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YOU'LL ALWAYS BE MY favorite 'what if' ...

Callum Fitzroy

I screwed up and may have just lost the most important thing in my life. And I don’t know how to fix this.

Anya Barton

I'm a smart kid, at least, that's how things used to be until I met Callum.  Now I can’t seem to think clearly. I’m so mad he lied, and I’m not sure I can get past it. 

But the way I feel when I’m with him... is that something I might never find again?
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Anya

Rain pelts down as I pull my car to a stop in front of my apartment building. Feeling too numb to make a move, even though I find the strength to shut off the engine, I can’t bring myself to grab my umbrella and step out the car just yet. These have been the worst three days of my life. Not even my long-time boyfriend dumping me last semester measures up to how blindsided I feel. How lost and lonely. Numb as I feel to the world, I’m not numb to the turmoil raging inside me. 

A knock on the driver’s window of my car startles me out of the trance I’ve been in all morning. I peer out the window, trying to see who or what is out there. The oppressive, gray storm clouds have turned everything dark and gloomy, plus condensation has fogged up the windows. It’s hard to see through the glass so I squint, trying to make out the dark figure standing outside.

“Anya, we need to talk.”

Recognizing the voice immediately, my heart skips a beat at those words. Words spoken by the last person I want to hear from right now. That deep baritone sends shivers through my body. That voice still has the power to make me melt. It still warms me all over despite today’s chilly atmosphere. 

The voice also prompts me to angrily grab my umbrella from the passenger seat before I reach to throw open the door. 

Because now that he’s here, I’m not going to just sit in my car and cry my eyes out again. And it’s a good thing he showed up before I started crying. Saves me from the embarrassment of shedding tears in front of him. 

I push the door back, forcing the figure to step away. Cold air and raindrops hit me. Despite the murky gloom, I get a better look at him now that the door isn’t blocking out the weak sunlight that barely pierces through the heavy clouds overhead.

Moving to protect myself from the rain, I open my umbrella and slide out of the car, shutting the door behind me.

Tilting my head back to look at him, I force my expression to reflect a cool irritation rather than the turbulence I feel inside. I’m not going to let him see how much his unexpected presence affects me. How close I am to crying at the sight of him after three days. 

It’s Callum Cabot. Wait no. That’s not right. Cabot is the fake last name he gave me at the start of the semester. As I learned three days ago, his real last name is Fitzroy. Callum Fitzroy is standing outside in the rain.

Anger surges through me, the stupor I’ve been in for days receding now that I see he has the nerve to show his face. 

“Oh, so now we need to talk?” I ask, maintaining an icy, sardonic tone. Inside I’m seething, furious enough to lash out if I don’t find a way to get my emotions under control.

Too bad he didn’t decide to tell me the truth weeks earlier. It would have saved me the heartache. Saved me the humiliation of falling for obvious lies. 

His lies are what got me into this mess. Early in the semester, Callum and I met in one of the bars in my hometown. Making out with him was supposed to be a one-off. He was the hot stranger you kiss in a bar and then never see again.

Except, I was totally wrong about never seeing him again. Because days after kissing Callum, I bumped into him. At my workplace: Redcrest College. Not only was he on campus, he was also a student. In my class. I was so stunned to see him sitting in on my neuroscience tutorial that I almost bolted out of the classroom. Luckily, I managed to stay calm until I finally got a private moment to confront him. Turns out, Callum had been on his way to transfer to Redcrest College when he made a stop at my hometown that night we met. What should have been one of my rare adventurous nights following a breakup with my ex turned into a full-blown fling after Callum showed up at Redcrest. 

A fling was the biggest mistake I could have possibly made. Because even though I’m currently a graduate student at Redcrest, I was also a teacher’s assistant. I taught Callum’s tutorials, making him my student. That meant that he was strictly off limits. Teachers’ assistants fraternizing with their students is totally against the rules. And I never break the rules. 

But no matter how hard I tried to stay on my best behavior, we spent all semester sneaking around and I finally ended up sleeping with him. Despite my remorse about breaking the rules, I didn’t regret finally confessing my feelings to Callum. I had spent all semester trying to deny how much I cared for him. Tried to act like what I was feeling was an inconvenient sexual attraction rather than something real. Having sex with Callum revealed that this wasn’t purely physical. In fact, spending the night with Callum gave me the courage to do the right thing. After our night together, I informed my job about having a romantic relationship with a student and then I quit, believing that even though I’ll be in a financial bind with an affair on my permanent record, at least Callum was who he’d said he was. I thought he was a regular student just trying to survive. Just another scholarship student from a working-class family the same as me. Turns out, I was wrong about him. Because he’s lied to me the entire time we’ve known each other. 

“I’ve been trying to contact you for days,” he says dragging me from my thoughts. “But you won’t take my calls or answer my messages—”

“Not taking your calls was a hint that I didn’t want to talk to you,” I interrupt sharply, my anger boiling over at him daring to act oblivious. “Awfully convenient for you to want to talk now when you’ve had an entire semester to do that, Callum.”

“You’re right. But I’m here now. To set things straight.” His hoodie is pulled low over his head, obscuring his eyes from view. That just highlights how much of a stranger he is to me no matter how familiar he might seem. Right now, he’s soaking wet, but from the determined set of his jaw, it’s clear that he either doesn’t notice the downpour or doesn’t care. “Give me a chance to explain.”

Seeing him getting pelted by rain should give me some satisfaction, yet it doesn’t. The thought of him catching a cold makes me hold the umbrella higher. He’s so tall that I barely manage it. Noticing my struggle, he pulls his hand out of the pocket of his hoodie and reaches to seize the umbrella handle.

His fingers brush against mine. Cold as they are from the rainfall that’s seeped through his clothes, there’s heat in his touch. It feels like the warmth of an ember. A low heat that could either flare or die under the right circumstances. Regardless of where the fire is headed, it’s hot enough to threaten the ice that’s formed around my heart these past three days. I’ve been oscillating between a devastated numbness and a hardening resentment toward him. Now that he's dared to show up, all the other emotions that I’ve suppressed are rising to the surface. Chief among them is anger, with humiliation not far behind.

I glare at him through my glasses. “Give me one good reason why I should listen to anything you say?”

Callum responds by wrapping his hand around mine, locking it in place against the handle of the umbrella. “I don’t have a good reason. The truth is, I don’t deserve you to hear me out. But I’m asking anyway. Because I want to make this right, Anya.”

I hiss a correction. “It’s Miss Barton to you.”

His entire body tenses so noticeably that even though I still can’t get a clear view of his eyes, I can feel the hurt that’s radiating from him. Just days ago, I was inviting him into the apartment building. Stumbling with him into my bedroom where we shared a night of passion I’ll never forget. Now, I can’t stand to even look at him.

“Let me at least walk you inside,” he says.

There it is. An offer he knows I’ll never resist. That’s part of Callum’s charm. Part of what makes him so dangerous. I bet if I let him, he’ll be able to sweet talk me right back into bed. He’ll find a way to make me smile and then I’ll be putty in his hands again. Back when I was foolish enough to trust him, Callum could persuade me to do anything. I thought it was part of his charm. Now I know it’s pure manipulation. 

Common sense tells me to send him on his way. Unfortunately, curiosity is getting the better of me, and as much as I hate to admit it, I want to hear him out. Even the tiniest scrap of information about why he did what he did might give my aching heart the closure it needs to move on.

I yank my hand back, pulling away from his touch to release my grip on the umbrella. “Fine,” I manage to force out.

His mouth forms a grimace when I yank my hand away, but he doesn’t say anything. Silently, he holds the umbrella over us and starts walking with me. Typically, his strides are so long that I struggle to keep up with him, but he’s slowing down so that he can keep the umbrella over my head. The sort of gesture that warms my heart and then immediately makes me scold myself. 

This is just another one of his manipulation tactics. A trick he’s using against me so that I’ll let my guard down. Now that I know he’s been lying to me since we met, I know that he’ll always have an agenda. An ulterior motive for everything he does.

As the wind picks up, the blast of air is so cold that I’m tempted to huddle against him for warmth. But I find the strength to resist that urge. A few days ago, holding onto Callum felt as natural as breathing. Now, I know that he was just using me the entire time we’ve known each other.

When we get to the entrance of the apartment building, I let us in, shutting the door closed against the relentless rain and howling wind outside. Neither of us speaks as we start to navigate our way around puddles and mud that other tenants must have tracked in. Finally, we arrive at my apartment, and I retrieve the key from my bag to open the door.

Inside, I quietly take the umbrella from Callum to place it in the bathroom to dry. Then I grab a towel from the linen closet on my way to stash my bag in my bedroom. Returning to the living room, I hold the towel out to him.

“Thanks,” he says, taking the towel from me to start drying off.

The intimacy of the moment reminds me of the last time that he was here. The morning after we first had sex. I made waffles, eggs, and bacon for breakfast while I was dressed in nothing but a robe. Callum was shirtless, hair perfectly disheveled from the night earlier and we shared breakfast as if we were a real couple. And we talked about being a real couple too. Had a genuine heart-to-heart about our future. At least, I had thought it was genuine. Now I know better.

“Why are you here, Callum?” I demand.

He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he takes precious time drying himself off and placing the towel around his shoulders before pulling down the hoodie to reveal his face.

His blond hair is wet and sticking to his forehead. Water drips down his face and he scrubs it using one end of the towel. When he’s done, he looks over at me, regarding me with those piercing blue eyes of his that fix me in place. Usually those eyes are blue as crystal clear seawater but right now they’re darkening. More storm-tossed waves than calm seas. The look in his eyes can’t be faked. So there’s clearly something raging inside him. But that doesn’t mean that whatever he says next will be the truth. The torment in his eyes is a reminder that no matter how genuine he comes across, he’ll still say anything to get what he wants. 

Frustrated by his deliberate silence in the face of my question, I open my mouth to order him to leave if he doesn’t start talking, but he rolls up his sleeves then, revealing his muscular forearms. The sight of those powerful arms makes me wish he would hold me again. The way he held me when I fell asleep in his arms that night we spent together. I felt so safe then. So secure in the knowledge that no matter what came next, I would always be certain of who I had invited into my bed. Well, as it turns out, I was dead wrong. Because soon after, I discovered that Callum isn’t some poor kid struggling to get by on Ramen noodles. He doesn’t come from a humble background like I do. His father isn’t a chauffeur like he said. All that was a lie.

Turns out, Callum Cabot is actually a California Fitzroy. Supposed heir to the Fitzroy fortune. Not only is Callum’s dad filthy rich, he’s also the CEO of Agra Enterprises, one of the most successful corporations on the planet. Not only is his dad one of the richest men in the world, based on what I learned from my frantic internet sleuthing yesterday, his mother is old money. A self-made billionaire for a father and an upper-class blueblood for a mom. Both his parents are made of money. When I unexpectedly met them in the dining hall in front of the whole school, they both oozed class so effortlessly I instantly recognized that I’d never be good enough for their son. No matter how nice his mother came across, I felt like a frump standing next to someone so glamorous. It was obvious that I’m not one of the upper-class preps who can afford to pay Redcrest’s enormous tuition. I’m a scholarship student. The first in my family to attend college. A small-town scholarship student like me is not going to end up with a Fitzroy. 

“I’m sorry I showed up uninvited,” he finally says. “But you wouldn’t take my calls.”

“Can you blame me?” I ask sharply.

“No,” he answers quickly. “I don’t blame you. It’s just...I tried calling and sending texts to see if you were safe. But after days of not being able to get ahold of you, I had to make sure you were doing okay, so I came over.”

I frown, confused. “Safe?”

Callum drags a hand over his face. Like he’s reluctant to give me a straight answer. After an awkward beat, he says, “Now that they know I’m here at Redcrest, the media is going to start sniffing around.”

I swallow hard, remembering the day that Callum’s lies were finally exposed. That morning in the university dining hall, I told Callum that I had finally come clean to my bosses about our relationship. I thought that confessing the truth and resigning from my job would make it possible for us to be together out in the open. We’d get to be a real couple that didn’t have to hide and sneak around. But the moment I thought I was finally free from a lifetime of having to follow the rules, Callum’s parents showed up. With a TV crew trailing behind them. 

“The media.” I bite my lower lip. “You mean the reporter and the cameraman who showed up with your parents the other day?”

He nods. “Yeah. My mom is doing some TV interview about billionaire wives raising money for charity or whatever. That’s why there was a crew with her.”

My eyes widen. “Oh wow. Is having a TV crew around normal for your family?”

“I mean, my dad and I try to avoid the press, but it comes with the territory,” he answers. “Plus, my mom is kind of into the media attention so she’ll do TV interviews or appear in magazines every once in a while.”

“It comes with the territory?”

“Yeah, there’s always some reporter trying to get intel on my dad’s company or dig into my private life,” he answers. 

“Because your dad’s a CEO?” I ask, trying to understand. While I’ve gotten used to the wealthy students on campus, very few of them are as obscenely rich as Callum’s family. The Fitzroys are in a different league entirely. 

“Yeah,” Callum confirms with a nod. “We also get media bothering us because we’re connected to Los Angeles. My parents have some dealings with Hollywood. Mom is close to the wives of the movie moguls and Dad’s company provides a lot of equipment for vineyards that some of the Hollywood types own. And my dad’s company pays for TV ads, which means he has to rub elbows with the TV studio heads.”

“What about you?” I ask. “Why is the media so interested in your private life specifically? Do they take special interest in billionaires’ kids or something?”

He pauses. Taps his foot. “I hung out with a lot aspiring actresses in my day.”

My patience wears thin when I see him trying to be cagey with his answer. “Enough with the euphemisms, Callum, just say that you slept with a lot of actresses.”

“Okay fine.” He forces out a heavy sigh. “I was with a lot of aspiring actresses and models back when I went to Pacific State University. The university has a film and theatre program and—”

“You were popular with the girls in that program,” I finish, cutting him off.

“I haven’t been with anyone but you since I got here,” he says, seeming to guess what I’m thinking.

I hate myself for thinking it. Hate myself for being jealous and wondering if he was feeding his lies to other stupid, naïve girls on campus. 

“Forgive me for not believing a single word you say,” I retort. “Not that it matters anyway. We were never a couple. So even if you were with someone else, it wouldn’t have been shady. Definitely not shadier than lying to me the entire time we’ve known each other.”

Pain flashes in his eyes momentarily. But it vanishes so quickly that I can’t be sure that’s what I even saw. Callum clears his throat as he looks directly at me. “Listen...Miss Barton, it’s not just that one reporter we have to worry about. The rest of the national press knows that I’m here at Redcrest. They know that I transferred,” he repeats.

“So, what?” I shrug, hating myself for how callous I have to be with the guy I thought I cared about. “They’re your problem, not mine.”

“That TV crew saw the way you reacted to my parents. They think something’s up,” he explains before saying something that makes my heart sink. “Which means that the media isn’t going to only focus on me. They’re going to start coming after you, too.”
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Anya

“No. You’re wrong. The media is not going to care about me,” I say flatly, refusing to believe it. Maybe I don’t want to believe it because I can’t afford for my life to get any more complicated.

“They’ll care.” His tone is firm. It’s how he usually sounds when there’s no room for argument.

“Why?” I challenge, crossing my arms. “I’m not an actress or a model.”

“That’s why they’ll care,” he says. “You’re different. I’ve never been with a girl like you before. That’ll make them sit up and take notice.”

The storm outside is raging even harder now, sheets of rain battering the apartment windows. The darkness outside just mirrors my mood. “So I’m worthy because of you.”

“That’s not what I meant.” He places a huge hand on his chest, right over his heart. “I swear I didn’t mean it that way. Don’t twist my words.”

“How can I twist anything when every single word that you’ve said to me has been a lie?” I demand, unable to contain myself any longer. I’ve tried to play it cool since he appeared, but I can’t keep up the pretense. His unexpected presence has started to rattle me and it’s a reminder that I’m not in control here. The entire time I foolishly thought that I was the one in charge because of my seniority as a teacher, Callum had been the one pulling the strings.

“Some of the things I’ve told you have been true,” he insists. “You have to believe me.”

“Were you telling the truth when you acted like you were too poor to keep up with your rich friends?” I ask forcefully. “What about when you claimed that your dad was a chauffeur? Or when you said that you were here on a scholarship?”

Heaving out a breath, Callum shakes his head remorsefully. He looks so sincere that I almost fall for it. Running a hand through his wet hair he chokes out, “No, I wasn’t telling the truth when I said those things.” 

“So it was all lies,” I say.

“I was the richest one among my friends back in California, my dad is the CEO of a billion-dollar corporation, and I’ve been paying tuition with grants, savings, and the money I made selling my sportscar,” he says quietly. 

Suddenly I feel sick as I realize what an utter fool I’ve been. “Oh, my goodness. The sportscar. You said it was your friend’s, but something about that always felt off for some reason. It was your car.”

“Yeah, it was my car,” he admits, his broad shoulders slumping. 

“This whole time you’ve pretended to be struggling.” I turn my face away, too angry to look at him a moment longer. “You acted like you were here on a scholarship. Like you were some underprivileged kid who couldn’t even afford food.”

“It wasn’t a complete lie,” he says. “Some of that was real.”

“Oh please.” I shake my head furiously. “You must think I’m a complete idiot.”

“Look, I wasn’t poor, but my father kicked me out of the house,” Callum says. “He cut me off financially. Forced me to transfer out of Pacific State and leave California.”

“Yet somehow you managed to pay to relocate,” I point out. “Somehow you managed to pay tuition. What kind of person has enough savings to pay for an entire semester at one of the most prestigious schools in the country?”

“I used to get an allowance,” he admits, taking a step toward me.

That makes me scoff in disgust. “Of course you did.”

“It was still a struggle to pay for basics like food,” he insists. “That’s why I needed to get a job.”

“Wait...” I pause, my mind going over every moment we spent together. “You weren’t kidding when you said you’d never had a job. I felt sorry for you, when the whole time, you were nothing more than just another privileged trust fund kid.”

Callum scowls. “So now I’m getting crap for telling the truth? That’s BS and you know it.”

I look at him sharply. “You don’t get to take the moral high ground here. Even if some of what you said was true, the important details were a lie. Everything you told me about your family, your financial situation, even your last name was fake.”

“The last name was one of my middle names,” he informs me.

“I don’t care. You lied to me!” I shake my head, unable to really grasp if any of this is real or a bad dream. “How could you? Was I that easy to manipulate?”

“It killed me to lie to you,” he chokes out desperately, taking more steps closer, his arms out imploring me to listen. “You’re the last person I ever want to lie to.”

“Yet, you did.” My lower lip trembles and my throat tightens painfully. “I didn’t matter to you at all.” 

“That’s not true,” he counters. “You matter to me.”

“You sure chose a lousy way to show that,” I toss back, too angry to take in a single word he’s saying. I’m too hurt and humiliated to hear him right now. Worse, even if I set aside my own pain, listening to Callum is dangerous. For all I know, he’s still trying to manipulate and use me for his own ends. Still willing to make me look like an utter fool. 

“Why did you do it?” I continue, my voice small and ragged. “Was it because I wasn’t like the other girls you’re with? They’re these savvy, worldly models and I’m just a stupid small-town scholarship girl you could use—”

“No. That’s not how I see you. You’re the most incredible person I’ve ever met, Anya,” he interrupts gruffly, then winces at his mistake. “Sorry I mean, Miss Barton.”

“So, you decided to reward me with a pack of lies,” I say angrily. “Did you enjoy messing with me? Did you like making a fool out of me?”

“I lied to you because I didn’t see any other way,” he confesses.

I narrow my eyes. “What?”

“For the first time, I didn’t have anyone,” he explains. “All my life I’ve taken people for granted. Thought they’d always be there to put up with my antics. Then the rug got pulled out from under me. I didn’t know what to do. Who to turn to.”

“Your dad kicked you out so you obviously couldn’t have asked him for help,” I say slowly as I try to analyze the situation despite my anger. Focusing on psychology and neuroscience during my academic career has made me interested in figuring people out. “Why didn’t you turn to your mother?”

“I might be a spoiled asshole, but even I’m not that much of a chump to go to Mommy when times get this tough. Even though I’ve asked her to help me out of a few jams, there’s still a line. My father was dead serious this time,” he answers. “Plus, I knew she’d only enable me. She’d find a way to make my father let me back into the house, which wouldn’t have solved anything. It would have pissed him even more while he waited to catch me screwing up again. No matter what, my dad was determined to finally get me out of the house.”

“You didn’t want to try to get back into your own home?” I ask.

“Bad as I wanted back in on my old life, I didn’t want to actually grovel,” Callum forces out, his tone clipped with an underlying resentment. “That’s what going to my mother and asking for her help would have meant. Capitulation to my father. He’s got enough power as it is.”

“None of that explains why you lied,” I say flatly. “Even if you wanted to hide it—which makes no sense—why wouldn’t you tell me? I could have helped.”

“What kind of help was I going to get from a stranger when my own father wasn’t capable of helping me?” Callum responds, answering my question with one of his own.

“I would have tried, Callum,” I say earnestly. “You know I would have.”

“By the time I realized I could trust you, it was too late,” he says shaking his head. “I had already lied and coming clean got tougher the more time we spent together. I figured if I admitted I had lied, you’d turn your back on me.”

“The truth is always best. That’s why I beat myself up all semester for lying and sneaking around. Because I knew the truth was too important,” I tell him. “But I eventually told the truth about us and faced the consequences.”

“I’m not good at consequences,” he admits, gazing at me with regret flashing in his eyes. “The honest truth is that repercussions are rare for people like me.”

“Meaning you get to skate by while I have to pick up the pieces,” I say tersely, letting my hands fall to my sides as I ball them into fists. “You get to stay in school, and keep your job, get a safety net from your rich parents. While I’m out of a job because I told my superiors the truth. Even though I didn’t give them your name, I told them that I got involved with a student. With you.” 

“That’s one of the reasons why I’m here to talk to you,” he says. “Since I’ve got a job because of your help, I’m still prepared to take care of you.”

I take a step back, stunned by what he’s saying. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah, I can take care of you,” he repeats, like it’s the most normal, natural thing in the world for a guy to just throw money at a problem he made.

“That’s crazy,” I say forcefully. 

“Why?” he asks. 

“Why?” I echo, so stunned that I unclench my fists as I stare at him. “You can’t afford to do that, for one thing. Your paycheck is enough for one person. You can’t afford to waste in on me when you have needs of your own.”

“You accepted it when I first offered,” he reminds me.

“No, you insisted,” I fire back. 

“You deserve to have some peace of mind. I can afford to help you. My father came to North Redcrest because he wanted to keep an eye on me, right?” Callum says, ignoring my argument. “He’s got a company to run and doesn’t want a scandal, which is why he wanted me out of California to begin with. But now that he can guess there’s something going on between us, and the press can too, I bet he’ll pay so that nobody can accuse of him neglecting his kid. That’ll be more than enough money. Regardless of whether the money comes from my dad or from my job, I’ll take care of you.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. He genuinely believes that this is acceptable. That this can be papered over with cash. That it’s okay for his father to mistreat him as long as there’s a massive payday at the end of it. Callum truly can’t see how warped this is. 

“I’m not some sort of kept woman you can just pay off,” I toss out. “It would be bad enough when I thought we had a future together, but we don’t. I’m not your girlfriend. You can’t just buy me. You can’t bribe your way out of this, Callum. You have to face the consequences of your actions.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing? Buying your forgiveness?” he grits out. His jaw clenches as a look of raw anguish flickers behind his eyes, his face twisting into a mask of pain. I’ve never seen him like this. Consumed by remorse and so apologetic that it makes my heart squeeze so tightly that I can’t breathe. “I’m trying to help you because it’s my fault that you lost your job. I have to take responsibility.”

“I know you think this is taking responsibility, but you have to understand that there are some things that you cannot buy your way out of. Not with me,” I say firmly. “Even if the whole world is bought off by your family’s money, I’m not like that.”
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