
[image: Cover: Unloved, by Peyton Corinne. Author of Unsteady. 'Earnest, raw and sexy' Elena Armas.]



PRAISE FOR UNLOVED


“Earnest, raw, and sexy, Unloved brims with tenderness and heart. In her sophomore novel, Corinne delivers the college romance of my dreams. This is more than a love story; it’s a journey of self-discovery, a beautiful coming-of-age, and a song about healing and being seen for all those pieces you hide. To be loved really is to be seen, and I guarantee you’ll find pieces of yourself in Ro, Freddy, and the rest of the gang at Waterfell.”

—Elena Armas, New York Times bestselling author of The Fiancé Dilemma

“Peyton Corinne’s storytelling is unmatched! Unloved is an angsty, sexy, emotional journey that left me breathless.”

—Farrah Rochon, New York Times bestselling author of The Dating Playbook

“Unloved absolutely overflows with rich emotion and utter sexiness. I was so engrossed in witnessing Ro and Freddy make their way toward a love they both deserved that I devoured it in one sitting, and then mourned the fact that it was over. Peyton Corinne navigates delicate themes with grace and empathy, and has created a cast of series characters that are so easy to root for. Don’t let the title fool you—I loved everything about this book.”

—Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of You, with a View and The Ex Vows

“Peyton Corinne delivers another slap shot with this college hockey romance. A love story brimming with well-rounded, nuanced characters that keep you hooked and wanting more—with the signature Peyton Corinne heartache wrapped in a happy ending.”

—Bal Khabra, USA Today bestselling author of Collide

“Achey and deeply sweet, with heaps of profound moments, Unloved will chip away at your heart but leave you with a beautiful new mosaic from the pieces by the end. I love how this author weaves serious issues into her characters’ lives and gives them such well-earned love in spite of them. I’ll read anything Peyton writes.”

—Tarah DeWitt, USA Today bestselling author of Savor It

“Unloved is a gorgeous coming-of-age story about finding love where you least expect it. Emotional, raw, and full of poignant lessons about seeing and being seen even when we think we don’t deserve it—Corinne is a force to be reckoned with.”

—Lana Ferguson, USA Today bestselling author of The Nanny
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For AK.

Just in case you don’t know the impact your gentle, steadfast friendship has made on me over the last decade, this one is for you.

Our friendship wasn’t founded in grief, but it was grown in it. I think that makes it immeasurably stronger.




PLAYLIST


	Jump Rope Gazers • The Beths

	Lollipop • Lil Wayne feat. Static Major

	Casual • Chappell Roan

	mirrorball • Taylor Swift

	Wet Dream • Wet Leg

	My Honest Face • Inhaler

	LOVE • Kendrick Lamar feat. Zacari

	tolerate it • Taylor Swift

	Pool House • The Backseat Lovers

	don’t worry, you will • lovelytheband

	striptease • carwash

	Motion Sickness • Phoebe Bridgers

	Reflections • MisterWives

	Linger • The Cranberries

	This Side of Paradise • Coyote Theory

	broken • lovelytheband

	There She Goes • The La’s

	Take Care • Beach House

	The Smallest Man Who Ever Lived • Taylor Swift

	complex (demo) • Katie Gregson-MacLeod

	Cool About It • boygenius

	Young Folks • Peter Bjorn and John

	Dreamer (Stripped Down) • Mokita, Kaptan

	House Song • Searows

	Chiquitita • ABBA

	Good Looking • Suki Waterhouse

	ceilings • Lizzy McAlpine

	I Can’t Handle Change • Roar

	You Could Start a Cult • Niall Horan

	Dizzy on the Comedown • Turnover

	Scary Love • The Neighbourhood

	Gasoline • The Weeknd

	Hot • Cigarettes After Sex

	The Sunshine • Manchester Orchestra

	As I’m Fading Into You • Blevins

	Daddy Issues • The Neighbourhood

	Falling • Harry Styles

	Smoke Signals • Phoebe Bridgers

	Big Jet Plane • Angus & Julia Stone

	Driver’s Seat • Madds Buckley

	Glue • Nat & Alex Wolff

	We Don’t Have to Take Our Clothes Off • Ella Eyre

	You’re Somebody Else • flora cash

	Liability • Lorde

	Quiet, The Winter Harbor • Mazzy Star

	I’m in Love • Jelani Aryeh

	Fearless (Taylor’s Version) • Taylor Swift

	I Don’t Wanna Wait Til Christmas • Summer Camp

	Kissing in Swimming Pools • Holly Humberstone

	The Very First Night (Taylor’s Version) • Taylor Swift

	Touch • Sleeping at Last

	Keep Driving • Harry Styles

	You’re Gonna Go Far • Noah Kahan

	Sure Of • Caamp

	So High School • Taylor Swift

	Jump Rope Gazers • The Beths

	Forever • Noah Kahan






PROLOGUE Freshman Year—“The Night He Doesn’t Remember” Ro

I can be whoever I want to be.

I repeat the mantra in my head three more times before opening my eyes and giving myself another slow once-over in our stuffy dorm bathroom mirror.

I can be whoever I want to be.

Again, I say it as I run my hands over the tight black tank with wispy straps and the black denim skirt, pulling both down again, as if there is any material left to cover my exposed belly button and above-average-length legs. The urge to change again is overwhelming, but…

I can be whoever I want to be.

But I feel hot. I feel powerful and beautiful.

There’s a knock at the door, and then, “You okay?” muttered in a bored tone through the thin wood.

I swing it open with a confident smile, flicking a few harshly straightened pieces of hair over my shoulder.

“What do you think?” I ask, eyes bouncing across the effortless sex appeal of my new roommate.

Self-consciously, I look down at myself just as she does, because next to Sadie Brown, I’m starting to think I might as well tattoo VIRGIN across my forehead.

The girl is tiny and muscular, strong legs and an ass I’d kill for currently wrapped in leather, a baby blue corset brightening her pale skin. Even her makeup—eyes darkened with perfect winged eyeliner and ruby-red lips—makes me feel a bit like a kid who smeared some of her mom’s glitter on her eyelids before getting caught.

“You look gorgeous,” she says, then without a second glance she’s already focused on her phone, absorbed in whomever she’s rapidly texting. It stings a little, as it has a million times in the last month since we met on move-in day. But I’m determined I can get her to like me. She’ll be my friend.

I can be whoever I want to be.

“Ready?”

I smile again, bright and hopeful, even though she doesn’t return it.

“Yeah,” I breathe. “I’m ready.”



I’m overwhelmed in minutes, but in the best way, vibrating with excitement. I feel my spine loosening like a snake charmed by the intoxicating energy around me. Music thumps so loudly I can feel it in my heels, shaking me with the movement as I stumble blindly behind Sadie through the crowd—desperate to keep up with her, even though she won’t hold my hand.

I don’t need her to hold my hand. I’m not a child.

A body shoves into me, knocking my shoulder hard enough that I stumble off my overly high heels and into a wall. The guy apologizes and tries to smile at me, but I push past him, desperate to keep up with my roommate.

We stop short, standing by the entrance into the main room where everyone is either sitting on couches or dancing in a way that’s making my face hot watching it.

My stomach twists with a mixture of want and anxiety.

“You doing okay?” Sadie asks as a massive body brushes behind her and she elbows him off her with a grunted curse.

“Yeah,” I say, feeling a bit like I’m shouting. “This is cool.”

She nods and scans me again, and my neck feels hot, self-consciousness kicking up at her observation.

I can be whoever I want to be.

Flicking my hair over my shoulder, I smile brighter.

“Do you want a drink?” I ask.

“I’ll be right back,” she says at the same time, her words and voice drowning mine out easily.

“Where are you going?” I try to ask casually, but I’m gripping her wrist tightly, a life vest in the sea of bodies around me.

She pointedly looks down at where I’m holding her, and I let go.

“I’m gonna follow that one.” She points to the captain of the football team, whom I’ve seen on posters around school. He’s a senior, big and handsome and way too popular for freshmen like us.

But he’s also looking at Sadie like she’s his next meal.

“To the bathroom, but it won’t take long. Just wait here, okay?”

I want to say no, it’s not okay. That even though she didn’t promise it, I thought it was girl code not to leave your friend behind. I don’t know anyone here or what I’m doing, and I’ve never had a sip of alcohol before.

I wanted this night to be different. I wanted to be different.

But again, I’m left standing on the sidelines.

“Okay.” I smile brightly, tucking my hair that’s already started to frizz into curls from the humidity behind my ears. “It’s fine. I’ll wait here.”

Sadie’s gone before I even finish the sentence, working the guy like she isn’t a foot shorter than him. She barely has to say a word; he just follows her eagerly as they disappear into the darkened hall.

I’m alone, and all the bliss, that floaty feeling I chased earlier, sours in my stomach as I sink against the wall.

My eyes flit across the room, seeing directly into the stuffed kitchen where a makeshift bar has been set up. I want to ask for something to drink, but I have no idea what to say.

I want to let loose, but I’m not sure how.

Frustrated, I blow out a breath and do what I know best: people watching.

There’s a group of girls who look friendly enough, but it took me nearly a month to work up the courage to ask my own roommate to hang out. Standing together, they’re all pretty girls with cool outfits and makeup that looks professionally done.

I want to compliment them, but my tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth.

The lights are off, and some weak blue and white strobes hung haphazardly from the corners of the room flicker across the crowd in a continuous, sweeping motion. It makes everything almost surreal.

One couple in the messy, twirling sea of bodies draws my attention like a spotlight. They’re moving to the beat sensually, like a scene out of a movie, his hands playing along her waist as she presses side to side, back and forth into him. His hand picks up her silky hair as his chin dips into her neck and he presses a few kisses up to her ear.

It’s nearly pornographic, and my neck and face feel a little like they’re burning.

A good burn, one I don’t want to stop. One I want to feel, explore for myself.

I can be whoever I want to be.

The boy tilts his head at me and smiles, as if he’s caught me with my hand in the cookie jar. A lopsided grin that screams trouble of the best kind.

He whispers something to her before letting go, and the girl finds herself spinning into a new set of arms, continuing to dance with them. Just as sensual and jaw-droppingly beautiful. But I’m distracted by the boy now prowling toward me.

Except he takes a hard right toward a different side of the room.

The group he joins is a little rowdier, standing around a table lined with shots, tall cans of different colors clasped in their hands.

It’s a group of six or seven guys, a few girls sporadically hanging on to them. All tall and muscular, handsome in a way that’s almost daunting. They’re playing a game, some of them half dancing to the thumping bass of Lil Wayne’s “Lollipop,” while their eyes stay keen on the setup before them. Somehow lackadaisical yet harshly competitive.

They’re larger than life, and I accidentally stare a bit too long because I cannot physically remove my attention from that same damn guy. And he’s looking at me, too.

This time he’s in the light more, and I can really see him.

Even better, as he makes his way toward me.

Golden hair shorn short on the sides and slightly tousled on top, as if he knows exactly how to style it. He’s got those smile lines that cut his cheeks like carvings in marble, glittering emerald eyes as he grins wider and invades my space. I’m almost certain he can feel my heart beating in time with the music.

“Want a drink?” he yells, but I barely hear him over the pounding noise around us.

My face must be the color of my roommate’s seemingly permanent lipstick, but I nod.

“Great. I have an extra,” he says, lifting the small plastic cup.

Instead of handing it to me, he loops his arm over my shoulder and stalks behind me.

I grab his arm out of pure fear instinct, eyes wide as I look at the shot.

“I don’t know if I can do that.” I gesture with my head toward the gleaming drink that flashes blue and amber under the strobing lights. I look up at him, for reassurance or to stare at his gorgeous face, I’m not sure.

He smirks, lifting his hand to lick a drop of alcohol that’s sloshed out and down his hand. His tongue is slow, eyes bright, and I realize this is a bad idea.

“Don’t worry,” he says into my ear this time so I can hear. “You can take it.”

My eyes roll back a little, feet shuffling as I regain my balance.

He’s way too advanced for me. I need to try a freshman meet and greet, or one of those Super Smash video game parties—the guys there are hopefully more my speed.

I need training wheels. This guy is full throttle on the Circuit de Monaco, no way for me to slow him down.

But before I can back out, his other hand wraps around my neck, tilting my chin up, his palm warm against my throat as he lowers my head back into the cradle of his arm.

His fingers scald my chin, his palm gentle on my throat. It would be easy to step away, to say no and slip beneath the loose hold he has around my shoulders. But I don’t want to. I want this.

I can be whoever I want to be.

“Open,” he whispers, the command more like a taunt, but his eyes are still twinkling.

He’s the most beautiful boy I’ve ever seen.

Will he kiss me like this? God, I want to feel his lips—they look like pillows.

Pulling myself together, heading off the blush my indecent thoughts are causing, I open my mouth and he pours the fiery liquid down my throat. At first I’m worried I’ll gag or spit it out because it burns—but my eyes stay locked on his, on the strange pride gleaming there as he bites his lip and continues to slowly pour until the plastic cup is empty.

I close my eyes for a second, pressing my lips together tightly before I realize some of it’s leaking from the corners of my mouth.

He doesn’t let me go but tilts my head toward him as he slowly licks the drops of amber liquid from the corner of my lips. I can smell the heady mix of his cologne with the scent of alcohol for a moment,

before—

He kisses me.

Oh God. I let out an embarrassingly loud moan, thankfully drowned out by the music. His tongue is in my mouth.

His arms loop around my waist, and he tugs me tight against his body.

I barely have time to think, not that I could if I tried, because my first kiss being on the tail end of my first shot of alcohol is making me dizzy, my head swimming and fingers numb.

I stumble a little, and he keeps his hands on my lower back as he lets me fall gently against the wall. I don’t even remember how or when he switched our positions.

“Whoa,” I whisper. He smiles broadly and nods a little, like he agrees. “I— um—”

“Freddy!” a deep voice shouts.

His brow furrows, like he’s been jerked away from a dreamy daze, and he turns to look over his right shoulder toward the full table, all watching us now.

“I told you, it’s gonna be Matty.”

A burly, auburn-haired man shucks his arm around my first kiss’s shoulders and shakes him—which jostles me slightly as well, since his hands are still burning twin brands into the bare skin of my waist.

“You don’t pick the nicknames, Freddy,” he says. “We do. Now, let’s go out back—we’re gonna play one last beer pong game before heading out. We’ve still got practice in the morning.”

The intruder slips from our bubble, and I’m still staring, openmouthed, up at Freddy-maybe-Matty.

“I like Freddy.” The words spill from my mouth, breathy and quiet. But he hears me and smiles wide, tucking his head into my neck with a kiss and a lick that nearly makes me shout. He sucks lightly before pulling back, only after squeezing me around the middle and lifting me just off the floor.

“I like you,” he says with a smirk, reddened eyes glittering like green stars as he sets me down and starts to back away. “What’s your name?”

“Okay,” I say without thinking. “And it’s Ro.”

“Okay, Ro.” He smiles again, backing away until the only part of him touching me is his hand in mine, drawing me back toward the crowded table with him.

We play beer pong, which mostly consists of Freddy patiently teaching me how to play, despite his friends’ protests. Then, as most of the group disperses, Freddy stays by my side. Our heads are pressed together as we whisper random comments about the partygoers milling about, people watching.

His phone rings, the noise loud and intrusive. He peeks down at the screen.

“Oh, um—” His entire expression sobers, and he pushes off the brick wall we’ve been leaning against. He looks flustered, almost frightened. “I need to take this. I’ll come back and get you, okay? Just, don’t move.”

He stumbles into the table and knocks over a few drinks but doesn’t bat an eye before he’s headed toward a quiet spot to take the call.

I don’t move, even as giddiness and joy threaten to force my limbs to swing and dance.

I don’t move, even when Sadie comes back—looking exactly as perfect as she did before, not a hair out of place. Meanwhile, the senior quarterback following her looks thoroughly mussed, breathing hard like he completed a full triathlon with no training.

I don’t move while Sadie gets three more shots of Fireball, which I find I love the taste of, but hate the instant swimming feeling in my chest.

I don’t move as we wait and wait until the party slowly dwindles.

I don’t move when my heart starts to hurt. Not until Sadie convinces me to go with the most sympathetic look she’s given me since we became roommates.

“I’m a little embarrassed,” I finally tell her as we walk back to our dorm. “I just thought… I don’t know what I thought.”

Sadie smiles at me as I walk past her. “You thought he wanted you. Don’t be embarrassed. It happens to me all the time.”

I stop short and Sadie follows, both of us turning to face each other.

“Really?”

Sadie furrows her brow, the same displeased expression she usually has. “All the time. I mean, finding a boy at a drunken frat party or a bar is a gamble, Ro. Like, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“But you do it all the time.” The alcohol makes my lips a little looser and I admit, “I just want to be normal.”

Sadie grabs my hand—it’s the first time she’s reached for me, and she gets me to walk close enough that she can wrap an arm around my waist.

“Wrong roommate for you if you want normal. My life is kind of a shit show— But, honestly, no one is normal. Normal is stupid, okay? Just be whoever you are.”

“I don’t know who I am.”

“No one does. Just—” She huffs like she’s annoyed with me, but I’m starting to realize that’s how Sadie Brown is. “Just, do what you want and fuck anyone who says you can’t, okay? If you want to party, do it. But if you don’t want to, don’t.”

We’ve reached the dorms by the time she stops talking. There are a few loiterers outside, kissing or laughing or eating fast food, the smell making my mouth water, and I have to resist the sudden urge to beg Sadie to go to Taco Bell.

Turns out I don’t have to, as I watch Sadie waltz up to a boisterous group of boys by the fountain in the center of the quad. Of course she struts straight up to the most handsome one—not a moment of insecurity or hesitation.

The tall blond one smiles when he spots her, and pulls her in for a quick hug, which she shoves out of quickly, taking the bag of food from The Chick—which definitely closed hours ago—from his hand.

“Hang out soon?” I hear him say as she starts back toward me.

“Maybe,” she calls over her shoulder before giving me a look that screams absolutely not.

I wait until we’re back safe in our little dorm, sitting on twin beds opposite each other, before I ask exactly how she does it—so brazenly goes after whatever she wants, especially with boys.

Sadie’s expression shifts, her perpetual frown sinking deeper before she puts her half-eaten food back into the bag and sets it aside.

“I mean…” I hurry to explain. “You seem so confident. You sleep with whoever you want.”

“It’s not a crime,” she snaps. “I enjoy sex, just like everyone else.”

My stomach sinks. “Right.” Somewhere in my head an alarm sounds virgin over and over. Can’t she hear it?

“Are you asking me for advice?” she says, but her tone has lost none of its heat. “Because if so, I’ve only got one thing I can give you. Don’t be like me. Don’t even want to be like me. Okay? You’re pretty and I’m sure you’re smart, and trust me, you can be whoever you want to be.”

“But I think you’re great.” The words come out unbidden and I blush, a little embarrassed. It’s like I’m wearing a sign that says I Want to be Your Friend So Badly.

“Well, don’t.”

Her voice cracks slightly and my brow furrows, wondering if she might cry. My arms tingle, ready to hold her, to hug her if she needs one. Like real friends do.

But instead, she straightens and slips off her bed, stepping over to the mini fridge to save her probably already stale food.

Our fragile camaraderie from the night disappears like smoke in the wind. She turns off the lamp and goes to sleep. There is so much anger in her small body; she carries herself like she’s always ready for a fight. It makes my chest hurt.

Trying to sleep, I close my eyes and picture Freddy-maybe-Matty, the happy smile across his face, the sound of his voice, the warmth of his skin. I touch my lips again, swearing they still feel swollen from his kiss.




CHAPTER 1 Senior Year—End of July, Present Day Ro

“Give it to Ro.”

I stop short, pausing to survey the open office space filled with the other teaching assistants and tutors for our department. The toe of my sneaker kicks against the moderately heavy door again, managing to hold it open long enough that I can slip through without dropping the giant stack of papers currently blanketing my arms.

Not one of the boys I work with offers to help. No one even bats an eye at my struggle as I plop the over-full folders onto my clean desk space.

It’s quiet, but it always is during summer semester—especially finals week—which is why I always opt to come back early. That and the desperate itching need to get back that seems to plague me beginning early July.

“Give me what?”

Rodger, one of the other tutors in our department, tosses me the folder in his hands while Tyler, my boyfriend of two years now, slinks behind me and rests his head on my shoulder, playing with the ends of my hair.

“Rodger doesn’t want his student.” Tyler laughs, pressing a kiss into my hair. I bristle and freeze, because the last time we spoke over the phone he told me we definitely weren’t together.

Tyler and I met my sophomore year, my first year as a tutor in my declared major. I’d come to Waterfell knowing I wanted to study biomedical sciences, but not sure of what track to follow. A year above me, Tyler was my mentor and guide for my first year of tutoring.

I looked up to him because he was successful and smart and well respected in our classes. And he relentlessly pursued me—extravagantly, publicly. Flowers before classes, surprising me with lunch at work, offering me rides to and from Brew Haven—and this was all before we ever started dating.

The romantic in me swooned, thrilled that I would finally have the affection I’d always dreamed of. But somewhere along the way, things changed.

“I think we should keep it casual. Keep our options open.”

His words from our phone call last weekend ring in my ears like a distant alarm I’m content to ignore.

“Good morning, babe. Welcome to the lair of complaining and being pussies.”

His hands stretch out, like he’s introducing our office to the HGTV at-home viewers.

“Shove it, Donaldson,” Rodger snaps, seemingly more agitated than usual.

Surprisingly, I like him most out of the group. Possibly because I live with someone who has a perpetual anger problem, and she’s my best friend.

“Morning,” I say, a little distracted as I flip open the file and look at the sample papers before me. My eyes scan the words quickly, brow furrowing. “These look copied. Like… word for word. Are they all plagiarized?”

“Every word,” Rodger sighs, rubbing his eyes and sinking into a chair at the group table in the center of our circle of desks.

“He used to pull that shit with me all the time. That’s why I dumped him off on you last year,” Tyler says, shoving Rodger lightly as he moves toward his own workspace.

“I can’t work with that guy anymore,” Rodger says, mumbling into his hands as he rubs his face and combs back through his messy dark hair. “I had him all last semester, and this summer has killed me. Please, Ro, take him off my hands.”

I bite my lip for a moment, sliding my hip against the counter and resting the papers atop it. “Summer is about to close—and besides, I think I have a full stack for fall already.”

Tyler hands out coffees from a tray, and I eye him the entire time. When he spots me looking, he rubs the back of his neck. “Sorry, I didn’t know what you’d want.”

I order the same exact thing every time, no matter the weather—an iced dirty chai—and we’ve been dating for years, but I give a light smile.

“It’s fine. I’ll grab one at work.”

“I figured.” He smiles, walking over and pressing me into the counter. Another kiss before he straightens up. “No way she’ll take it.”

“Ro’ll take it. She’s the best tutor we have—better than all of us, right?” Mark—another tutor, and Tyler’s closest friend here—says, stretching and spinning in his swivel chair at his desk.

It’s not a compliment. In fact, it’s the opposite.

If I’m asking questions, then I’m trying to get help or sympathy. I’m weak. But if I’m confident in my skills, then I think I’m better than everyone else.

“I have more students this semester than I know what to do with. And I don’t specialize in dyslexia or dyscalculia.”

“He’s got ADHD, too,” Rodger says unhelpfully.

“Can’t be that hard.” Tyler smirks, leaning to look at the papers I’ve now started to spread across the counter. “Jesus Christ. He knows how to read, right? Some of these copy-paste paragraphs aren’t even, like, in the same universe of relatability.”

I grab a cinnamon bagel off the table, a gift from our head professor, I’m sure, and start smothering it with cream cheese as I look back at a few of the more recent papers. It’s almost like whoever it is isn’t trying.

“A hundred bucks says he doesn’t know how to read,” Mark says before his eyes scan me and he laughs. “A thousand if Ro takes him and he passes the semester above a 2.75.”

“I didn’t say—”

“I’ll take that,” Tyler shouts over me, reaching to grab Mark’s hand. “I’ll raise another thousand that he tries to fuck her first.”

“Tyler,” I choke out, eyebrows at my hairline. “Don’t be gross.”

He shrugs, but there’s something terrifying in the smile still spread across his face.

“Wait till you see who it is,” he says to me before turning to the boys around him. “No way she even takes it when she sees the name—”

Whatever he says next is drowned out underneath the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears. I almost spit out the bite of bagel already in my mouth, which is suddenly impossible to chew.

Matthew Fredderic.

He might as well be a mythical creature to all of us. They might talk about him like he’s the dirt beneath the soles of their newly purchased loafers, but for four years they’ve envied him as much as I’ve inexcusably pined over him.

Me and over half the campus.

I push back from the table, silently begging whatever higher power exists that my inadvertent reaction to him—perpetual blushing—doesn’t happen right now. I’ll never hear the end of it.

I spin back toward Tyler and the entire staff room.

“I’m not—”

“Come on, Ro. He’s not going to bite.”

“Yeah,” Tyler says, barely restraining the laughter in his eyes. “He’s gonna try to put his dick in her.”

“Make sure he uses protection, Donaldson,” Mark laughs. “Don’t wanna raise Fredderic’s baby who’s just as retar—”

“Stop,” I snap, spine straightening. “Use that word again and I’m reporting you.” Again, I want to say. Because I have reported him already, for his use of language and slurs. But no one has done a thing about it.

The cacophony of their ooo’s grates on my ears like gunshots.

“I’m so scared,” Mark sneers.

I wait, again—and seemingly endlessly—for Tyler to notice the way Mark speaks to me. Instead of disgust or anger, he only shows mild annoyance—but not for Mark, for me.

“Just… I don’t know, take my closing meeting with him and see if you can handle it,” Rodger sighs, handing me the other file in his hands. “This is his work from the summer. Maybe you can make sense of what the hell he should do, since he has to pass to maintain his eligibility.”

Eligibility to play hockey, he means, because Matt Fredderic is a star campus wide.

The Waterfell University hockey team is one of the top in the nation, for ten-plus years running now. After making it to the Frozen Four last year, Waterfell poured even more money into the sports budget—hockey, specifically.

Posters and cutouts line our campus, displaying the gleaming faces of the players: the handsome golden boy hockey captain Rhys Koteskiy; the stoic pillar of a goalie, Bennett Reiner; and the hypnotizing, crooked playboy grin of Matthew Fredderic—affectionately nicknamed Freddy. Top goal-scorer two years in a row, instigator extraordinaire, and currently signed to play with Dallas.

All bits of information I don’t need to know—probably shouldn’t know.

But once upon a time I’d severely crushed on the left winger and read every article or post about him. Embarrassingly followed his social media and saved ridiculous edits of him fans made on social media.

And yet shockingly, I had no idea he’d needed tutoring help, let alone in my department.

“Did he pass Sumnter, at least?” I ask, flipping through the stack of biology tests quickly, barely holding in a wince at the harsh red markings.

“Nope.” Rodger sits back at the table, sipping on his iced black coffee that I’m tempted to steal from his grip. “But he’s gonna have Tinley this time around.”

Dr. Carmen Tinley, our College of Science and Mathematics tutoring department supervisor, as well as the woman we are all desperate to impress for a spot on her graduate cohort for advanced biomedical sciences. She takes on the three highest performing students for the spring semester of her intensive program, and there are seven of us competing for the spot.

Beyond that, there’s a part of me that idolizes her. She’s one of only two women who teach within my major, and she’s friendly with her students—different from Dr. Khabra, who is reserved and often brutal in her grading and teaching practices. Where students are scared—albeit impressed—by Khabra’s brilliance, Tinley is approachable and warm.

“C’mon, RoRo,” my maybe-boyfriend whispers into my ear, dropping his voice. “Do this for us, and I’ll let us try something off the list tonight, yeah?”

My cheeks heat.

It’s stupid now, how easily he dangles the carrot—how much he knows that I want to cross another item off my Sexy College Bucket List that has sat abandoned for years now.

I almost threw it away a few times, but the sentimentality of it—remembering how Sadie and I became friends over cheap boxed wine, writing everything I’d ever wanted to do but never said aloud onto the foam board, using her dark lipstick collection to leave kiss prints all over the white. Remembering how Tyler and I giggled under cool floral sheets as we held each other’s sweaty palms and checked off “lose my virginity” together a year ago, before he covered my body with his in my twin bed and made me feel like something precious.

Remembering how his promises to help me check off each item slowly turned to taunts and jokes.

Remembering how that list has sat, collecting dust for the last year, half empty.

Just like me.

“Off my list?” I can’t keep the wonder out of my voice.

He huffs into my neck. “Yeah, babe. Anything you want.” It’s all teasing, a little mocking, but I grin and bear it because the truth is I really, really want to try it.

“O-okay.”



“So you’re back together then?”

I shrug, feeling Sadie’s words drop like a weight into my stomach. “I mean, technically we never broke up, I guess.”

It’s just after 3 p.m. on a Thursday inside Brew Haven, the coffee shop off campus we both work at part-time, as I help Sadie close, her brothers playing games on my iPad while we clean up. She seems a little more tense than she usually does, but I know things are harder for her now that she’s meeting with the lawyer she hired to gain custody of her brothers.

“That’s bullshit,” she spits, causing Liam to burst into a fit of giggles.

“You said a curse, Sissy,” he says happily. She rolls her eyes at him but tosses a crumpled dollar onto the table with a smirk and musses his hair as we walk past them toward the back.

“He blocked you on everything and yelled at you where we work.” Sadie keeps her voice low, but her words bite.

I swallow down the lump in my throat at the memory of it, the embarrassment of his screaming and the way our cook, Luis, and his older brother, Alex, who managed the restaurant next door, had to stop him and throw him out.

“I know.” I nod. “And he apologized—but we didn’t…” I close my eyes and rub my temples. “Tyler doesn’t want us to jump right back into being together. For now, we’re going to be friends and see if we can sort out our issues. We’re going to keep it casual.”

“Right. Casual.” Sadie rolls her eyes, but there’s a look there that’s more sympathy than annoyance. “Tyler wants you on the back burner while he goes to that stupid conference this weekend and does whatever he wants to do. But once school’s back in, he’s going to be trying to get back together with you.”

I don’t say anything. I start to lightly rub the building pressure in my chest.

Because she’s right. He does this every year, so he can go play single at the stupid pre-med conference and fool around with the same girl from Princeton who is clearly smarter and prettier and “higher class” than me—whatever that means.

Trying desperately to slow the train of thought, I spin and start to scrub the near-permanent stains beneath the lip of the espresso machine.

“Ro,” she whispers. “I’m sorry.”

This I hate even more. Because my best friend—one of my only friends—is worried about hurting my feelings in her defense of me. She’s the one friend I’ve made in the last three years who has stayed with me, through the ups and downs, through Tyler’s behavior and my mini breakdowns.

And I know Sadie enough now to know she won’t leave.

Loyal to a fault, like me.




CHAPTER 2 Freddy

I’m going to kill him.

I let out a groan of pure pain from my killer headache, only made worse by the classical music blaring through the house, currently only occupied by me and my awake-and-active-at-the-crack-of-dawn goalie, Bennett Reiner.

“Reiny, please,” I cry into my pillow, flopping onto my back and covering my entire face and ears.

As if the heavens have heard my plea, the music cuts off and I sigh, until my door abruptly opens, letting in a tall, leggy blonde in one of my shirts and nothing else. Her face is flushed, her back pressed to the now-closed door as if she’s hiding.

“Morning, Candice,” I drawl. “You wouldn’t happen to be the thing that woke the bear downstairs, huh?”

“He was not happy that I went down there,” she sighs, depositing two yellow sports drinks and two bottles of water onto the bed. “But worth it.”

“I’ll say.” I grab one of the bottles and drain it almost instantly, smirking at the way she seems to need the rehydration as much as I do.

Knowing she’s pleased, that she had a good time, is enough to cancel the bad mood and headache Bennett’s annoying morning routine started.

She sips lightly on the remnants of her water bottle for a moment before gathering her stuff into a little pile, slipping her own clothes back on and tossing my shirt into the obvious dirty pile in the corner of my “organized mess” of a room.

“Headed out?” I ask, not bothering to put anything on as I stand fully naked and stretch my arms out with a yawn. Her gaze tracks over my body again, hovering longer on the morning wood I’m sporting as I strut toward the small en suite bathroom.

“Unfortunately, I’ve got Panhellenic meetings all afternoon. But this was fun.”

“Fun?” I say, reaching for her waist and spinning her until I’m pressed to her again, my nose running along her jaw. The burst of her giggle feels like praise, and I want to bask in it. But it’s still not enough. “Just fun? I think I can do better than that if you stay for a little.”

Her gaze fuzzes over but she smirks, shoving away from the heat of my body and gathering her purse.

“It was more than fun the first time, Freddy,” she says, blowing me a kiss. “You’re incredible. I’ll see you around?”

Biting down on the desperate response waiting to roll off my tongue, which I know will come across as pathetic, I try not to bristle too much at her departure.

Maybe if you’d done better, she’d stick around. You’re off your game.

I salute her with two fingers before heading into the bathroom to wash off the night’s activities before my preseason check-in with the full coaching staff.



“Rhys comes back this week,” is the first sentence Bennett has granted me all morning. I talked nonstop as we ate one of his quick breakfasts over the countertop, and again as we rode to the arena in his truck, but the surly giant didn’t grant me even one active-listening sentiment the entire way. I might as well have been talking to a brick wall.

I want to razz him over this stoic silence, but I know that Bennett doesn’t joke about our captain, his best friend, Rhys Koteskiy.

I’d like to say I’m part of a trio, but I’m the third wheel if anything. Reiner and Koteskiy have been skating side by side since they were in diapers. Private hockey academies, retired NHL player dads—who also happen to be iconic best friends—Bennett and Rhys are as tightly bound without being blood-related as two people can possibly be.

“Have you guys talked?”

“No. He texted me a heads-up.” He clenches the steering wheel a little harder. “Fucking stupid,” he grumbles beneath his breath.

Our captain took a brutal hit on the ice during the Frozen Four last spring, delivered by defenseman Toren Kane, known throughout the NCAA as a complete psychopath. The guy should’ve been barred from team eligibility after his performance at Junior Worlds. Still, he managed to stay on a team while continuing to wreak havoc, throwing illegal hits and fighting, going as far as getting removed from two teams in the last three years.

The hit had nearly killed Rhys; he left the game in an ambulance, and besides the occasional “He’s fine” from our coach or Rhys’s parents, we hadn’t heard from him since.

I knew he probably needed the space—that, or he was hurt badly enough he might not come back. But Bennett took Rhys’s icing us out harder, because Rhys wasn’t just his captain.

His best friend had completely shut him out. For four months.

“Well, that’s good. We need him.”

Going through our usual preseason activities felt a little wrong without our fearless leader. And after having to opt out of summer intensive camp with the guys for academic recovery classes, I’m antsy to get back on the fucking ice.

Being back in the Waterfell Arena makes my entire mood lighter.

Until Coach Harris decides to burst all my bubbles with his withering look as I take a seat across from him in his office.

The two assistant coaches left before I entered, which nearly made me want to spew up my breakfast as the sinking feeling that I’d done something wrong settled in my gut.

“Coach.” I nod, bouncing my knee and rubbing my hands together. “Good summer?”

“Got to spend some time with my wife uninterrupted by a bunch of hormonal adolescents, so yeah, pretty good,” Coach Harris says dryly.

“Right.” I laugh, but the nerves make it choppy and short.

It doesn’t help when Coach sighs, long and loud.

“Listen, Fredderic—”

“Last name only.” I cut him off, grinning widely. “Guess that means I really did something wrong.”

He shakes his head. “I talked to Gavins. Heard you didn’t reach out to him, or the agent I sent you the contact for.”

Fuck.

Jeff Gavins, the GM for the Dallas Stars, the NHL team I’m signed with. Coach Harris has been on my ass about getting in touch with him and the agent he set me up with, trying to give me an early out. I know it’s because he sees how much of a struggle the academic side of college is for me, but it’s hard not to feel like he’s trying to get rid of me.

But he doesn’t understand.

There’s a reason I’m here, and it’s too important to let it go now. This is the one time I won’t take the easy way out.

“Gavins signed me for postgraduation. I’m thrilled to play for him, after Frozen Four.”

“Freddy,” Coach Harris mutters softly, rubbing a hand over eyes that don’t look like they’ve gotten any rest in the last two months off. “Seriously, college isn’t for everyone. You could’ve been playing in the NHL as an eighteen-year-old.”

Could have. Key words.

The back of my neck itches suddenly, my knees bouncing higher and faster as I nod.

“Yeah, but I need to do it my way.”

It’s the same response I’ve given him every time we’ve had this conversation in the last three years. I’ve made it to senior year by the skin of my fucking teeth—at this point, I need to prove to everyone that I can do this.

“All right,” he sighs. “I’ve got two freshman wingers for you to keep an eye on. And as long as you and Dougherty do your usual bullshit, I think we’re in for a good year.”

The slight praise is enough to have a real smile etching its way across my face.

“Happy to be as disruptive as possible.”

Coach Harris shakes his head at me as I stand, but I see the beginnings of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.




CHAPTER 3 Ro

I’ve changed my outfit an embarrassing number of times, and yet I still feel ridiculous and wrong as I step out of the elevator onto the third floor of the library.

White pleated tennis skirt and a lavender short sleeve, a matching bow in my hair—it’s exactly me, but for some reason that’s harder to be confident in these days.

I find a study table easily. Summer B semester is usually empty anyway, but it’s the middle of finals week for them, so there’s a few people settled around the floor in groups.

The air-conditioning is loud, echoing in the large space to combat the rampant heat pouring through the wall-to-wall windows and poorly insulated walls, so I toss my headphones on and turn to Sadie’s Spotify page, spotting one playlist labeled Amped Up.

A loud song by a band I’ve never heard of kicks on, and I wince.

Skipping to the next track, I bounce my knee to the quick beat as Wet Leg starts up in my headphones.

And, like a scene out of a movie, or one of my dreams from freshman year, Matt Fredderic exits from the sliding elevator doors.

He’s as tall and well built as I remember, resembling some type of clean-cut supermodel with that slight mischief burning like green embers in his eyes. It’s his personality, the raw sex appeal that seems to drip off him, on and off the ice. He’s always dressed heart-stoppingly perfectly, somehow annoyingly never in just joggers and a T-shirt like most of the other sporty boys.

In the summer, though, he’s dressed indecently. A baby-blue linen button-down hangs off his broad shoulders, the buttons undone one below what most guys would wear so his shining tanned chest glows even in the fluorescent light of the library. His shorts are short, arguably shorter than the hem of my skirt, with muscular legs on display, one sporting a tattoo that I haven’t seen before—a butterfly of all things—on his upper thigh.

There’s so much tanned skin showing that my mouth goes dry and I grab my water bottle. Looking like he does shouldn’t be legal, all sharp lines softened by boyish charms.

He grasps one girl’s swivel chair, spinning her as he walks by with a wink. She giggles and halfheartedly chides him, which he takes like a well-loved class clown. For a moment, his eyes move across the room like he’s looking for where he’s supposed to be.

But they catch on someone else, a girl arching on her tiptoes for a book off the shelf, the frayed hem of her shorts cutting into her dark thighs. He leans over her and grabs the book she was reaching for. She sinks against the bookcase behind her, while his hand stays planted over her.

And… I’m a little worried I’m drooling.

“Hey,” Rodger says, and I nearly jump out of my seat, realizing I was so focused on Freddy that I didn’t see or hear my coworkers’ approach.

“Oh, wonderful,” Tyler mutters, sliding into the seat next to me. “He’s here.”

I feel a little sick, the guilt of mooning over Freddy when I have a semi-maybe-boyfriend mixing with the thrilling lust of being in his presence. Nothing he’s doing is inherently sexual, but I’ve been plagued with dreams about Freddy for years.

“I told you that I didn’t need you here,” I mumble, still a little frustrated with Tyler’s inability to do what I ask. But I’m borderline used to it now.

Rodger has to be here, to officially hand over files and go through the plan change with Freddy present. Tyler most definitely does not need to be here. In fact, he shouldn’t be. It’s a violation of student academic privacy.

Instead, he laughs. “What? Don’t want me here so you can pant over Matt Fredderic?”

I roll my eyes and shove him with my shoulder a little.

“C’mon, Ro. Don’t tell me you still think he’s hot. The guy couldn’t pass an STD test, let alone freshman-level bio.”

“Stop it.”

Tyler’s not wrong; Freddy does have a reputation. But it’s more complicated than that. I’ve overheard enough stories about him to last me a lifetime—and not one of them is negative. Girls fawn over him, but I’ve never heard a single crazy story about him breaking anyone’s heart. They have a good time, then they move on. Everyone seems to leave happy.

Freddy is still chatting up the girl at the bookshelf, his hand tracing patterns beneath the hem of her shirt, and she looks mesmerized, like his beauty and aura are a swinging pocket watch and she’s the hypnotist’s willing subject.

Meanwhile, I’m plastered to the seat, crossing and uncrossing my legs and wishing I hadn’t worn a skirt.

As if the shifting in my seat has drawn his attention, Tyler eyes me up and down, his gaze flickering from my ruffled short socks to the lavender bow pulling half my frizzy curls off my face, disapproval evident in his eyes.

“Thought you’d grow out of that look by now,” he mutters under his breath.

My face flushes and everything feels too tight. I feel ridiculous, hating how easily his words get to me. I’ve loved Tyler for years, and I know he hates when I dress like this. But he’s the one who decided that we aren’t together.

Why can’t I just ignore him?

I stand without preamble and shove back from the table, nearly tripping as I grab my backpack.

“Whoa, where are you going?” Rodger asks, scooting away in his rolling chair to give me space.

“I—um, the bathroom. It’s my period,” I say, lying. “Just go over the plan with him and tell him to meet me next week. Same time, same place, okay?”

I’m gone before either of them can respond, nearly running toward the hallway with the bathrooms, my phone in my hand to text Sadie—

—before slamming into a brick wall.

That wall being Matt Fredderic.

“Sorry,” I sputter, backing up and nearly tripping over my own feet.

“You’re good, princess.” He smirks, winking a little as he picks my phone up off the ground and checks it. “Not a scratch. You’re in luck.”

“Clearly,” I blurt, only serving to make myself blush further. My hands fumble for the phone, nearly dropping it again. “I’m—I have to go. Thanks.”

I don’t think I’ve ever run that fast in my life.




CHAPTER 4 Freddy

My hands flex a little, eyebrows furrowed in light confusion as I watch the leggy brunette sprint like an Olympic track star for the exit. Someone rolls a desk chair into her path and she dodges it—though she’s got the legs, height, and speed to hurdle it—but clips a wall hard with her shoulder.

I watch, with arguably too much focus, the swish of her white tennis skirt, loving how tan her long limbs look in contrast—she’s tall, with curls bouncing down her back, loosely tied with a pretty bow.

A pulse of something warm has my feet shifting, body turning like I might follow her.

Focus.

Right. I’m here for a reason, and I’m already—I check my phone—ten minutes late.

I’m unintentionally late a lot. Which might be the reason I received a late-night email from my current assigned tutor, Rodger, that I needed to see him prior to the semester start to meet my new tutor.

People might know me as the school slut, a man-whore, but I cycle through tutors far faster than girls. Which I wouldn’t mind so much if it didn’t mess up my routines so much. It’s hard enough for me to keep track of my school and hockey schedules—add a new date and time, new location, every time I switch tutors? It makes it harder to remember and to go to the right place at the right time.

Walking to the back table where I usually meet Rodger, where I’ve met with him all summer, I come to a dead stop.

My stomach sinks, nauseous at the sight that greets me.

Tyler Donaldson stretched out in the chair next to Rodger.

I’ve had the distinct displeasure of knowing Tyler Donaldson for two years now. He started as my tutor at the end of sophomore year and continued through most of my junior year. Before handing me off to Rodger last spring—screwing me over before my finals with the sudden switch. He also has never once helped me with accommodations or tutoring. I started to assume he didn’t know, that maybe my file was still as incomplete as it had been since freshman year.

But then Rodger started attempting some of my accommodations for this summer, to help me pass my second try with biology, and I realized I’d been royally fucked over by the asshole Donaldson.

Even now, he watches me with that same sneer—like he hates that I exist. To piss him off, I smile a little wider, obnoxiously sauntering their way.

“Rodger.” I nod. “Who’s the preppy kid?”

“Tyler,” Rodger says, distracted by his phone as he usually is. So distracted that he’s reintroducing me to someone he knows I know—who tutored me for a year.

Tyler fumes, face red in a way that relaxes my false smile into a real grin.

“Funny, Fredderic,” he snaps. “Nice of you to show.”

I ignore him completely, planting my hands on the table and leaning over them. “I’m not switching back, Rodger. I’ll do the semester without a tutor if my only other option is—”

“I’m not your tutor,” Tyler says, cutting in. “Sit down and focus for two seconds and maybe we can get through this meeting normally.”

He’s smart, unfortunately, but uses his brainiac powers for evil, trying to hit me where it hurts. But I’ll never let him see that it works.

Sitting across from them, I cross my arms defensively, knee bouncing rapidly beneath the table. Maybe following that girl would’ve been better after all.

“You failed biology. Again,” Rodger says, spinning my file tow-ard me.

A blush heats my cheeks before I can stop it, embarrassment and fury mixing at Tyler’s sardonic chuckle as he shakes his head at me. I’m sure he doesn’t need to be here—in fact, I’m betting there are school policies preventing him from being involved in my academics—but I don’t want to stir up anything. I want to get the hell out of here.

“You’ll retake it in the fall,” my most recent tutor says. “And you’re going to be with a different tutor now. She’s great. She’ll make sure you pass.”

“She?” I mutter.

“Yeah,” Tyler laughs. “Your new tutor is a girl. Think you can refrain from sticking your dick in her for long enough to stay eligible?”

“Think you can refrain from being a dick for more than five seconds?” I grin brightly. “Didn’t think so.”

“All right, Fredderic—”

“Stop it,” Rodger grumbles. “You’re both giving me a headache.” He flips open his worn satchel and grabs another sheet of paper, this one with a new study timetable. “This is the tentative first-week schedule for your tutoring sessions. You’ll meet her here for the first one next week, and then you two can decide where to meet.”

“Preferably somewhere public,” Tyler says, eyeing me.

“Cute,” I snap, grabbing the paper and folding it. “Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Rodger nods and slips the stapled packet over. “Your fall class schedule—I looked over it already. Your math professor sucks, so get ready for that, but you’re with Tinley for bio at least…”

He continues talking, but I don’t hear a word, heartbeat thundering in my ears at the mention of her name. I pretend to study the schedule, but my anxiety is too high to focus, the words blurring on the page beneath my fingers.

“Is there another biology course open?” I ask, not bothering to apologize for cutting him off. Rodger looks to Tyler, but he shakes his head.

“No,” Rodger says. “Not one that doesn’t interfere with your hockey schedule.”

“Can I take it in the spring?”

“Tinley is great,” Tyler says. “She’s our boss—she’s the best biology professor we have.”

“I don’t really give a shit, Donaldson.” I hate the sound of my own voice, the anxiety leaking into my tone. I sound like I’m pleading, so I force a bit of frustration into it. It’s better to sound angry about it than fearful—God forbid one of these geniuses has already traveled down the road I did years ago.

“Whatever.” He rolls his eyes, shoving back and grabbing his belongings. “I’m out. You deal with him.”

“Nope,” Rodger says, talking over me while I sit here, feeling more and more like a child whose parents are deciding what to do with him. “He’s Shariff’s responsibility now.”

I barely hear what he says, still trying to problem solve in my own head.

Turning back to me as Tyler slips away and exits the library, Rodger scratches his head and huffs an annoyed breath.

“You can’t take it next semester, Freddy,” Rodger says, his voice a little softer than it was now that his friend is gone. “What if you fail? Then you’re not even eligible to graduate—then what?”

I close my eyes, trying to breathe a little slower, trying to stop the shaking caused by my bouncing knees. He’s right, even if he doesn’t understand my hesitation. It’s this, or possibly not graduating, and then I’ve suffered through four years with nothing to show for it.

Way to make her proud.

“Okay.” I nod, folding the schedule and tucking it around my tutoring papers. “Yeah, I got you.”

“You’ll be fine,” Rodger sighs. “Your new tutor is great. You’ll like her.”




CHAPTER 5 Ro

“You have to actually tell me if I pull too hard, Ro.”

A wince breaks my smile for a millisecond, but I catch myself in the mirror and erase the pain before she sees. I love that she’s doing this for me too much to mention how often she yanks on the pieces.

“I’m good,” I say happily.

Sadie Brown has been my best friend since freshman year. My only friend, really, but there is a strange comfort in not being alone in that, in knowing I am also her only real friend. We have isolated ourselves in a lot of ways, but I wouldn’t trade a second of it—the messiness, the chaos, her brothers, my loneliness. I’d endure it all again for a friend as loyal and strong as her.

But nights like this are few and far between. We both work at Brew Haven, but Sadie works two more jobs on top of figure skating competitively for our school. Add to that her most important job—taking care of her little brothers—and she’s almost always gone.

I miss her. But I understand wholeheartedly. I’ve been the caretaker before. I’ll never make this friendship something that weighs on her. There’s only room for me to help when I can.

Sadie bites one butterfly clip while using both hands to carefully place another in a twist of my curls. “Almost done.”

“It looks amazing.”

It does. She’s used nearly all my multicolored tiny plastic clips, but mostly the ones that match my striped lilac knitted set—something I made myself sophomore year but haven’t had the courage to wear yet.

I check my phone again, seeing the same glaring message announcing it was read ten minutes ago. Which means Tyler will decidedly not be responding.


RO

Going to a small party with Sadie tonight. Hope that’s okay! Girls’ night :)

TYLER

Doesn’t sound like you’re giving me a choice.

RO

Are you going to be mad if I go?

TYLER

Are you really just with Sadie? Send me a picture of you.



I had: a quick mirror selfie with a shaky smile and my roommate wearing her signature frown and gray silk dress.


TYLER

Whatever. Do what you want.

RO

Tyler, please, I’m just hanging out with my roommate.

TYLER

Ok.

RO

I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.



And since then, nothing.

“Maybe I shouldn’t—”

Sadie covers my mouth with her hand, glaring down at me in an unusual reverse of our heights. I’m five foot nine and my best friend is a solid five two, which means we usually look rather comical side by side, even if Sadie Brown carries herself like she’s the tallest person in the room.

“We’re not doing this tonight, okay?” Her voice is solid, strength pouring off her. I’m desperate to soak up as much of it as I can. “You and I are going to listen to ABBA while playing flip cup for shots in the kitchen, and once you’re ready, we are going to a party. We’re going to have fun. And if Tyler has some shit to say about it, he can say it to me.”

My eyes burn a little at her solemn vow.

“Yeah?” she asks.

“Yes.”



The party is overwhelming, but Sadie doesn’t leave my side.

The frat house is massive and I’ve never been before, but I know Sadie is a frequent partygoer here—namely for a guy named Sean, whom I am finding I really dislike.

We’re currently seated downstairs, amid the flashing lights and loud music that somehow feels like the same fifteen songs on a constant shuffle. Sadie is perched on the arm of a sofa, while Sean ignores her to chat with his friends. Except for his hand, which keeps running up and down her calf.

Maybe Sadie doesn’t mind, but the guy wears his bravado like an expensive watch, wrist constantly outstretched. He reminds me of Tyler and Mark—their entire prep school crew.

I don’t like it.

My best friend looks ridiculously bored. I make a funny face at her, feeling a little giddy from the cinnamon-flavored whiskey coursing through my body. Sadie smirks—a hard feat to accomplish—before kicking off Sean’s hand and heading toward me.

“Wanna play a game?” she shouts over the music. “They said there’s beer pong in the kitchen.”

I nod, pulling myself off the opposite couch and stumbling a little in my heeled boots. Sadie snorts and grabs me around the waist.

“You sure you’re good, Ro?”

Nodding again, a blissful smile on my face, I shuffle into the overcrowded kitchen and take one of the shots being offered as we enter.

I feel free for a moment, from everything that hurts. The alcohol loosens my muscles and hits me like joy pumped through an IV; it feels good, even if it’s artificial and fleeting.

“Actually,” I say with a giggle, holding Sadie in a loose hug. “Can you help me find the bathroom?”




CHAPTER 6 Freddy

“Don’t get him drunk, Freddy,” Bennett warned me before we left for the back-to-school house party nearby. “I’m fucking serious.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” was my minorly snarky response.

And I wasn’t. Really, I want Rhys to let loose for at least a second before diving back into hockey captain mode full force.

That, and I’d have to be blind to miss the way Rhys stared at my phone over dinner—the photo of Sadie, a figure skater I vaguely remember—like it was the Stanley Cup.

Everyone knows I’m a good-time guy, the life of the party, even if I let our defenseman Holden Dougherty take the lead sometimes. And while I’m not necessarily the best at comforting, especially the captain of my team who I look up to—who seems to be holding on by a thread—I know that I can do this, at least.

Even if “this” means leaving him alone with the twirl girl, who I’ve never seen smile but did see taking body shots off some of my swim team friends at a party last spring—even if it was Paloma Blake going upstairs with both guys afterward.

But the way Rhys and Sadie are looking at each other now as I come up the stairs, I’m thinking I might not interrupt them after all. Even more so because lovestruck Rhysie hasn’t even noticed me standing a few feet away from him.

I’m not a mountain like Reiner, but I’m not small, and I’m definitely not quiet.

Especially when a pretty girl stumbles right into me.

I catch her easily, barely resisting the urge to pick her up by her waist and set her back on her feet—just because I can. Like a little advertisement for my skills in the bedroom.

Look, sweetheart, see how strong I am? I can toss you around so easily. I’m gentle, though, but I’ll be aggressive, if you want.

I’ll be whatever you want me to be.

“Sorry,” she says, quiet and shy, her tan skin flushing slightly as she tilts her head back a little to look up at me. Her hair is long, dripping down her back like a waterfall of curls, with little colored butterfly clips swirling through the strands. Then I realize it’s the same girl who ran into me—or was it away from me?—at the library last week.

I put on my signature grin, watching it work its magic as her pupils dilate and her cheeks somehow flush further.

“You’re good, princess,” I murmur, all charm, ready to see if she’ll pull me back into the bathroom she came out of or take off down the stairs like Cinderella—considering it’s almost midnight. I rub my fingers through the bottom loops of her springy curls. “Need some help?”

“Nope!” Sadie snaps at me.

She goes to pull the girl away



















































































































e9781668068502/fonts/EBGaramond-Medium.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/Roboto-Bold.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/MsMadi-Regular.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/Roboto-Italic.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/Roboto-Regular.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668068502/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Playlist


		Prologue: Ro


		Chapter 1: Ro


		Chapter 2: Freddy


		Chapter 3: Ro


		Chapter 4: Freddy


		Chapter 5: Ro


		Chapter 6: Freddy


		Chapter 7: Ro


		Chapter 8: Freddy


		Chapter 9: Ro


		Chapter 10: Freddy


		Chapter 11: Ro


		Chapter 12: Ro


		Chapter 13: Freddy


		Chapter 14: Ro


		Chapter 15: Freddy


		Chapter 16: Ro


		Chapter 17: Freddy


		Chapter 18: Ro


		Chapter 19: Ro


		Chapter 20: Freddy


		Chapter 21: Ro


		Chapter 22: Freddy


		Chapter 23: Ro


		Chapter 24: Freddy


		Chapter 25: Freddy


		Chapter 26: Freddy


		Chapter 27: Ro


		Chapter 28: Freddy


		Chapter 29: Ro


		Chapter 30: Freddy


		Chapter 31: Freddy


		Chapter 32: Ro


		Chapter 33: Freddy


		Chapter 34: Ro


		Chapter 35: Ro


		Chapter 36: Ro


		Chapter 37: Ro


		Chapter 38: Freddy


		Chapter 39: Freddy


		Chapter 40: Ro


		Chapter 41: Freddy


		Chapter 42: Freddy


		Chapter 43: Ro


		Chapter 44: Freddy


		Chapter 45: Ro


		Chapter 46: Freddy


		Chapter 47: Freddy


		Chapter 48: Ro


		Chapter 49: Freddy


		Chapter 50: Ro


		Chapter 51: Freddy


		Chapter 52: Freddy


		Chapter 53: Ro


		Chapter 54: Freddy


		Chapter 55: Ro


		Chapter 56: Ro


		Chapter 57: Freddy


		Chapter 58: Freddy


		Chapter 59: Ro


		Chapter 60: Freddy


		Chapter 61: Ro


		Epilogue: Freddy


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue: Ro


		Epilogue: Freddy


		Acknowledgments


		Book Recommendations


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		I


		II


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452


		453


		454








e9781668068502/images/9781398537125.jpg
‘Earnest, raw and sexy’

ELENA ARMAS






e9781668068502/images/title.jpg
UNLOVED

PEYTON CORINNE

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Amsterdam/Antwerp - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi





e9781668068502/fonts/Caveat-Regular.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


e9781668068502/fonts/Roboto-LightItalic.ttf


