left that night and went out to see my friends. Eli texted me and told me to get rid of the baby. I felt abandoned. I was in love with a man who lied to me,” I whimpered and Roman huffed, “Pot, kettle.”

      “I got into my car and started driving, speeding through traffic on the highway while my eyes were blurry with my hysterical sobbing. My phone rang, and I leaned down to grab it. I started texting my friend back, hoping someone would talk to me or help me.” I began crying harder, memories flashing in my mind—the memories of the bleeding, the hospital trip, the way Eli ended up coming and holding me. It was all too much. I didn’t want to relive the past because it needed to stay there. I sunk onto the carpet, clutching myself harder.

      “You lost the baby? Because you were texting and driving?”

      Nodding and sobbing into my lap, I hoped he’d drop down and hold me, to tell me he loved me, and that it wasn’t conditional. Our love wasn’t conditional, that’s what made it different from what Eli and I had. “I crashed into a guardrail and flipped my car, then everything went black. It was an accident…I would never have intentionally hurt my baby…never.”

      “Then you went back to him, even though he had his own family? Even though, he wanted you to get rid of the baby?” I glanced up at Roman, my eyes hazy from the tears.

      “I went back to him in a moment of weakness, because I thought it was love. I had no one to lean on, I had just went through a traumatic loss and didn’t know what I was supposed to do. I thought we had a real relationship. But now, with you, Roman, I now know that it wasn’t love. This, what you and I have… this is love. I love you…so much…” I stood and reached my arms out. He looked at me in shock and jerked back. “Please, Roman…” I cried out.

      “I could never love someone like you.” Each word blazed into my heart harder than the next.

      “Roman… you don’t mean that.”

      He shook his head. “I do. I really fucking do. You can’t give a part-time position to someone who wanted the full-time gig. You lied to me, Piper. You’ve been lying to me.” He stepped around me, walked out of my room, slamming the door behind him. What I didn’t know in that moment was that Roman Calloway wasn’t just walking out of my bedroom… he was walking out of my life forever.

      

      Roman

      

      When you’re young and in love, it’s easy to promise forever. But it’s also just as easy to break that promise. Five days. One-hundred and twenty hours. All had come and gone since I walked out of Piper’s room and back into my world. The world I realized was my safe haven.

      “Isla saw her.” Tucker’s voice cut through my racing thoughts.

      “Saw who?” I picked my beer up and stared at him.

      “Oh, come on, man, you know who. What is this? Harry Potter? She who shall not be named?” Tucker shook his head. “You have been miserable this week. You’re doing a shit job at practice, and we have a game tomorrow. I know exactly what the solution is for you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And what’s that, Tuck?”

      “You love her, right,” he said, but it wasn’t a question, it was a statement.

      “No, I don’t… not anymore.” I stared off, brushing my finger against the scruff that had lined my jawline.

      “Oh, be quiet, Roman Calloway.” Isla waltzed in and tossed her bright pink bag next to me. “I’ve known you for years; you are in love with her and you need to realize not everyone is perfect, including you. She made a mistake. So, what? She’s fucking human.”

      “What is this? An intervention?” I started to stand, but Isla shoved me back down. “What the hell, Andrews?” I brushed her hands off me. “Tucker, control your girl.”

      “Hey, you better watch that mouth of yours, Calloway. You look like crap, you’re playing like even bigger crap, and you need to get a grip. What’s the big deal? She fell for some guy in college, and he betrayed her. Now she’s trying to have a fresh start here. With you. And you’re not letting her. She was young, and vulnerable. For fuck’s sake when did the shit we did as teenagers determine our entire life?” Isla crossed her arms over her chest and eyed me angrily.

      “She betrayed me. She lied to my face. She was fucking pregnant with a married man’s kid. Then she was texting while speeding down a busy New York highway while pregnant and flipped her car. Sorry, I’m not looking to be dragged down when I need to really just focus on the NFL and not some girl.” The words tasted bitter on my tongue. I knew she wasn’t just some girl. I did love her. Not seeing her, talking to her, touching her these past five days had been hell. The way she had crumbled in front of me, begging me to hear her out… the way I stepped around her and spewed out hate. I hated myself more than I hated what she did and who she was.

      “Roman, I hate to break it to you, but the only reason you’re putting her on a stake is because of your parents. She didn’t know that douchebag was married, she thought he was just some hot professor. Do you respect your mom?” Isla reached out and tapped my hand.

      “Obviously, I love my mom. She did everything for me.”

      “Well, exactly. I know Piper fucked up, but dude, she was a freshman in college. She was used to having the world revolve around her, and then the guy she fell for took advantage of her. Knocked her up and ends up having a family. I mean, cut her some slack. She didn’t purposely crash her car; she needed help and no one was there for her.” Isla waved her finger at me.

      “She went back to him, even after the baby situation. Even if it wasn’t physical, she still was dependent on him.” I closed my eyes and pressed into the couch, wishing it would just swallow me whole so I didn’t have to face this pain.

      “Well, your mom stayed with your dad, even though she knew he was married, and you still respect and love her. Your dad left your mom, and maybe if he hadn’t, she’d still be his side-piece. At least Piper had enough strength to leave Eli behind and move across the country. She eventually did break things off with him. She told me. She was fucking scared that she’d spiral into drugs, or worse after losing the man she thought she loved and her baby. She learned from her mistakes, and grew up. She was planning on keeping the baby even though she was terrified. Can you imagine how hard all of that was for her?” Isla stood back up. “I’m leaving to pick her up from the airport. She’s back from New York, where you abandoned her. Maybe, you’ll figure out what you really want before screwing up the best thing that’s happened to you.” Isla kissed Tucker quickly before storming out.

      “She’s right, you know.” Tucker grabbed all my empty bottles off the table and walked to the kitchen.

      “I wish you guys didn’t care so much about me.” I sighed.

      “Well, that will never happen, bro. I prefer you with Piper so we have a foursome, or else we will have to go back to our threesome… and I really don’t want to be the one you’re cuddling with blue balls.” Tucker laughed loudly.

      I picked up my phone and stared at my screen. I had twenty voicemails from Piper and a million texts, all from the first two days. After that, she stopped. I didn’t pick up and I didn’t respond. Clicking the first one, I took a deep breath and put the phone against my ear.

      I knew I needed to see her after listening to the first three voicemails. The way my heart raced hearing her cry, hearing her beg and fight for us. The way I felt like I was in withdrawal after being apart and leaving things off the way I had.  I loved Piper Rivers and no matter what her past was filled with, I wanted to be a part of her future. I jumped up and threw my varsity jacket on.

      “Whoa… oh no you don’t. You’ve had like six beers. Sit down, Romeo. Let Isla pick her up and you sober up, then, and only when you’re in your right mind, then you can talk to her.” Tucker had his hands up and stood in front of our door, grabbing the keys from my hands. Nodding, I turned around. He was right. Besides, one whiff under my armpits and I realized before seeing her I needed to shower and shave.
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      Piper

      

      The last place on earth I wanted to be was back in California. The sunshine irritated me, everyone’s laid-back smiles annoyed me, and even the palm trees suffocated me. I walked out of the airport, even though my dad wanted me to fly private. I had used the economy seat Roman had bought us, and sat in coach for the first time; it was tight and crowded, yet I’d never felt more alone in my life.

      Walking outside, I looked around. My flight ended up landing thirty-minutes early. Pulling my phone out, I went to text Isla, but someone else caught my eye. Eli. He was holding a sign up, I’m sorry. My heart sank as I slowly walked over, texting Isla quickly that she didn’t need to come get me.

      “Eli, what are you doing here?” I tugged at my greasy ponytail. My face was bare, and I felt like shit—I knew I looked the part, too.

      “Piper… I heard you and your boyfriend broke up.” He paused. “And I’m pretty sure it’s because of me.”

      I clutched the handle of my suitcase so tightly, I swore it would break off. “Don’t flatter yourself, Eli. Go home to your wife. How are you even flying across country this often?” I didn’t have any fight left inside of me.

      “Can you please just sit down with me? Let me just talk to you, Piper, please?” he pleaded with me.

      Nodding, I supposed I had nothing to lose. Everything and everyone I loved always left me. Not even my dad’s name and money could buy me friends and a boyfriend. I was pathetic.

      I sunk into Eli’s rental car and watched as he drove me to his hotel. In another life, maybe I would have protested, but I didn’t feel a fucking thing, not even pain. We quietly walked into his room, and I threw my sunglasses and purse down as he carefully set my suitcase down.

      “Can I get you a drink or anything to eat, Piper?” His voice was low, and I knew he was scared to upset me. He’d been begging to talk without me running away for months now.

      “No.” I sunk onto the foot of his bed. His eyes darted between the bed and the small couch across from it. “Eli, we were sleeping together after class almost daily at one point in time. Don’t overthink this. Just sit the hell down.”

      His eyes widened as he sat down, keeping a small distance between us. “Piper, listen… first of all, I’m so sorry you are in pain. But I’ll never be sorry for what we had. Because, as much as you think I didn’t love you, I did. I was married. My wife had cheated on me before and I didn’t know what to do. We were trying to make a relationship work that had no future. I was trapped in two worlds.”

      “Oh poor, Professor Tate, fucking a co-ed while his wife was at home,” I huffed.

      “Piper, please.” He let out a long sigh. “When you told me you were pregnant, I reacted like a complete asshole. I still think about how scared you must have been, and how I should have been there for you better… before you landed in the hospital. You were so young and trusted me, and I was… Fuck, I just… I’ll live with that forever.”

      His words were soft and gentle. Most of all, his words were real and raw; ones I never knew I needed to hear. “I love you, Piper. I really do. I left my wife for a chance with you. The reason I’ve been in California so much is because I took an offer to teach at Laguna University.”

      My head jolted as I turned to look at him. The pulse in the side of my head felt like it’d burst out. “When I came to you in the hospital that night, you were so vulnerable. You forgave me because you said you would always love me.” He stopped.

      “Eli…” My eyes burned from the tears, my chest felt tight from fear, anxiety, but also old feelings that had been suppressed. He took my face in between both of his hands.

      “I love you, Piper, I always will, and I think you love me, too.” Leaning in closer, I could feel his breath graze my face as one of his hands dropped to my arm, pulling me closer.

      Glancing down, I froze. No goosebumps. No chills.

      “Eli.” I swallowed. “I can’t do this. I was eighteen, vulnerable and in a dark place. You saved me when I was drinking and popping pills to cover so much pain I always felt. You took care of me when no one else would. I could have died, and you saved me. For that, I’ll always be grateful, and somewhere in my heart there’s a piece of me that does care about you for being there. That’s just not love. It’s not a love worth fighting for, not a love worth sacrificing for. Because my heart is taken, and the person who has it… Well, even if he doesn’t want to give me his, he’ll always have mine. What we did was wrong. What you did, knowingly was even worse, to your wife. I’ll live with that weight on my shoulders, and I can’t believe I was so weak that after recovering from my addiction to drugs and alcohol I got addicted to you…and that was just as toxic for me as my other addictions. Roman, he’s not my addiction, he’s my courage. My courage to be better and give myself a second chance at being someone I have always dreamt of being.”

      Eli looked at me, the pain he felt could be seen easily across his face. He wiped my tears with his thumb and gently pulled my face to his. “Piper, you are the most incredible girl and deserve to be treated like that. I know I didn’t deserve you, I never did, but I hope he realizes you are worth fighting for, you are worth sacrificing for… you’re worth loving.” He stood and picked up my suitcase. “I’ll call you a car. Bye Piper.”

      I nodded slowly. “Goodbye, Eli.” He leaned in and hugged me. Shutting the door behind me, I knew that was it; the closure I think I always needed. The only problem is, now my heart was hurting from the true love of my life, and I knew there was no way I’d get him back.

      Loving someone is terrifying; you’re putting your life in their hands. If they don’t love you back, they have the ability to shatter you to pieces. It’s trusting them in your most vulnerable position, it’s hoping and wishing they’ll love you unconditionally, and that their love won’t expire. I guess Roman and I did have an expiration date… I just didn’t realize it’d hurt this much.

      

      Roman

      

      Friday was one of our biggest games of the season, and we didn’t have classes. I guess most professors decided there was no point considering everyone was hyping up for the game and following it by a weekend of parties. I wanted to see her. I really did. But every time I picked up my phone, I didn’t know what to say or where to begin. Sobering up and thinking clearly, I thought about how my future was right in front of me. The NFL, being able to support my mom, take care of myself, and never depend on anyone. Did I even need a serious relationship right now? Especially when I had my whole life in front of me? Did I want to live with the reminders of my parents through my own love story? It had felt like a lifetime since I had seen her. I missed her touch, I missed the way she smiled under our kiss, I missed how every time I touched her, there’d be a trail of goosebumps racing along her arms. I missed how she’d laugh so hard at her own jokes, she’d be silently laughing, clutching her stomach while tears raced down her face. I missed her, and I missed us.

      How can someone who completes you also be the one who destroys you? I headed to the field with Tucker for a short run through of our plays and warm-up before the stands would be filled with chanting and cheering. I didn’t know if Piper would come tonight. The worst part of today was that it was also her birthday. Her twentieth birthday. I remember when we were doing great, I had planned a party for her tomorrow night, because tonight I had planned to have her to myself. I wanted to show her that she was loved, and how today was the best day of my life because it meant she made the world a better place. Now, we weren’t even talking. I should have texted her first thing in the morning; I should have been there with breakfast. She told me that she saved every candle that she ever blew out, because you can’t just throw away your wishes. Would she have a candle today? Would she have her wish? Would I be part of it? Running my hands through my hair, I threw my helmet on. I needed to focus and keep my head in the game. My team needed this, and I did, too. Scouts would be here again, and I was hoping I could graduate early my junior year and have something sealed down in the NFL. There was just one thing I knew I had to do before I could play to my best potential.

      

      The night sky grew darker and the bleachers started filing up quickly as we waited in the locker room. I looked at myself in the mirror. I had shaved, but kept my usual light scruff, and even got a haircut this morning. I wasn’t nervous about the game; I was nervous about who would potentially be in the crowd.

      “Hey, is Isla in the stands yet?” I leaned against my locker and looked over at Tucker, who was on his phone.

      His face cracked into a smile. “Hm… you sure you’re wondering about Isla?”

      “Shut up, man. Is she?” I closed his locker and waited.

      “She said she… actually, they are running a little late, but will be here in a couple of minutes.” Tucker slapped my shoulder and laughed.

      My heart started to beat faster and I clutched the folded note in my hand. Loosening my shoulders, our coach yelled at us to line up as we began running through the tunnel. Friday night lights, it was time. The crowd roared, the adrenaline pounded through me, and I quickly broke from my team and drifted toward the right, front row. She was there. Her loosely curled long hair hung over her shoulders. The front of her shirt was blank, and my heart dropped. Isla’s shirt had Tucker’s number on it, but Piper… She just wore a sky-blue shirt. Was she over me? Was she over us? I looked down in my clenched fist at the small paper. I had to shoot my shot. I wasn’t going to give up on her, she was worth it. We were worth it.

      Her eyes locked onto mine from a distance, and I saw her frown turn into a small smile. I loved that even in our worst time, she couldn’t suppress the feeling of joy she felt seeing me. My face lit up as I ran over to her. The crowd grew silent and watched our interaction intently. Newport was a small college, and drama was something it thrived on. People had been talking the entire time we had split up, making salacious assumptions. Pulling myself up onto the metal railing, I looked at her. My entire body felt like a wave crashed through it. “Hi…” I smiled at her. No matter what she told me, no matter where we left things, seeing her would be the brightest light in my darkest days.

      “Hi…” she whispered back. Isla’s lips parted and her eyes darted back and forth between the two of us.

      “This is for you… Happy birthday, Rivers.” I handed her the small, folded note with a pen. She took it from my hand and turned around. My palms grew moist as I thought she was turning to leave the game.

      Pushing her hair to the side, she showed me the back of her shirt. My name written on the top and my number beneath. “Good luck, Calloway,” she said over her shoulder.

      Coach Everett yelled out, and I quickly jumped off the rail, racing back to the field.  All the tightness in my chest dissipated seeing her, and fuck, I really wanted to kiss her perfect, soft pink lips, but I knew we had to work things out.

      I really wanted to work things out.
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      Piper

      

      My stomach was fluttering as I held onto the folded note. Pressing it against my nose, it even smelled like him. “Did you just smell that piece of paper?” Isla giggled and shoved her shoulder into mine. Rolling my lips together, I tried to hide my smile, but I was too excited.

      Will you give me another chance? I’m so sorry, Cherry.

      Three boxes were listed underneath his question: yes, maybe and no.

      I started to laugh, wiping the budding tears from my waterline. The game hadn’t started yet, and I looked up and pressed the back of the pen in my mouth. Roman looked over at me, and I raised my eyebrows at him. Quickly, checking yes, I folding it back and kissed it, leaving the bright red lip imprint over the top. He came running back to me, even though his coach was yelling at him. I started to laugh and quickly handed it back to him. No words were exchanged, but we didn’t have to.

      The bond between us felt so strong, and I felt a million emotions swarming through me. He ran back to the field as the game was starting in three minutes. He quickly opened the note and saw my answer. Flashing his perfect smile at me, he ran his hand through his hair just before kissing his clenched fist and putting it to his heart. I kissed my fist and placed it on my heart. This was love.

      “Piper…” Isla pulled me in with the biggest smile on her face, hugging me tightly.

      I held her hand and whispered, “We’re going to be okay.”  Maybe, my birthday would make a turn. Isla spent the morning with me, treating me to brunch and a spa day. And I finally got to see the one person I really wanted to be with. Even a distance apart, the fact that Roman wanted to try again with me was the greatest gift ever. I didn’t make a wish yet, but I hoped I would get a chance to. Just in case, I needed to seal my one and only wish into eternity.

      The crowd was going wild for Roman, chanting, “Calloway, Calloway, number eight, he’s so great!”

      I couldn’t help but swell with pride and happiness. Roman deserved the world. My eyes stayed fixed on Roman as I watched him throw the ball with ease, run across the field, and work it without a second thought. He was incredible.

      We were up against Laguna University, and Newport was in the lead. The whole experience was beyond exciting to me. Back in New York, I felt like I missed out on being a college freshman by growing up way too fast. With Isla, Tucker, Julian, and most of all, Roman, I felt like I was really living my best life. Time flew by, and I couldn’t stop watching Roman. It had been the worst time apart, and I couldn’t wait for him to hold me in his arms after this big win. Our big win.

      “Hey, do you want to go get some Diet Cokes? I’m so thirsty.” Isla nudged me.

      “Yea, definitely!” I didn’t want to miss the end of the game, but Newport was at the point they had the win in the bag. Roman was shining, and I even spotted some scouts taking notes. Everything was falling into place for him, and I was just so grateful he was including me in his life plan. He was giving me a second-chance, and I knew that was incredibly mature of him to do so when I didn’t deserve it.

      Isla and I trekked up the steep bleachers and got to the concession stand. I glanced at the packets of M&Ms and laughed. “You want some candy?” Isla asked as she took her credit card out.

      “No, I only eat M&Ms with Diet Coke when I’m sad or upset. I’m so damn happy, Isla.” I smiled at her. She grinned back and handed me my coke.

      We started to walk back but I stopped in my spot. “Eli?” I called out. Isla looked over at me in shock.

      “Piper…” he replied, standing with two other men. “Hey, I didn’t… know you’d be here.”

      “You didn’t know I’d be at my boyfriend’s football game? At the college I go to?” I thought we had said our goodbyes, I thought I’d closed this chapter.

      “Piper, I’m not trying to upset you. I’m here with some new colleagues because I start work for Laguna next week. They invited me out. I didn’t know you were back with him.” He looked over his shoulder, offering an awkward wave at the two guys with him.

      “I’m Isla. You must be the jackass who caused so much shit for my best friend.” Isla crossed her arms and glared at Eli.

      “Isla, hi. It’s really nice to meet you.” Eli stretched his hand out.

      Isla looked down at it and rolled her eyes. “Come on, Piper, let’s go…” She tugged my arm, but I stood in front of Eli.

      Why wouldn’t I move? He shoved his hands into his jeans and shrugged with a small smile.

      “Piper?” Isla tugged again.

      “Hey Isla, I’ll meet you down there in a minute.” I pressed my lips together. She shook her head and walked away.

      “So, is this going to be my new life for the next few years? You hovering around, even on the other side of the country?” I tilted my head and looked at him carefully.

      “No, Piper. I really didn’t think we’d bump into each other. I won’t come to these games, I promise you. Unless, you’re considering transferring to Laguna, which I’d love.” He winked at me.

      I shook my finger at him. “Eli, you’re not allowed to say stuff like that. We left things off at a good place this morning. Please.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Your boyfriend, he’s really great out there. I hope he’s even greater to you, Piper.” He paused. “And one more thing… I’m sorry I didn’t say it this morning but, happy birthday.” He moved forward and wrapped me in a hug.

      Tears stung my eyes at his touch, but it also no longer felt wrong. It just felt like a part of my past trying to hold onto me a bit longer. I patted his back and pulled away quickly.

      “Thanks, Eli…” I started, but my eyes met Roman’s light green ones. He was standing off to the side, covered in sweat, his helmet off and replaced with a backwards hat while holding a pink cupcake with a lit candle. For me. The smile on his face melted as his eyes went back and forth between Eli and me.

      “Roman!” I called out. He came closer, but he didn’t look at me. In one swift motion he slung his fist into Eli’s jaw without a second thought. Eli’s hand jerked to his face in shock after the crack echoed. Before I could even think twice, he sprinted away from me. “Roman!”

      What have I done now?

      

      Roman

      

      Someone once told me, you can have everything you’ve ever wanted, just not at the same time. Maybe this was that exact sentiment. I was thriving with school, with football. I could feel how close I was to the NFL, I had the best group of friends, and then I had a beautiful girlfriend. Key word: had. Eli was engrained into Piper, no matter what coast she lived on, no matter where she went, he was intent on being there.

      It felt like someone punched me into my stomach. The air from my lungs evaporated with the scent of popcorn from the concession stand as I sunk into the cold brick wall outside the booming stadium. Blowing out the white candle on top of the bright pink cupcake, I smashed it into the ground in front of me.

      “Roman?” Her soft voice echoed in the emptied-out area of the stadium.

      “Piper, I have nothing left to give you.” I forced myself up and her eyes trailed down to the cupcake I had just murdered on the concrete.

      “It’s not what it looked like, Roman…” She sounded exhausted, like her soul was running on low fumes. I felt it, too.

      Sometimes fighting for something that was never meant to be yours just means you have to accept defeat.

      “Piper, when we crash into each other, it’s a mess. A beautiful mess.” I grew closer to her and lifted her hands into mine. Her eyes met mine, and it physically pained me to see them glisten because what I had to tell her next would ensure those tears would make their way out. “I just can’t keep dealing with that mess. I can’t, Pipe. I have too much on the line if I screw up.”

      Her hands trembled in mine as her eyes shifted away. “I don’t want to let you go…” she sniffled.

      “I know. I don’t want to let you go, either. I just think we’re trying so hard to dance to the same song, but the music is completely different.” Lifting her hands up I kissed them. “I really do love you, Piper Rivers… so fucking much it hurts. It hurts so damn bad. But I just can’t live like this. I can’t keep waiting for him to show up, waiting for you to remember your past and think it’s better than your present. I already have to compete on the field, I don’t want to off of it.” My chest tightened as I looked at her, a piece of hair catching onto her lips. Gently moving it off, I tucked it behind her ear.

      “Don’t do this, Roman… please.” Her words shook just like her hands as tears streaked against the pink of her cheeks.

      “I have no choice.” I pressed my lips against her forehead and drew her in closer to me, inhaling her sweet scent. The same one I refused to wash out of my varsity jacket, the scent I refused to clean out of my sheets. Now, I had to embed her scent into my memory forever, because that’d be the only place I’d be able to find it.

      “Roman, anything you’ll give me, I’ll take. Because a piece of you is better than none of you,” she pleaded, holding my hands tightly as if she knew when I let go, it would be forever.

      I pressed my lips against her forehead once more, hoping it would stop them from quivering. “That’s the problem, Piper. I want all of you. Always. A piece of you is not enough.” I pulled away and turned as fast as I could, knowing if I waited a moment longer, I’d let her convince me otherwise. The muffle of my footsteps didn’t do anything to suppress the haunting sound of Piper sobbing unconsolably behind me. Alone. In the dark. On her birthday.

      Fuck my life.

      I had forgotten about all the parties that lasted days before and after our game until I got to our apartment and heard music blaring and the voices of all my friends laughing and enjoying themselves. I was covered in sweat, my body hurt physically, but it was nothing compared to what I felt on the inside. Pain, regret, and guilt but a part of me knew it was the right decision. I didn’t want to sit there feeling like I couldn’t trust the woman I loved. My life and a fresh start were about to begin, and I didn’t want to be dragged down by someone else’s past. I worked so damn hard to break away from my parents’ drama. I couldn’t repeat this. I just couldn’t. Spinning my key around my finger, I thought about going inside and getting plastered. Numb away the thoughts of Piper’s laugh, about the first day she fell off that stool and I lifted her up in my arms. Numb away the satisfaction I felt when chills decorated her soft arms with my every touch.

      Part of me wondered what she was doing right now. Did Eli swoop in and comfort her? Did he get her a cupcake with a candle on it so she could make a wish, and then save it? Taking a deep breath, I walked away and shook my head, knowing the only other place I had left to go was the one place I never wanted to be.

      My dad’s house.

      Pushing my key in, I walked into the large, darkened foyer. I turned toward the kitchen and flung my bag onto the island. I was starving, thirsty, and dirty. My phone had been buzzing non-stop with my friends asking me where I was. Isla was blowing up my voicemail, yelling at me.

      I guess she was with Piper. Okay, I didn’t guess. I ended up making sure she was, because I didn’t want anything to happen to Piper. Her past with drinking, drugs, and shitty choice in men… man. I was good for her; I could be good for her. Fuck. My head hurt, the thoughts and second-guessing were driving me to the point where all I wanted to do was punch a hole in the wall or scream.

      “Roman?”

      I jolted around. “Oh, hey… Dad.” He walked in closer, wearing a light blue robe over his clothes. “Did I wake you guys up?” I glanced up at the ceiling, wondering if my stepmom was also up.

      “No… no. I fell asleep and woke up feeling like something was wrong. Is something wrong?” My dad walked closer and nodded toward the stools.

      “You have some dad intuition or something?” I scoffed and sunk next to him.

      “You played incredibly well tonight, son. I am so proud of you.” He stood back up, and opened the fridge, pulling out bread, peanut butter, and jelly. Busying himself in making a sandwich, I watched him carefully. We looked so much alike it was almost scary.

      “Thanks. Coach said he guarantees I’ll be top pick in the NFL Draft. I dunno.” I pretended to be as nonchalant as I could.

      My dad turned over his shoulder and smiled at me. “When you were little, you had to have your sandwich cut diagonally and no crust, or else you’d throw the entire plate and refuse to eat.” He slid over the plate with a sandwich, cut diagonally with no crust.

      I glanced up at him. “How’d you know that?”

      The lines near his eyes deepened as he grinned, lost in better days and memories. “Roman, I know you and your mom lived in Florida until you went to high school, but your mom always kept me in the loop with videos and pictures. Every summer when you’d visit, she would make sure I knew exactly what you liked. She’s a great woman.” He sighed and let his chin fall into his open palm.

      “Yea, sure seemed like you let her know that.” I took a bite of the sandwich, not really wanting to give him the satisfaction but my stomach was grumbling.

      “Roman, I loved your mother. Actually, contrary to what you believe, I still do. We share a child, we share history. But that doesn’t mean I don’t love your stepmom. I love your mother in a different, non-intimate way. It’s possible for two people to share something traumatic or deep, and just have this… form of respect and love for one another forever. It doesn’t mean they can’t love someone else. I love your stepmom more than anyone in this world. I shouldn’t have had an affair with my student, your mom, but it gave me you. I know what I did was wrong, and I grew from my mistake.” He watched me carefully, and suddenly, I knew he wasn’t just talking about himself.

      “I don’t want to be loved in addition to; I want to be her only love.” I grabbed the glass of water and took a long sip. This was the strangest moment of my life, but it also felt so nice just talking to my dad.

      “You’re not being love in addition to. You are the only one Piper loves. She has a past, we all do. She made mistakes, we all do. She just grew up a hell of a lot faster from hers, and now, when she’s begging and trying to have a second chance at happiness, you’re chastising her. You both have your whole life ahead of you, but if you’re one of the lucky ones, you’ll find that the one you love now can be forever. You can grow and evolve together, into whoever you both want to be and mesh together all that more beautifully.” Every word my dad said sunk into me. I thought of everything he said over and over.

      If he’s right, then why do the wounds Piper cut into me hurt and burn so badly? Love shouldn’t hurt you; it should heal you.
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      Piper

      

      After what felt like my heart being physically ripped to shreds, I realized it was time for me to move on. Except, isn’t moving on such a stupid saying? You don’t move on. Moving on means you’ll forget and leave someone behind but that’s not true.

      Instead, it’s learning that you don’t have to hold on. Hold on to the past, the doubt, the pain and even the good. I needed to give myself permission to not hold on to the memories of yesterday that would only cloud my tomorrows. So, just like any mature college student should do…I partied and drank my worries away. I let myself forget, and pretend I was strong enough to not hold on to Roman Calloway.

      

      My eyes felt slick and sticky, and my head was pounding. Opening my eyes slowly, I quickly shut them again. “Ugh…” I groaned. I jerked upright and looked around. “Oh, fucking, fuck.” Looking down, I saw I was wearing a Newport University football T-shirt and nothing else. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” I pushed the blanket off of me and glanced around at the medals, trophies, and… a picture. It was Tucker, Julian, Roman, and Bodhi on the beach.

      Whose room am I in?

      Definitely not Tucker’s or Roman’s. My mouth was dry, and my throat felt hoarse when I whispered to myself like a psycho. Letting my feet hit the floor, I looked around for my clothes. Nothing was there. Tugging the shirt down more, I saw my reflection in the wall mirror. My eyeliner was smudged like crazy, my hair was wild and full, and my lips had a light stain from the bright red that was painted on last night. I reeked of vodka, coconut rum, and beer. Slapping my palm to my head, I considered scaling the building and making a jump for it, but one look out the window made me rethink that stupidity while hungover and on the brink of a nervous breakdown. The bathroom door creaked open and steam poured out.

      My eyes grew larger. “Jul-ian….” I stammered. This was it, I had to transfer. I slept with Roman’s half-brother? Stepbrother? Brother? Internally I was screaming.

      Julian walked out with his hair wet and a white towel neatly tucked on his lower waist. My eyes scanned his body as if I could remember it being on mine or not. “Piper, last night… was.” He did the chef’s kiss motion with his fingers.

      My lips parted, but the yelling I wanted to do, didn’t come out. I could feel my face and neck grow warm. This was a nightmare. Why did I keep running myself into dark holes? But just as I contemplated transferring myself to an all-girls college in Antarctica, Julian erupted into laugher, hunched over and cracking up at… me?

      “I hate you.” Angry tears grew in my eyes as I watched him laugh.

      “Pip—” He tried to suppress his laughter but was doing the world’s shittiest job at it. “Piper, wait, I’m kidding, nothing happened. Shit. You really don’t remember last night, do you?” He held his hands up, stopping me from breaking down his door. A cool breeze from his opened window grazed my bare ass, making me tug my… well, his shirt down further.

      “Julian, where are my clothes?” I rubbed my forehead and sunk at the end of his bed.

      “Damn, girl you were really fucked up last night. You and Isla drank so much, I had to carry you here to sleep it off. I had to revoke this from you, too. I mean, you sent Roman some pretty embarrassing shit but… I saved you from further damage. You’re welcome, babe.” He smiled at me proudly.

      Grabbing my phone out of his hands, I looked at him. “First off, don’t call me babe. Secondly, thank you, Julian.” I let out a long sigh before scrolling through my phone. I cringed at the emotional, fifteen-plus texts to Roman. I had one missed call from him, and quickly swiping over to my voicemail, I held the phone to my ear. “Piper? Hey… are you okay? Do you need me to pick you up from somewhere? Sorry, I just saw your…  messages. I hope you’re okay, and it’s safe to say maybe cut the drinks off tonight. Call me back if you need me.” His voice was like a warm blanket on a cold day; it was as comforting as the way gooey pancakes and a steaming cup of coffee tasted in the morning.

      I missed him so much, I missed us so much. He still cared about me, he did. If not, he wouldn’t have called.

      I held my breath as I swiped his name and let the phone ring over and over. “Hello?” the shrill voice of my nightmares answered. Fucking Sierra.

      Clearing my throat, I considered hanging up but she knew who it was. Caller ID. I slapped my forehead and shut my eyes. “Is Roman there?”  My stomach curled between all the alcohol I had consumed, the lack of food, and the anxiety that pooled inside.

      She laughed. “Um… no, we were just about to go take a shower together. We got a little dirty last night.” She giggled again. “I think it’s best if you move on, Piper. I mean, Roman needs to invest his time in someone who will be a good NFL wife one day, not some tramp from New York. Bye!”

      The call ended, and so did the beat of my heart. He was back with Sierra? He ran straight to her and didn’t even think twice. Maybe, she was right. The head cheerleader and the star football player… they belonged together. Suddenly it really hit me.

      I didn’t belong in New York, I didn’t belong in California. I didn’t belong anywhere. Or with anyone. I really was nothing more than a misfit.

      “Hey, New York, you wanna go grab a bite to eat?” Julian emerged, holding my skirt from last night. I didn’t even notice him leave the room. I was in full-blown pity mode.

      “Where’s my shirt?” I barked at him, unintentionally.

      “Piper, I tried to wash it but, girl… you really puked on that shit.”

      My face flushed and immediately I felt like I was back in my old ways. Blacking out from drinking too much, landing it a stranger’s bed. “Julian…” I started, dropping my head in shame.

      “Piper, no. We didn’t. I seriously had to change you because I didn’t want you wrecking my sheets.” He smiled at me. “Come on, New York, let’s get breakfast. You can wear one of my shirts.”

      I nodded at him. Julian Calloway was a good guy, unlike his ass of brother who I gave my heart to, who then decided I wasn’t as perfect as his Malibu Barbie ex-girlfriend.

      Yet, all I wanted was him. All six-foot-four, tanned, perfect jawline, sexy smile… all of him. But he wasn’t mine to have anymore. Sierra picking up his phone after probably fucking me out of him was proof enough for me…good guys like Roman don’t wait around for bad girls like me.

      I loved Roman so much, it physically hurt me.

      Fuck you, love.

      

      Roman

      

      We got a corner booth at Brunch and Mimosas, the restaurant we had been going to since high school post-parties. Sierra, Bodhi, Tucker, and Isla sat together, looking through menus. Besides me, everyone was hungover like hell. I considered leaving my dad’s and heading back to my place to party with my friends, but once Piper started texting me non-stop and drunk dialing me, I knew I wouldn’t be able to drink knowing she might need me to pick her up. I barely slept, worrying about what she was doing, and most of all, with who.

      “Where did Piper go after you guys went out?” I leaned in and whispered to Isla.

      She gave me an annoyed look. “I’m not going to play the role of the kid from a divorce between you two. If you want to know how she is or where she is, then ask her.” Isla’s eyes left mine and shot forward. Following them, my breath quickened. She walked in with Julian. “Girls like Piper are good ones, Roman… They don’t have to wait around for some guy to realize they aren’t defined by the men they have slept with.” Isla rolled her eyes at me and turned back to Tucker.

      Sliding out, I walked over to them, my chest tightening. “Oh, hey man.” Julian put his fist out to bump against mine.

      I looked down at his hand and back at Piper, who was wearing Julian’s jersey. My breathing picked up, as anger pooled in my core. She was supposed to only wear my number and my shirts. “You sure move fast. So, this is how it is, now? You’re fucking my brother? Eli wasn’t good enough?” I regretted the words as soon as they came out of my mouth, but that’s what happens when you let your heart take over.

      When you love someone, the feelings of your heart are the only things that make sense, or none at all.

      “What did you say?” Julian stepped closer to me, both fists clenched. The way he was defending Piper pissed me off all that more.

      She wasn’t his to protect, she was mine. “I said, I hope you enjoyed my sloppy seconds.” A blur flashed in front of me as Julian gripped my shirt and punched me in my jaw.

      “You asshole! She’s mine!” I yelled back, throwing my fist in his face, over and over.

      “Roman! Roman! Stop it,” she shrieked as Tucker pulled me off my brother. “Piper…you’re fucking mine. Only mine.” I rasped.

      “You’re pathetic, Roman.” Julian shook his head, wiping the blood off the corner of his mouth. Glancing over at Piper, her eyes weren’t even wet. I had made her cry so much already that she had just drained out her emotion for me. There was nothing left.

      “Piper…” I whispered as Bodhi helped Julian off the ground.

      “Please, just stay away from me. I told you not to fall for me, and you didn’t listen… and now look. We are leaving chaos everywhere we go. We were a huge mistake, Roman. Nothing more. A fucking mistake.” She sighed.

      “I don’t belong here, and I sure as hell don’t belong to you.” Shaking her head, she turned away.

      Every fiber in my body was filled with shame and regret. Reaching out, I grabbed her arm. “Pipe—” my voice cracked.

      She looked at my hand sadly. “Goodbye, Calloway.” Then she shrugged me off her and out of her life.

      

      When everything goes wrong, it just keeps going wrong, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Pain starts out as a snowflake but evolves into a giant blizzard. That’s what I did. I couldn’t get over Piper’s past and everything that happened; I couldn’t move past her meeting up with Eli, I couldn’t move past seeing her with Julian. I couldn’t move out of the past, and that’s why my present was so painful. That’s why my future with Piper would never happen. I was a coward. I couldn’t love every piece of her the way she deserved to be loved, because truly, it wasn’t her past that haunted me… it was my own. I wasn’t brave enough to walk in the shadows of repeated history. But what I didn’t realize is that it wouldn’t be repeated history; Piper and I were different. We could change the course of any story and make it ours; I just didn’t give us a chance to write those next chapters and now we’d never have the happily ever after we deserved.

      My phone rang loudly in my pocket as I walked aimlessly around Newport. “Hey, Mom, everything okay?”

      “Does something have to be wrong for me to call my son?”

      I smiled sadly. The one woman who would never break my damn heart. “Nah, I’m just checking. How are you, Mom?” I sunk into the wooden bench outside of a local ice cream shop. The sweet smell reminded me of Piper. She loved chocolate ice cream with rainbow sprinkles. The way her face lit up when she’d get a cone and savor it like it was the best thing ever. You’d never think she was the daughter of a Hollywood legend.

      You’d never think she’d been through hell and back so young. She fought to be happy, and instead of making it easy for her and giving her all the happiness in the world, I took it from her and smashed it into the ground just like her birthday cupcake.

      “Roman, your dad called me… He told me that you are spiraling. Hitting Julian? Breaking up with Piper? Sweetheart, talk to me.” My mom’s voice was laced with concern.

      “I wish I never moved to Newport for high school… I wish I had stayed in Florida with you. Or I wish you never left Newport,” I rambled, feeling like I was a kid all over again. That’s what happens though, isn’t it? No matter how old we get, when you talk to your parents suddenly, you’re fourteen again.

      “Roman, we left Florida to send you to Newport High, the best high school in the country, and I wanted to be there with you for it. But Florida is my home, our home. I wanted to go back when you started college because, honey, I knew you were ready to fly on your own.”

      “But this doesn’t have anything to do with which coast you live on, does it?” I shook my head, and even though she couldn’t see me, she knew. “I thought so. Roman, you know you can’t let what happened between your dad and me impact you forever. I was an adult. I loved him, and even though it wasn’t right, in my heart it wasn’t wrong, either. I’ve grown even more now, and the only regret of my life is that I wish so badly that a wonderful man who saw past my history would have just loved me for me and not the decisions I made when I was eighteen.” She sighed.

      “He was at my game, Mom. Eli, her ex, he was there. She was hugging him after my game. Then she shows up this morning with Julian.” I ran my hand across my face, sighing from exhausting myself.

      “Roman, have you ever thought you’re seeing things the way you want to, and not how they really are? Maybe because you want to make sure you never get attached to anyone?”

      I took in everything she said and realized she was right. Maybe I really did crash into Piper and fell in love with her, but then found every reason and every excuse not to be with her.

      Because I was scared. Scared to lose her. Lose her when I inevitably went to the NFL, when she realized moving around the country for me wouldn’t be worth it, or how she’d be in school without me.

      Scared to live through the resentment I felt for my own parents and the way their relationship always made me feel broken. I held on to those eight letters and three words for so long because the girl I said them to, I always wanted to be the first and last to hear them from my mouth.

      Sex, that wasn’t worth holding onto, but love… that meant opening your soul to someone. A deeper, emotional level would always mean more than physical. Sex was fun, but love was real. I had both with Piper, and I set it all ablaze.
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      Piper

      

      “You know I can make him disappear, right?” My dad rubbed his palms together, eyeing me over dinner.

      “Dad, I don’t want you to make him disappear; I want to disappear.” I shook my head and picked at the salad in front of me.

      “Honey, I’m going to kill him, you know that, right?” His brows furrowed.

      “Dad, please don’t. You’re not a mobster, you just play one in basically every movie you land.” I laughed.

      “An Oscar-winning mobster, thank you very much.” He bit into his steak.

      “I guess I just realized I don’t really have a home. I mean, I tried right? Both coasts, and two different states. I just don’t fit in anywhere.” I rubbed my hands against my face.

      “You fit into my world and are my favorite child, hands down.” My dad smiled at me. “I’m your only child.” I threw a dinner roll over at him as laughter drifted between us.

      I was going back to my classes tomorrow since I had hidden away for the entire week, which put me behind in my school work. This was it, there was no more avoiding the Newport University Nobles. I was doomed. I had another two years of this hell. Watching Roman and Sierra together, watching Isla try to be my friend and Roman’s—it was like being a child of divorce all over again. But worse, because none of those people owed me anything. They only liked me because Roman did.

      Tossing and turning in bed, I finally drifted off to sleep. I knew I’d need all the strength I could get tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The morning sun shifted through the sheer curtains and cut through the gloom of my reality. Moaning, I pushed away the fluffy white comforter that was my safe haven. Walking to the bathroom, I let the warm pellets of my shower wash away any doubt I was feeling. I didn’t owe it to anyone to be someone I wasn’t, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to hide. I was tired of running. Except, every time I closed my eyes, I could hear Roman shouting at Julian that I was his… his. But I wasn’t. He was so close to getting to his NFL dream, and I seemed to only bring him down. Besides, he broke my heart into a million pieces when he essentially slut-shamed me. I thought he knew me better than that, but he didn’t. He accused me of sleeping with Eli and Julian. He humiliated me. Nodding as I rubbed shampoo into my scalp, I was sadly pleased with my anti-Roman list.

      

      “Hey, girl, hey!” Isla had her arms crossed and a giant smile as she stood outside of her car that was parked by the fountain in the front.

      “Isla? I thought you always ride with Tucker?” I grinned, thankful that she was here.

      “Girl please, chicks before dicks, always.” She hugged me before jumping in the bright red convertible.

      “Thanks, Isla. Seriously.” I let myself fall back into the plush leather seat. Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “So, are you gonna be okay in anatomy lab?” Isla peered over her sunglasses.

      “Nope. But I’m not dropping it and I sure as hell know Professor Rao isn’t going to let me switch partners… I already emailed her about it.” I laughed into my palms.

      “Yikes, you’ll be fine. You know Tucker was telling me that Roman is absolutely miserable. I think he really wants another chance with you,” she added while speeding down the highway.

      “Isla, I don’t want a guy to have to take a chance on me. I want him to want me for who I am, not who I have to be for him.”

      Isla sighed. “I know, babe. I hear you… but he really does love you, Piper.”

      Tugging my lip-gloss out, I anxiously added more on. I knew Roman loved me, I loved him, too. But sometimes loving someone just wasn’t enough, especially without trust.

      

      “Thanks for the ride, Isla!” I called out, quickly grabbing my bag and trying to dash away.

      “Pipe! Wait…”

      Damn it.

      Clutching the strap of my bag over my shoulder, I took a deep breath. “Hey, Tucker…” I smiled through clenched teeth, looking around him.

      He smirked, knowing who I was looking for. “Roman’s already in anatomy lab. Give him another chance, Pipe. He was absolute shit this morning at practice. I mean, he’s destroyed.” Tucker tugged his backpack straps tighter.

      “I’m not going to go run into his arms so he plays better. He accused me of sleeping with Eli and then Julian in the same night in front of an entire restaurant. You do know that shit is already online, don’t you? Fucking TMZ labeled it as Grant Rivers’ daughter enjoying a buffet of men in college.” I turned around and left Tucker and Isla with their mouths opened. Yep, welcome to my fucking life where everything I do gets thrown into a tabloid.

      Turning the steel knob of our anatomy lab door, my pulse increased. I had waited until the very last second to walk in. Dragging over to our table, I saw Roman wasn’t there. I thought Tucker said he was already in class? Whatever, not my problem.

      Looking out the window, I stared at those damn palm trees, the ones that I never figured out if they were actually real. Maybe, they were fake, just like Roman’s love for me.

      Professor Rao’s voice rose behind me, and I let my chin rest in my hand while I dazed off with my eyes fixed outside. Releasing the breath from my puffed cheeks, I sighed.

      “Hey, I’m Roman…” My heart sank into my stomach and a knot rose into my throat. I didn’t want to turn. No, I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

      “Um… so do you have a name?” The unexpected tap on my shoulder made me flinch, and flinging around, I lost my balance, and the stupid wobbly stool went crashing down with me. Screaming, I splayed my arms out.

      The class gasped. “Lift your Juliet up, Romeo!” someone yelled out.

      His eyes drifted down and when his tongue swiped his bottom lip, a smirk rose, making every inch of my body shake. Tugging my dress down, I shoved his stretched arms away from me, pushing myself off the ground as our classmates laughed and snickered.

      “Come on, you two, get it together. Now.” Professor Rao’s voice boomed through her small mic.

      I quickly turned my laptop on and pretended to be taking notes. A small piece of notebook paper slid in front of me, but I refused to look up. Taking a deep breath in, I exhaled as I opened it.

      If you didn’t want to tell me your name, you could have written it.  Hi, I’m Roman Calloway, your new lab partner. Will you tell me your name? Check one. Yes. Maybe. No.

      Picking up my pen, I circled no multiple times, crumpling the note and shoving it back in front of him. I hated how sexy he looked wearing his varsity jacket over a fitted forest-green V-neck that made his eyes stand out.  He ran his hand through his hair in that super-hot way that made every ounce of self-control want to melt away from my body and into his. Focus Piper. Remember the anti-Roman list.

      I shifted my attention off of the stunning football star sitting next to me and looked back down at my laptop. The note slid back to me, and as much as I wanted to rip it to shreds in front of his perfectly chiseled face, I couldn’t. Rolling my eyes, I opened it again.

      If you won’t tell me your name, I was thinking I could just call you… Cherry? 

      Sighing, I turned toward him, and instantly all the anger and fury I felt crashed below me as our eyes met. Swallowing, I blinked, promising myself I wouldn’t cry in the middle of anatomy lab. His eyes dropped to my lips and back to my eyes. “Piper. Piper Rivers.” I sniffled.

      “Nice to meet you, Piper. I’m Roman. Roman Calloway.” He smiled with his hand stretched out. 

      If our love story was a book, Roman was actively trying to rip the painful chapters out and shred them. But the thing is, you can’t just hit erase, you can’t take out a piece of history. Our history.

      I shook my head without a smile and didn’t take his hand. I picked up my pen and quickly pretended to take notes. Roman sighed and flipped open his laptop. The silence and tension floating between us remained for the rest of class.

      

      Roman

      

      They say you should always shoot your shot if you get the chance. And I did, but what did I think? She’d fall into my arms and kiss me, then I’d lift her and take her to a hotel room where we’d make passionate love? No. The way she looked at me was the look of an ending. The ending of us.

      Coming to class with her, sitting beside her without touching or talking to her was going to be actual hell. Her gentle scent wafted into my nose, and I kept leaning in closer, hoping I could commit it to memory. It had already dissipated from my pillows and sheets, and even my jacket no longer carried her in it. I used to find straggles of her hair rooted in the fibers, but even those were long gone.

      “Piper!” I called out as she pushed past me. She kept walking, and just as I was about to go the other way, she stopped. Glancing over her shoulder, she turned and clutched her notebooks against her chest. My feet moved forward, but my mind was steps behind as I tried to piece together what to say. But words didn’t come out, they didn’t form. So instead, I lifted her gorgeous face up to mine and kissed her. Her eyes closed, and I could have sworn I felt her smile underneath our lips colliding. Her breathing shifted and, in that moment, the bustling noise of all the students in the quad around us drifted into the California breeze.

      “You want to come grab brunch with me and my friends, Rivers?” I whispered against her lips, kissing her again softly. “You’re going to want to have friends at Newport.” I smirked at her as her eyes parted slowly, intoxicated by our kiss.

      “You want to be my friend, Calloway?” The way my name rolled off her perfect lips immediately shot something deep inside of me.

      “Maybe, Cherry… maybe more. We’ll see.” I smiled. We were going to be okay.

      But then something changed and her small smile dropped as she studied me. “You broke my heart, Rome…” Her eyes lowered and I knew the damage was too deep. The worst part was knowing she already had wounds, and I had torn the stitches of them apart, letting the pain seep back in all over again.

      If I had to get down on my hands and knees, I would. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so sorry. Please. We can fix this. We can fix us.”

      She backed away from me and lifted her hands. “I can’t. There is no us, Roman.” She covered her mouth with one hand and darted away, stifling her cries.

      “Fuck, that was brutal.” I turned around and saw Julian with one leg up and leaned against the brick wall outside our building. Holding one strap of his backpack and looking at me like I was a damn circus animal about to jump through a ring of fire.

      “Screw off, man.” But I didn’t move, I didn’t walk away. Part of me wanted Julian to tell me something. Anything about Piper. I knew they were friends, and Tucker said he’d been there for her when Isla was busy.

      “She wants to move on, and you need to let her.” Julian walked up to me but kept a decent distance. I didn’t blame him, considering I decked him during brunch. I was losing my fucking mind.

      “She wants to move on? Or do you want her to move on to you?” I knew how juvenile I sounded, but it just seemed like Julian never had to go through the hell I went through. We were brothers, yet living in two entirely different worlds.

      “See, this is your problem. You’re so caught up in this self-pity party. Poor Roman’s mom was left alone, poor Roman, daddy doesn’t love him. Poor Roman has to put immense pressure on himself for the NFL that no one is asking him to do. Poor Roman’s gorgeous, sweet girlfriend has an ex-boyfriend.” He was mocking me, and I stood there watching him, letting him roast me to my core. I felt emotionless, but there wasn’t anger building or hate. Because ultimately, everything he said was true.

      And it hurt, it all fucking hurt. It hurt that my whole life I felt like I had to man up, be there for my mom, be the best on the field, and just grow up a hell of a lot faster than I wanted to. But isn’t that what happened to Piper? She felt like that because of what happened with Eli. She had to grow up so much faster when she got pregnant and then lost the baby. Her mom seemed pretty unstable, and her dad was a busy Hollywood star; she didn’t really even have parents to raise her. Money doesn’t guarantee a smooth sailing life, which is why celebrities are always making headlines for overdosing, suicide, and alcoholism. Her life has always been judged and pulled apart. It’s been set on fire, and no one has ever been there to let her just be… twenty years old. Was that it? We saw so much of ourselves inside one another, and that’s what always pulled us together like two magnets? All she wanted was to live in the moment and be young, wild, and free… with me.
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      Piper

      

      Week after week, I dreaded my two classes with Roman. He’d write me notes and try to make me laugh or smile. But eventually, just like a frozen over lake, you may think skating on it seems fun and exciting, but really, you’ll find a weak spot and sink. Roman found my weak spot and broke into it even more.

      So, I ignored him. I ignored the way my heart flipped, and my stomach fluttered whenever I’d get a waft of his aftershave. I ignored the way his eyes stayed fixed on me. I ignored the way his hand would “accidentally” knock into mine during anatomy lab and my stupid arms would burst into chills.

      I needed time.

      Even if that meant forever.

      Another Friday had rolled around, and I had spent most of my days studying extra hard, hidden away in my dad’s house right after classes just to avoid anyone—one person in particular. Luckily, Roman was consumed with football practice, and I think I finally made it clear to him that I wasn’t going to just run back to him after he ripped my heart to pieces, but that didn’t mean he was giving up. Secretly, I didn’t want him to, either.

      Weekly floral deliveries, constant love notes, asking Julian and Isla how I was… it was bittersweet. But this time had been sacred. I was healing myself without a guy to lean on. I started therapy to really talk about the loss of my baby and how I carried that guilt and shame on my shoulders, knowing I was too weak and stupid to behave the way I did. Knowing I depended on Eli because I didn’t know how to depend on myself. Knowing I purposely hurt myself just to feel something, anything.

      But I also learned to forgive. Forgive myself, most of all. Give myself grace, knowing I was only eighteen and a kid myself in so many ways, when I met Eli. I was an addict, and broken. My therapist told me forgiving Eli and Roman would help the weight feel lighter. So, I did. I met with Eli after class one day. I told him I’d never, ever be in a relationship with him.

      When I looked at him, I knew I didn’t love him; I leaned on him, and there was a huge difference between the two.

      I even wrote a letter to his wife, I apologized and hoped one day she’d understand how much of a young and foolish idiot I had been. How I didn’t know about her until I was pregnant, and terrified. Eli helped me when I was hurting, but he also caused a different kind of hurt. He apologized, he cried, we cried over the loss of the life we would have shared through a child. A child. I still shudder thinking about that. He was still going to teach at Laguna because his wife had already filed for divorce, and honestly, I didn’t blame her. Professor screwing his student, not really winning husband of the year awards.

      Ultimately, it was therapeutic for me. It was nice to sit down and let go. Let go of pain, regret, guilt, shame, and remorse. And now I had one more person to sit with and let go of, but this was one person I really didn’t want to let go of. But I had to.

      Damnit, I really had to.

      

      Today was different. Today was a special day, one I envisioned making a huge deal about. It was Roman’s twenty-first birthday, and his last big game before the NFL Draft. Sophomore year would be over before we knew it, and then he had to choose to go into junior year with us or the NFL. All of this was funneled to me through Isla. She knew as much as I told her I didn’t care, I did.

      I wanted to know. I wanted to cheer him on, even if it was silently. I wanted him to win and be happy. I had missed the last few games—it just was too painful after the way things went down on my birthday. But today was his birthday, and I decided I’d take my therapist’s advice to just forgive and move on. Or maybe really, just not hold on anymore.

      I didn’t think I’d ever be able to move on from Roman.

      Tugging on a pair of leggings and an oversized sweater, my hand brushed against Roman’s worn-out football T-shirts and the jersey I had worn to countless games. I could hear the laughter and feel the love just touching those shirts. I didn’t want to give off mixed signals, especially since my heart and mind were on two completely different frequencies.

      “Piper!” Isla screamed loudly as I was halfway down the stairs. I turned and followed the echo of her voice and froze. She was drinking a Cosmo with my dad at the kitchen island.

      “Um… okay, I don’t even want to know.” Letting my fingers slide against the other side, I looked at them. “Dad, you know Isla’s twenty, right?” I raised my brow at him, feeling like I was scolding two kids.

      “Isn’t the legal drinking age sixteen? That’s when I remember you pounding back far worse than a Cosmo.”

      Smart ass award goes to my dad. “Ha, ha, ha. So, I am surprised you didn’t end up in comedy, Dad. Anyway, Isla you ready to go?” I widened my eyes at her but she shook her head. “Isla, look, I’m not trying to have a stepmom the same age as me, and just a reminder about your boyfriend, Tucker.” I could basically see her drooling over my dad. The man just got nominated as America’s Sexiest Man Alive. Ugh. Kill me now.

      “You’re so silly, Piper.” Isla mouthed, “Shut up,” at the end of her sentence.

      “Honey, we’re just worried about you.”

      Oh god, I must be dead because this has to be hell. My dad and Isla are talking as a “we.”

      “I’m fine, but you two sitting that close and hanging out may land me on top of a building, looking down, and contemplating death. Isla, let’s go or else I’m going to change my mind and not go to this stupid game.” I grabbed my purse and turned.

      “Fine, fine… let’s go. I’ll see you soon, Grant!” Isla’s voice squeaked as she giggled and ran to catch up to me.

      “You are the worst friend ever.”

      She giggled again. “Girl, I wouldn’t mind callin’ Grant Rivers daddy and having him spank me. Tucker who?” She slapped her hand over her mouth, laughing at herself.

      “I’m going to go die now.” I shot her a look filled with daggers, causing her to laugh even harder.

      “Love you.” She pouted her lips at me.

      “Hate you,” I replied, laughing as quietly as I could.

      

      We walked down the bleachers, and as soon as my boots hit the cold steel, my heart grew with every thud as I jogged down behind Isla. The game was about to start, and I hoped I’d get a chance to talk to Roman after it was over. I know I had given him the cold shoulder for longer than I wanted while he was trying, and he really was. But at this point, no matter what my heart wanted, my mind needed peace. That meant forgiving Roman and myself. We were both at fault. I should have been upfront with him, and he shouldn’t have been so judgmental.

      The lights were shining brightly and the stadium vibrated as everyone stood and jumped, chanting for the team that charged out onto the vivid green field. My palms felt warm even though the night air was slightly chillier than usual. The chanting shifted to focus on Roman when he came through the tunnel. He wasn’t smiling and waving around to the crowd like he usually did.

      “What’s wrong with Roman?” I leaned into Isla.

      “You’re kidding right? Girl, ever since you guys split up and you stopped coming to the games, he’s just here to play and be done.”

      My heart dropped, I knew how much Roman loved connecting and engaging with his fans—it  also added appeal to the scouts. His eyes moved along the crowd and finally dropped to our row. I watched him scan faces until he found mine. My heart felt heavier and tears teased my eyes, knowing he probably looked for me every game and never found me when I hadn’t been there. Hadn’t been there for him. His lips parted, and suddenly a smile grew on his face. He didn’t try to suppress it, he just lit up seeing me. I licked my bottom lip and smiled back.

      “Happy birthday,” I mouthed to him.

      He dipped his head, kissed his fist, and shot it up toward me before touching his heart. Tears dripped out of my eyes. He waited for me to reciprocate, but I didn’t—even though I wanted to.

      I really did.

      Being torn between my mind and heart was suffocating. I didn’t want to suffocate, I wanted to breathe easy and the only time I felt that was when I was with him. Roman Calloway made me breathe easy.

      The crowd cheered loudly, watching our interaction, and in that moment, I think we both forgot anyone else was around. I think we both realized that was the power of our love. It made all the noise disappear.

      Maybe this wasn’t me needing closure from Roman, this was me needing closure with Roman.

      

      Roman

      

      Every game since she stopped coming, I had to force myself to perform. I had to put on a show—a show I once loved, became one I dreaded. Until tonight. It was as if my soul reflected into hers when our eyes met. Her lips moved, wishing me a happy birthday after I broke her heart on her own birthday. I had been trying for weeks now to apologize and do anything just to get her talk to me, but she avoided me like the plague. She looked at me like a stranger, and only really talked to Julian and Isla. Tucker had a class with her, and she wouldn’t even sit with him because he pleaded my case for the entire ninety minutes. He’s a good fucking friend.

      Tonight, was my birthday and officially the last game before my fate was sealed. Scouts were back, and I was certain I’d be a top pick in the NFL Draft within a few weeks to decide what my future looked like. All I knew in this moment was that I wanted to make sure my future included Piper.

      The game had started, and I didn’t think I had played this well since Piper had stopped coming to my games. The moonlight broke through the deep navy sky, the scoreboard lit up brightly, and the cheering commenced. Two hours came and went, and before I knew it, my teammates had me lifted in the air and the stands blurred together. Except for her, unlike everyone around her waving, jumping, and wanting my attention, she was standing there, arms crossed, foot tapping, and a smile. For me.

      Coach Everett’s voice boomed through the microphone, slicing through the laughter and chatter of my teammates and the crowd that surrounded us. “Okay, everyone, besides a great win, we have something or rather, someone else to celebrate tonight! Roman Calloway, our MVP is celebrating his birthday!”

      I smiled and tossed my head back, laughing. I wasn’t sure Piper would come tonight, but I took a chance, and hoped she would. The cheerleaders rolled a cart in with a massive cake that was carved into the number twenty with candles lining it. “Dude, didn’t you turn twenty-one today?” Tucker slapped my shoulder.

      I nodded and grabbed the microphone from Coach Everett. “So, I screwed up, guys. The greatest win of my life was this girl.” I licked my lips and found her eyes. Even from a distance, I could see her mouth drop and she quickly shook her head, mouthing “no.”

      “I was so caught up, thinking I was this perfect guy, with this perfect life, and then… I realized I wasn’t so perfect at anything. I’ve always felt like a misfit. Which is hard for you all to believe, I know. But it’s true. I never felt like I had a home. I searched from coast to coast with no luck and finally realized it’s because my home is you.” I walked up to the metal railing, growing closer to Piper while my heart raced through my chest. “You, Piper Rivers, are home to me. The greatest birthday wish I could have is to make sure yours comes true. I know you didn’t get your birthday wish this year, so I’m giving you mine. Because, with you, I don’t need wishes… not when my reality is already a dream come true as long as you’re in it.” I dropped the mic and stretched my arms out.

      “Roman, you are crazy,” she whispered, her face flushed, but a smile peeked out even though I could see a hint of doubt lingering.

      “About you, baby.” I winked. “Just give me another chance, let me make it all right.” I whispered. She let out a small exhale, but nodded and climbed over the rail and into my arms as I held her tightly. The crowd went wild as I raced her back to her cake. Placing her down, she kept shaking her head and laughing softly.

      “Make a wish, Cherry.” I smiled at her. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath in before releasing it and blowing out all twenty candles.

      Plucking one off, she said, “I have to save this… can’t throw away my wish.” She rolled her lips and watched me carefully.

      Bending down on one knee, I could hear my teammates gasp and the crowd grip onto every ounce of this moment. Piper’s face didn’t look shocked, and before I even opened the black box, she began laughing and wiping away tears. Cracking it open, I revealed a bright red Ring-Pop. “Piper Rivers, share it all with me… better yet, give it all to me.”

      “Give you what, Rome?” she asked quietly.

      “The weight of the world that you have resting on your shoulders. The pain you’re suffering in. Put it all on me. Let me carry it for you. I love you so much, and I promise you, I’ll protect your heart fiercely… if you let me have it.”

      “Calloway, you never lost it. You’ve always had my heart.” She reached her hands to both sides of my face and pulled me up to her. I lifted her, letting her ass rest on my forearms as we kissed. Our lips hungry for one another and our bodies begging to connect. There was noise, there was excitement all around us, but we didn’t hear a thing. All that we could hear were two hearts beating for one another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper

      

      I laid in between his legs, feeling his cool, minty breath grazing the crevice of my neck as the water rippled in front of us. Spring was finally here. The winter had come and gone, seasons shifted, classes changed, but one thing stayed the same, us. Roman Calloway and I realized we were meant to be together, we were meant to grow and learn together, and most of all, we were meant to love each other, even when it hurt and even when things were unknown.

      Roman was drafted by the Carolina Panthers to be their starting quarterback. The offer was incredible. He hadn’t told them his decision yet, and I knew it was because he was scared to sign an official offer. He assumed our relationship, which had finally grown steady and strong, would lose its hold with the distance.

      “Mmm… I love you.” He sighed as his lips paced from my shoulder all the way to my earlobe.

      I turned my head slowly, meeting them against mine. “What’s that thing pulsing against my ass, Rome?” I giggled, feeling him grow harder through his thin swimsuit.

      “Well, you’re so damn hot, all I want to do is fuck you….” he whispered against my lips. I could feel the heat between my legs grow as the tension radiated throughout my body.

      We hadn’t been able to keep our hands off of one another ever since we got back together. We were insatiable and making up for the lost time that seemingly coursed through not just our minds, but every limb in our bodies—particularly the one stabbing me in the back between Roman’s shorts. I turned toward him and glanced around the empty beach. Seagulls flew around and the scent of saltiness combined with the light mist from the shore crafted the perfect day.

      Roman stood on his knees in front of me, a mischievous smile growing on his face as his fingers tugged behind my back and pulled the small red string bikini off. Sighing softly, as if he was seeing me for the first time, I shimmied out of my bikini bottoms. His eyes dropped, mimicking me pulling his shorts off. Looking down, I rubbed my lips together as he gripped the small of my waist and turned me gently into the sand. Sand glistened against his skin like small crystals as the sun reflected against them. Talk about wishes coming true. After all, that’s what my birthday wish was—Roman Calloway being my forever. We were too young to know if that would really come true, but something in the way his eyes looked into mine, told me that my wishes would become my reality.

      He sucked his finger before pushing it inside of me, making my head toss back. Rubbing me slowly and intently as his free hand traced my abdomen. “Roman, I want you…” I breathed out. With an eager grin, he pulled my thighs further apart and plunged inside of me, his lips kissed my neck hungrily. He paused for a minute as my hand wrapped around his forearm where his veins bulged through the outlined muscles. “Everything okay, Rome?” I asked, cinching my brows together.

      He smiled at me and let a finger trail against my arm. “I love that this still happens when I touch you…”

      I looked at the small goosebumps trailing along my arms. “If only you could see the butterflies inside my stomach.” I winked at him.

      Pumping inside of me harder with long and steady strokes, I released a long moan, tightening around him as his breathing picked up and the breeze brushed against our naked bodies. His hips moved in harmony just like the waves crashing into each other, because it was true. When Roman and I crashed into one another, we created something beautiful.

      A beautiful mess. That was ours.

      

      Roman

      

      After tasting Piper in all the places that made her scream my name on the beach, we both realized the day had come and gone and the sun was setting. My phone buzzed against the white sand. I had hit ignore countless times.

      “Rome, just answer it.” She was laying on her side, propped up with her face resting in her hand.

      “Nah, I’ll call them back.” I rubbed my knees and watched the ocean grow darker in front of us.

      “You can’t just call the NFL back; you need to talk to that coach. You owe him an answer today, Roman.”

      I looked down at her, and she sat up, snuggling closer to me, fitting perfectly in the groove of my arm. “I don’t want to leave you… I don’t want to look back at this time and say I missed it all.” My voice shook with each word.

      “You’re not leaving me, baby… You have me. You always will have me. I have two more years, and with summer classes, I can probably graduate at least a semester early. Calloway, you worked so damn hard for this. Besides, one day when we’re old and gray, rocking together on our wraparound porch in North Carolina with a mountain view, we’re going to remember that these…” she pointed between us, “these days that we are living right now, these are the good old days.” Piper brushed her palm against my cheek and kissed me.

      Nerves shot through me as I lifted my phone and spun it around in my hands, knowing what I needed to do. And even though the distance scared me, even though it terrified me in the pit of my stomach thinking about the what if’s—what if she needed someone to hold her and I couldn’t? What if she needed to be touched, and I was too far away? What if she wanted to talk but I was training or playing?

      But that’s not what life is all about.

      Life is living in this very moment because tomorrow isn’t guaranteed, and the best thing you can do is love unconditionally, even when the conditions get rocky or rough. Because, right now, and in this moment, two misfits had found their perfect fit within each other. Together we were whole.

      For the longest time, Piper and I had felt something missing in ourselves. But that something was a someone. And we found that missing piece within one another. We’re all just a bunch of misfits, not fitting in until we find the one that mirrors our soul, and Piper Rivers reflected into me, and together, we fit perfectly. If loving her was ever wrong, I don’t care to have ever been right. She was everything and most of all, she was mine.

      

      Piper

      

      Two years later…

      

      I had officially graduated from Newport University, and Roman and I had been dating long distance. Sometimes the only place I’d see him would be on the screen while he wore his white, blue, and black Carolina Panthers gear and would be racing across the field. He was thriving. We had both changed, and grown together. The distance we spent wasn’t always easy. We fought, a lot. Primarily because we missed one another. It was hard when we craved each other’s touch, and Roman was constantly traveling and I had exams. Our schedules never lined up.

      Weekends were filled with practices and games that I’d be flying cross-country to, so I could sit in a crowd feeling even more lonely. I loved cheering him on and seeing him in his element but it was lonely. Knowing Roman was so close out on the field, but by the time his game ended and we saw one another, it’d be enough time to memorize each other’s bodies in the dark and fall asleep.

      It was a whirlwind, but even through the challenges, I knew he cleansed me, he rebuilt me, and most of all, I did the same for him. We were equals, there was no push and pull, there was no give and take… it was equilibrium.

      Tonight, we were supposed to get together one last time at Newport University to celebrate the end to our beginning and a fresh new chapter, but Roman had practice in North Carolina, so he had to cancel last minute. Isla and I had lived together for the past two years in a stunning beach condo and now, I was going to move coasts again. This time I wasn’t running from a man who hurt me, but instead, sprinting to a man who healed me.

      Walking across the smooth pathways lined with palm trees, I couldn’t help but smile. Pausing, I let my hand run against the rough base and looked at the leaves. I never figured out if they were real or fake, until now. They were real. Laughing lightly, I walked back to the science building and hoped the door to our lab was unlocked. Once I got to the door, I saw it was already cracked open with a glimmer of light trickling out. Pushing it open and seeing no one inside, I went to the steel table where it all started. The two stools made me smile.

      The emptiness of the room didn’t feel different, because every time I was in here, it really just felt like Roman and I were inside alone anyway.

      Looking out of the window, I tapped my fingers against the table softly. The door squeaked behind me, and suddenly, my heart grew faster. The light footsteps grew louder and closer to me. The scent of the same aftershave he’d worn all these years grazed my nose from behind. A grin grew on my face as butterflies swarmed my stomach.

      “Hey… I’m Roman, what’s your name.” My heart was pounding and tears began lining my eyes. He came. He showed up for me. Knowing this was the end of a chapter, but a beginning to a whole new book for us.

      “Hi…” I whispered with a smile, turning slowly on my small stool.

      “Hi, baby…” He smirked.

      “Hi, I’m Piper. Piper Rivers,” I said, suppressing the giggle that tickled my mouth.

      “I’m Roman, Roman Calloway.” The sexy grin on his face made my pulse race, and then he slid over a small folded note. Excitement pooled inside of me as I carefully opened it. My heart slowed and so did my breath. Chills grew without his touch because of the words in front of me…

      Will you marry me? Check one. Three boxes neatly drawn next to the question.

      Yes. Maybe. No.

      My breathing quickened, and I didn’t look at him, I couldn’t. Not yet, because I’d burst into tears if I did, so instead, I picked up the pen he slid over. Circling yes, a thousand times over, and I kissed the note leaving a red lip imprint. Taking a deep breath in, I looked at him carefully. Those tears I had held in, poured out. Roman Calloway was wearing his varsity jacket from Newport University, the same V-neck and jeans he had on our first day of class, and was down on one knee holding the same black box that once held Ring-Pops, except this time, a stunning, large diamond ring sparkled inside.

      “Piper Rivers, will you give me the greatest win of my life by marrying me?”

      Jumping off the stool, I let my palms hold his face, and through my tears, I shouted, “Yes, yes, yes!”

      His eyes glistened as he stood, sliding the stunning ring onto my finger. Taking my face into his strong, calloused hands, he pulled me into him, kissing me as if it were the only thing he’d ever want to do in his life. He whispered against my lips, “I love you so much, Mrs. Calloway.”

      I smiled under our connected lips. “I’m so damn glad that you broke rule number one, Mr. Calloway.”

      In that moment, I was so thankful I had fallen off that stool, and most of all, fallen in love with Roman Calloway. Lifting me up on the smooth, cold lab table, I let my legs fall apart as he pushed my skirt up. Seeing what I was wearing, his eyes widened with a grin that definitely could melt these panties off.

      “Damn, I love you, Cherry.” He unzipped his jeans and laughter grew between us as he gripped my waist. As much as Roman and I had a messy story, I realized life’s messy, and ultimately that’s what makes a story worth telling. We lost ourselves in each other because after all, these were the good old days.
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      Piper

      

      Standing in front of the oversized mirror, I couldn’t help but smile. “You look stunning, girlfriend. Stunning!” Isla came around, gripping my arms from behind.

      I patted her hand gently, “thanks Isla…for everything. For being a friend when I didn’t have any, for rooting for Roman and me when things got tough and most of all for being the sister I never had.” I turned, holding the layers of tulle in my hands.

      “Well, there goes my mascara.” Isla whimpered, as we let out a laugh mixed with emotion.

      “I love you, sis.” She wrapped me in a tight hug. “I’m off to do my Maid of Honor duties, but I’ll see you out there!”

      “Love you, too.” I nodded, giving her hands a quick squeeze.

      Turning back to the mirror, I let my palms brush against the stunning and strapless ivory wedding gown. The bodice was fitted at the top, and the bottom flared out into layers of soft tulle. My dark hair was pinned up in a low, but messy bun, topped with a delicate and breathtaking long veil. My blue eyes were lined carefully, while my lips were painted in blush pink. I touched the large, gorgeous engagement ring on my finger with a smile. It all felt surreal.

      “Ready to go, baby girl?” My dad peeked in. “I’ve never been more ready in my entire life, dad.” I exhaled and loosened my shoulders. Lacing my arm into my dad’s, we turned out.

      The sound of soft music drifted into the salty breeze, as my bare feet walked across the warm, white sand. Rows of our loved ones stood as we made our way down the aisle.

      To him.

      To my groom.

      To my husband.

      To my forever.

      I gripped my fingers tighter into my dad’s arm, as my heart beat began to grow faster, once my eyes met the intoxicating light green ones that began to tear up. I sniffled when he rolled his lips together, knowing he was overcome by emotion. Tucker, Julian, and Bodhi stood behind him, supporting him just like they had always done on and off the field. The three of them beaming proudly.

      Isla was on the other side wiping away tears, as I handed her my bouquet, and my dad kissed my cheek.

      “You better take care of my girl, Calloway…or else.” My dad’s face was serious, but then just as he was about to turn away, he paused and shook Roman’s hand firmly. I knew he trusted Roman with my heart because I did. I would always trust him with my heart.

      I let my hands fall into his, my eyes drifting upward as I blinked quickly, hoping I could contain myself. “Hi beautiful,” he said softly, rubbing my hands carefully. Our eyes locked, and the smile on his face was one I’ll never forget for the rest of my days.

      “Hi, handsome…” My voice shook. Roman was wearing a perfectly fitted tuxedo, his dark hair slightly messy which made my heart flutter because I knew he must have nervously ran his hand through it moments before I came out. His gorgeous eyes stood out against his tanned face while he stood tall with those buff shoulders and strong arms from his hard work and long days as a star NFL quarterback.

      Rubbing my arm, he looked down and grinned even bigger. I followed his line of vision and let out a small laugh. Chills, decorated my arms because Roman Calloway would always have that effect on me, “if only you could see the butterflies in my stomach.” I whispered.

      Together we exchanged our vows and wedding rings. We promised to be there for one another through all of life’s good days and bad days. We promised to never quit because together we were stronger and better. Together we were the best damn team in the world.

      Roman dipped me down as our guests cheered and he kissed me. He kissed his bride in the way that every woman deserves to be kissed in their lifetime and I kissed him back, just the same. I kissed my husband for what felt like the first time, but I knew would be the beginning of a lifetime of these same kisses.

      Locking our hands together, we raced down the aisle as our loved ones threw rose petals all over us and we headed over to our reception.

      Glancing up at my husband, I couldn’t help but feel so much pride. I was madly, and deeply in love with Roman Calloway, the star football player with bright green eyes and a panty-melting smile, who stole my heart and saved me in every way possible. The man who made sure I never, ever felt like a misfit. Because with him, I’d always fit. We’d always fit.

      

      Roman

      

      “I love you so much, Mrs. Calloway,” I leaned in, our fingers intertwined as we swayed and danced to the music. There was a time I told Piper that we were trying to dance together, but the song was different.

      Not now. Now, Piper and I were always dancing to the same song, the same beat, and the same music.

      She looked up at me with those stunning, deep blue eyes that I had seen filled with sadness and pain but also love and hope. The eyes that locked onto mine and made everything else around me disappear.

      “I love you so much, Mr. Calloway.” She licked her bottom lip, as her cheeks filled with pink.

      Looking around, I smiled at every little detail that surrounded us. There was a table that had dispensers full of M&M’s, glass bottles of Diet Coke, pizza catered by the Rossi family from New York, and an ice cream stand with of course cherries to top the sundaes off. There was a table catered by The Café, where we had spent many hours with our friends. The entire event was completely us. Roman and Piper. A tribute to how we grew up together as individuals and most of all as a couple.

      Twirling Piper around, she fell into my chest closer. “I’m so glad you broke rule number one, and took a chance on that dare, Rome.” She scrunched up her nose at me. “I told you Cherry, I don’t play by the rules off of the field, and I’m not one to be scared of a dare.” I grinned down at her.

      It was time to partake in the traditional tossing of the bouquet and garter. I nodded over to Tucker who quickly made his way over with a special item for Piper to sit on.

      “Rome…” she gasped and looked up at me with tears falling down her cheeks. Her hand covered her mouth as she laughed, and cried at the same time.

      The stool from our anatomy lab. Yep. I paid Newport University for that old, wobbly steel stool the day I proposed to Piper and had it stashed away for this very moment.

      Tucker brought it to the center of the dance floor, and gave Piper a quick hug, before giving me a fist bump. Taking my tuxedo jacket off, I rolled my sleeves up and helped my bride onto the stool. Pushing her gown up enough for my head to go under, the crowd around us whistled.

      Under her gown, I gave her inner thigh a quick kiss and bite before letting my teeth sink into the lace garter that was delicately wrapped around her leg. Tugging it down, I pulled my head out and grinned up at Piper who had her hands in my hair. Taking my face in between her palms she giggled, dropping down to kiss me.

      The rest of the night flew by with our friends and family surrounding us, but just like my games when Piper was in my presence, everything and everyone else blurred around us.

      We got to our hotel room. It was the same room we had after the homecoming dance back in college. Lifting her into my arms, I carried her over the threshold with her arms gripping around my neck tightly.

      “I can’t believe we’re married,” she grazed her hand against the scruff on my jawline.

      “I can. I’d have been a fool to not marry the most perfect woman in the world.” I slowly put her down on our bed. Her lips pinched to one side. “Such a heartthrob, Calloway, but I’m not perfect.”

      “I just need a minute,” she averted her eyes and quickly moved to the bathroom. I tore my tux off because moments later, she reappeared and my jaw dropped. She was wearing nothing but my varsity jacket from Newport University, with the curves of her breasts peeking out.

      “Get over here,” I rasped. With a mischievous grin, she took her time strutting over. Standing up, I leaned down, tilting her head up, and parted her mouth with my tongue. “You look so fucking good, baby. So good.” I gripped her bare waist and brought her into me. Kissing her hungrily, she dropped her head back as I licked her entire neck, biting and sucking along the way while I peeled the jacket off and threw it to the side. Her eyes widened as I lifted her with her ass pressing against my forearms, I carried her to the mirror.

      She grinned knowingly, “damn Calloway, I thought you were a nice guy.” She breathed out. “Nah girl, when it comes to fucking you, I don’t play nice.” I bit her lower lip, before pressing her against the mirror. She opened her legs further apart for me, as I pushed inside of her. “Fuck,” I groaned as her muscles tightened around me, sucking me in. My hips moved to give her exactly what she liked; long, and slow strokes, turning into hard and faster thrusts.

      Her nails dug into my back, as she tugged me deeper inside of her, chanting my name over and over again. Pushing one finger into my mouth, I dropped it to her clit as I picked up my pace. “Pipe…” I let my face fall into the crevice of her neck with each breath growing heavier. Her lips parted, as her chest rose and fell quickly, her cheeks flushed with pink, and then she let herself go. Coming on my dick and squeezing around me, I pumped into her until I filled her, “and you thought you weren’t perfect…” I took a deep breath as we collapsed onto the bed, “baby, you’ll always be my perfect.”

      I brought her face into my palms, drawing her closer to mine with our mouths touching, “I’ll love you for the rest of my days, beautiful…forever is still not enough, but it’s a pretty damn good start. You’ll always be my greatest win. Always.” She smiled at me with tears glistening in her eyes. ‘I love you, Rome. Thank you for making me the luckiest girl in the world,” she whispered against my mouth.

      “Being your husband is the cherry on top.” I winked, before pressing my lips against hers. I kissed my gorgeous wife, knowing these were the good old days.
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      Yay! You’re all finished. I hope you enjoyed Misfit! As an author that writes both thrillers and romance I was craving a steamy, yet sweet college romance. I often write stories based on my mood and this story meant so much to me in multiple ways.

      Young love has a special place in my heart considering I married my high school sweetheart, and we went through all the highs and lows that come with discovering, understanding and growing through love at a young age. Especially when we both went to college and a whole new world was in front of us.

      For my husband and I it was truly falling for each other so quickly and with such intensity, which is why I do wholeheartedly believe that instant attraction can become love. There were many hand written love notes exchanged, many chills across my arms and many of the sweet moments you saw with Piper and Roman. I guess I do kiss and tell. I’m thirty-one years old and have been with my husband since I was fifteen so writing a story with some of our own embedded in it was bound to happen. When we’re young, jumping head first into love never seems like a bad idea and I’m glad we did because two toddlers and a golden doodle later we’re still the same two wild teenagers deep down inside.

      Roman Calloway…*swoon* I didn’t want him to just be a book boyfriend, I think he was always intended to be a book husband. I love him and hope you did too. We see that while he’s a sweetheart, he’s still human. He’s jealous and possessive and dare I say that makes him even dreamier. Piper, oh Piper. When Piper came to me, I knew I wanted her to be different. She’s real, and raw. She’s made mistakes while being young and vulnerable, but she also had Roman help carry the baggage she held onto while sorting through it herself. I wanted them to grow up together in so many ways as individuals and as a couple. Making those wild and rash decisions, but also learning along the way. Figuring out what they needed versus what they wanted.

      When I started writing Misfit, I found a new love for college romance and sports romance and look forward to see where this book takes me next. Something tells me there’ll be another story for some of these characters in the future. Here’s to the start of a whole new world within Newport University!

      Thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading a story I loved telling. You can come join my exclusive and private Facebook Reader Group: Monica Arya’s Misfits and find me on Instagram @monicaaryaauthor or hanging out and being silly on TikTok @monicaaryaauthor.

      Sending my love and good vibes!

      If you enjoyed Misfit, please consider leaving a review on Amazon & Goodreads - it means so much to me! XO
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        Official Website: www.monicaarya.com

        Instagram: @monicaaryaauthor

        Facebook Reader Group: Monica Arya’s Misfits Facebook: /monicaaryaauthor

        TikTok: @monicaaryaauthor
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      Romance:

      

      Saved by You – a sizzling hot, age-gap, medical romance.

      Misfit – a steamy but sweet, college sports romance

      

      Thrillers:

      

      Girl in the Reflection – a wild, twisted and chilling psychological thriller.

      Shades of Her – a combination of a domestic and romantic thriller with twists and steam.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Mila and Ari, my beautiful children. You both bring light into darkness, you both bring laughter into every day, and have changed my life in ways I didn’t know was possible. You both are the reason I write, and chase my dreams. The way you both ask me to take your picture holding my books, smiling and beaming with pride makes me believe in myself all that more. Being an author is amazing but nothing beats being your mom. I love you both so much. Always and forever.

      My husband Sunny, our love story was the inspiration of Misfit in so many ways and it was an obvious choice to dedicate it to you. I love you so much and am proud of us for building the beautiful life we have which started when we were just two fifteen year old kids. I’m so honored to preserve a piece of us within these words. But most of all I’m honored to be yours….only yours.

      Mom & Pop, thank you for always motivating me, encouraging me, and loving me endlessly. I can’t even begin to express the gratitude I feel for you both. I love you Mom and Pop!

      My older brother, Neal, thank you for your help with checking every football detail and the laughter in between. You always keep it real and you’re an amazing big brother.

      My amazing friends that I cherish dearly. Each one of you is so special to me and I am beyond grateful for the support and kindness. Jessica M, Gabby, Cristina, Corey, Dani, Allyson, Jessica W, Kori,  Kristien, Suny, Caroline, and Rosie, you all have been a group of friends I consider myself lucky to have. Thank you for being beautiful human beings inside and out and supporting me as I go between two different genres. Cristina, a special thank you for being there early on with helping me make sure Misfit was what I wanted it to be. I appreciate you, my friend. My sweet friend, Caitlin, thank you for being a wonderful friend and understanding this wild journey so well. Our conversations and friendship mean so much to me. My entire tribe of author friends, my wonderful ARC team, the bookstagrammers, booktokers and book bloggers thank you for your endless support and kindness. I am so grateful!!

      To my wonderful readers who take the time to read stories I love telling and connecting with me. I appreciate you all so much, thank you from the bottom of my heart. My love and gratitude, always. Thank you for making my dreams come true!! XOXO

    

  

cover1.jpeg
MONICA ARYA










images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg






