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      For anyone who has had to endure a tumultuous childhood and is still coming out on the other side… this is for you. It’s a constant fight every day to keep moving forward and you’ve got this [image: heart hands, medium skin tone]
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            ABOUT THE ONE I’VE ALWAYS WANTED

          

          DASHWOOD U, BOOK TWO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        They were friends…until one mistake made them something way more complicated…

      

        

      
        Kaliyah Carter never planned to fall into bed with Prince Jorgensen. Getting pregnant by him? Also not on her bingo card. But one reckless moment with her steady, loyal, way-too-handsome best friend somehow turned into a lifetime of decisions she wasn’t ready to make. How are they supposed to move forward now?

      

        

      
        Prince has been in love with Kaliyah for years. But being her friend—her safe place—was better than losing her entirely, so he never pushed for more. Until now. He has about six months to prove he’s more than just her friend. And if he can’t…well, maybe it's time to accept they’ll never be more than co-parents…

      

        

      
        Falling for him means risking the friendship she depends on. But walking away might hurt even more. Is Kaliyah brave enough to take the chance—or will fear keep her heart locked away for good?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This story is one that I wrote when I was in a dark place in my life, trying to explore big feelings that Kaliyah is navigating through. There are some hard topics discussed in this one, so if these triggers are too much for you, please take care of yourself  and proceed with extreme caution [image: heart hands, medium skin tone]

      

        

      
        Trigger warnings: grief/loss, death of a parent, domestic abuse (retold by character), mentions of kidnapping and murder (retold by character)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        “Bad At Love” by Halsey

      

        

      
        “Naked” by James Arthur

      

        

      
        “Don't Come Easy” by Isaiah Firebrace

      

        

      
        “Never Had a Chance” by Katherine Li

      

        

      
        “Please Don’t Fall in Love With Me” by Khalid

      

        

      
        “Good Friends” by Maren Morris

      

        

      
        “Better” by Khalid

      

        

      
        “Good Friends” by Maren Morris

      

        

      
        “More Than Just Friends” by Mariah Carey

      

        

      
        “Too Good at Goodbyes” by Sam Smith

      

        

      
        “Don't Love Me” by Ne-Yo

      

        

      
        “Let Me Love You” by DJ Snake, Justin Bieber

      

        

      
        “The Way I Am” by Gavin Haley, Ella Vos

      

        

      
        “Love Me Like You” Do by Ellie Goulding

      

        

      
        “Ooh La La” by Josie Dunne

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          KALIYAH

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Hi.”

      I looked up into the prettiest green eyes I’d ever seen before taking in the face of the man standing in front of me. He was damn good-looking, with honey-brown skin, black curly hair, high cheekbones, and those hooded, emerald-green eyes. My eyes strayed from his face, tracking down his body which was muscular in the fitted t-shirt he wore, and those black joggers seemed to mold to his strapping thighs. And he was tall; he towered over my seated form.

      “Hey,” I finally said when my eyes connected with his again. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’m Prince.”

      “Kaliyah. Nice to meet you.”

      “Um, so,” he started, and I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t.

      I suppressed a smile, standing and gathering my things to put back into my bag. We were still standing in the classroom where our English class was held, but I knew another class would start in about ten minutes and students would start streaming in soon. We were the only ones left.

      “So?” I asked, looking back up at him.

      He bit down into his full bottom lip, and my stomach clenched. Like I said, he was hot as hell. Which shouldn’t have mattered since I was seeing someone. But it was hard to control your body sometimes.

      “Listen, Prince, this has been riveting, but I’m starving, so if there isn’t anything else…” I said.

      That seemed to snap him back to the here and now. “Shit, sorry,” he said in that deep voice of his. “That’s what I wanted to, um, say. I mean ask. Do you want to join me for a meal?” I hesitated. “It’s with my friends,” he added. “We meet in the cafeteria for breakfast, and I thought maybe you’d want to join us. I always see you alone or with one other person and thought maybe you could use some more friends.”

      “I guess I’m always fine with more friends,” I replied with a smile. I couldn’t help it. He was cute. As hot as he was, he was a bit awkward, and I found that endearing. “Let me text my friend, Lala, to meet us.”

      I pulled the straps of my backpack over my shoulder and unlocked my phone to text Cecilia.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        A hot guy just asked me on a date!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lala

      

      
        Tell me something new. Who is this stud?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Don’t say it like you haven’t been asked out just as much as I have since the school year started. Now are you going to join me on my hot date?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lala

      

      
        What aren’t you telling me? Especially since you have a whole-ass boyfriend.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snorted. She was done playing my game, I guessed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Prince—that’s the hottie’s name—asked if I wanted to join him and his friends in the cafeteria. Apparently it’s something they do. Meet me there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lala

      

      
        I’m sighing so hard since you have to make everything a production. But yep. I’ll meet you there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        [image: face with rolling eyes] You know your life would be dull without me in it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lala

      

      
        Seeing as I just met you two months ago and my life was plenty fun before you, I’m not sure I agree.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Stop raining on my parade and get your ass to the cafeteria. I’m starving!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lala

      

      
        [image: face with rolling eyes][image: middle finger, medium skin tone]

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked up to find Prince waiting patiently. His pretty eyes connected with mine.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      We left the classroom together as students started streaming in. For the first few moments of our walk, we didn’t talk. The Liberal Arts building was a trek from the cafeteria and food court, located in the center of our university, which was helpful. But with classes changing, there were a lot of people in the halls. I had to maneuver around them as I tried to keep up with Prince’s longer legs. After we got separated for a third time, I jogged to catch up with him and slipped my hand in his. He looked startled and raised a brow.

      “You’re too damn tall and walk too fast,” I huffed. “I got tired of being separated.”

      A smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. “One, you know where the cafeteria is and I would’ve waited before going up. Two, you could’ve asked me to slow down.”

      “Are you saying it’s such a hardship to hold hands with me, Prince? Because if you think I’m going to give you cooties, just say so.”

      He barked out a laugh that sounded surprised and shook his head. “You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?”

      “Whatever do you mean?” I said innocently. “Why do people keep saying hi to you or giving you waves or head nods?”

      “What?”

      “Did you not hear me?”

      “I did,” he said. “Um, I play on the baseball team. My best friend and I were heavily recruited, and it was announced when we chose to come to Dashwood. I’m guessing they follow college baseball and heard about it. They recognize me and are being friendly, I guess.”

      “It’s going to take me some time to get used to the south again,” I said. “But that’s pretty cool. I love baseball, so I’ll have to come to some of your games.”

      “What do you mean again? And where are you from?”

      “Oh, well, I lived in Florida until I was seven years old. When I was ten, I moved in with my aunt in New York, so I kind of identify as a New Yorker and northerner.”

      He chuckled. “I’m from California.”

      “Yeah? What part?”

      “The Redlands which is a little over an hour away from Los Angeles.”

      “So being in Georgia has to be a big change.”

      He agreed. “Trey—my best friend since I was in diapers—and I wanted a change. We could’ve gone to a school in California easy, but college is for new experiences and that’s what we’re doing.”

      We came to the stairs that led up to the cafeteria, so I let go of his hand, going up the stairs ahead of him. When we came to the top, Prince led me to a table where two girls and two guys were already seated, eating and talking. They looked up when we stopped at their table.

      “This is Kaliyah,” Prince introduced me, and the looks on their faces made it seem as if they knew who I was, at least in name anyway. “Kaliyah, these are my friends. That’s Rhys, star pitcher of the Wildlings, and his girlfriend, Brooklyn; on the other side of the table is right outfielder of the Wildlings, Olivia—she’s also besties with Rhys and Brooklyn, and beside her is Trey, who I told you about.”

      “I’m going to try not to take offense to you using ‘star’ to describe Rhys but not for me,” Olivia said. “Nice to finally meet you, Kaliyah.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice to put a face to the name,” Trey added. “You forgot to tell her how great I am, dude, and my position on the team.”

      I glanced at Prince who was giving them both death glares that did nothing to wipe the grins off their faces.

      “He just categorized me as Rhys’s girlfriend, which is seriously hurtful, P,” Brooklyn pouted.

      “You had to know they would act like this,” Rhys added.

      “Let’s go get something to eat, Kaliyah,” Prince said, shaking his head.

      I dropped my bag in one of the empty seats on the side of the table Trey and Olivia were sitting on, and Prince put his bag in the seat next to mine. Before we walked away, Cecilia joined us. I introduced her to the others and noticed how Trey seemed interested. His dark eyes flashed when I looked at him after saying Cecilia’s name. I glanced at her and could see the feeling was mutual. Hmm.

      “We need food,” I told her. “Come on.”

      “Stop being bitchy because you’re hungry. I told you to take some breakfast bars with you this morning,” she groused, looping her arm through mine.

      Prince fell into step on my other side.

      “You don’t know everything, Lala. And no one likes it when you say ‘I told you so.’”

      “I didn’t say that explicitly, so I don’t think it counts.”

      “Friends are the worst, right, Prince?”

      He laughed. “Yep. You just met mine, and they did their best to embarrass me.”

      “By pointing out that you are always talking about me so they knew who I was as soon as you said my name,” I teased.

      He sighed, but there was a smile on his handsome face.

      “He is damn good-looking, Kali. Maybe you should drop Lester and give him a go,” Cecilia whispered, and I shushed her.

      We joined the line, talking about the normal things you talk about to get to know someone. I liked that Cecilia seemed to like Prince right away. He had a mellow vibe that put you at ease. Five or so minutes later, we were joining the others at the table. Cecilia sat on the other side with Brooklyn and Rhys. I looked at them, and it was astonishing just how good-looking they all were. Rhys looked mixed—Black and probably Hispanic—with light brown skin and thick wavy black hair, full lips, sculpted cheekbones, a strong square chin, and pretty dark gray eyes. Brooklyn was gorgeous too, and they looked good together. Her skin was a deep mahogany, and her dark brown eyes glittered with mischief; she had the most beautiful smile that made me want to grin too.

      I glanced at Olivia who was sitting right beside me. Her long, wavy, dark hair was in a high ponytail which highlighted just how pretty her face was. She had golden-brown skin, kind, oval, whiskey-brown eyes, and full lips. She could be in a beauty pageant if she ever thought about giving up baseball. Trey was just as ripped and muscular as Rhys and Prince, with caramel-brown skin, dark black hair cut close to his head, and dark brown eyes that danced with amusement when I looked at him.

      Cecilia lifted her dark brows since I hadn’t started eating. My Black Italian friend fit right in with this supermodel group of friends. She was stunning, and guys, and some girls, were always turning their heads to get a second look at her. She was on the lighter side of mix with olive skin, long thick, medium brown hair with red highlights, and dark brown eyes. Her lips were full and she had high cheekbones, and her face was just aesthetically pleasing. It was no wonder guys, and girls, asked her out all the time.

      “Everything okay?” Prince asked.

      “Yeah,” I answered and dug into my eggs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Prince

      

      

      “So that was Kaliyah,” Trey said when Cecilia and Kaliyah left to head to their next class. “I can see why you’re so hung up on her. When will you ask her out?”

      “Give him time to get to know her a little, Trey,” Olivia interjected. “I’m sure he’ll get around to asking her out before the semester ends.”

      Rhys snorted. “I think it’ll take him until the end of next semester.”

      “Want to bet?” Olivia asked.

      “How about you two don’t do that?” Brooklyn said. “You always bet something stupid and keep upping the ante until I have to play referee, and I’d rather not.”

      “Come on, B,” Olivia pleaded. “We haven’t had a good bet in ages.”

      “No.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes, sitting back with a huff. I shook my head at my friends, which I found myself doing a lot since I met Rhys, Olivia, and Brooklyn. Growing up it was mostly just me and Trey. We had older sisters and were the only boys in our family, so we gravitated to each other. Our fathers were best friends and business partners, so I guess it was destined that we’d be best friends too. We had other friends while in school, but they never lasted. Trey had a bad habit of sleeping with their exes, sisters, or cousins, and he was not the staying type, so it turned ugly. By high school, people just stayed clear of us and we only interacted with guys on our baseball team, but it didn’t go beyond hanging out after games or talking when we had practice or games.

      We met Olivia and Rhys when we moved into the baseball house here on campus. It was cool that Olivia was on the baseball team, and she was damn good. She’d earned her spot just like we all had. Brooklyn came with them since the three of them grew up together, and recently, Rhys and Brooklyn started dating. The three of them were entertaining as hell and definitely kept things interesting. Luckily Rhys was an only child and didn’t have any exes here in Hills Brook, and Olivia’s sister was a lot older than her and lived over two hours away. Hopefully Trey didn’t fuck up our friendships with them. So far, so good.

      “So when are you going to ask out the lovely Kaliyah?” Brooklyn asked me. “And when are you going to shoot your shot with Cecilia, Trey?”

      “What are you talking about?” he sputtered.

      “Dude, even I saw how you were looking at her,” Rhys said.

      “And she’s badass, so we get it,” Olivia added.

      He sighed. “I don’t know. Never. I don’t think she’s the casual type,” he said, and I rolled my eyes.

      “And I don’t know with Kaliyah. Soon, though. You all know how much I’ve been talking about her.”

      They nodded and agreed. I’d noticed Kaliyah the minute I walked into our English class the first day of school. She was drop-dead gorgeous and just had this light about her that drew me in. Her light brown eyes seemed to twinkle with joy and a bit of mischief that had me wanting to ask what she was thinking about. She was shorter than me by almost a foot, with long, dark curly hair, sandy-brown skin, full, pouty bow-shaped lips that made me want to kiss them, a heart-shaped face, and her eyes were big and round. She had an amazing body from what I’d observed, and I was very much attracted to her. Getting to talk to her showed me that I liked her personality too. She was more extroverted than I was and entertaining.

      

      A couple days later, I walked into English and decided to sit beside Kaliyah. She grinned at me.

      “Hi, Prince.”

      “Hey,” I greeted. “So, um, can I ask you something?”

      “You can always ask me anything. I just can’t guarantee that I’ll answer.”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped me. She smiled wider, her eyes twinkling as she waited for me to continue. Before I could, her phone went off, and she grabbed it.

      “Shit, I forgot to put it back on silent,” she said, and glanced at it. She rolled her eyes.

      “What?”

      “My boyfriend sent me this stupid meme,” she answered, turning the phone so I could see it.

      I nodded as I looked, but my heart sank. Of course she had a boyfriend. As I said, Kaliyah was a bombshell. I was just happy I found out before I asked her on a date.

      “So, what were you going to ask me?”

      “Do you want to join us for breakfast again? Cecilia is welcome too.”

      She beamed. “Yes! That was a lot of fun.”

      I chuckled. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”

      Our professor walked into the classroom, ending our conversation. I pulled out my laptop so that I could take notes, and Kaliyah did the same, focusing on what our professor was saying.
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