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I fell in love. She ghosted me.

I’m not going away, though. When I got sent to New York for spring break, I wasn’t thrilled. I know. Oh poor me. Thing is, I had other plans. Then I met Willa and everything I thought I knew about my life changed. My entire purpose for living became her.

But she disappeared—though not before telling me she had someone back home and this was a fling. I saw red. She’s mine and that’s that!

Only… My parents have debutantes waiting in the wings for me. A family like mine? You marry for power, not for love. I have until graduation to come to terms with “the plan.” Then I find Willa and everything changes again. I won’t be falling in line. I’ve already fallen for Willa. And that guy she had back home? He doesn’t exist. She just doesn’t believe long-distance relationships can ever work. How can I convince her we will survive, and we won’t ever be apart for long?

Any way I can. CHALLENGE ACCEPTED.
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Prologue

~ Ian Anderson ~

Considering I’d been forced to take this spring break trip, it had turned out to be the best week of my life. Truly, if my parents hadn’t foisted it on me, I never would have met the girl of my dreams, my one. Yeah, we were both on vacation and lived in different parts of the country, but we’d work that out.

Anxious to see her, and battling with the knot of dread in my belly, I glanced in the mirror one last time and smoothed my perpetually messy dark curls. The top of my hair was always in disarray while the sides were kept short and neat. I liked it—that little bit of wildness—but I wanted to look my best for my girl. Willa.

And that was the reason for the apprehension rolling around in my gut. Today was our last day in New York. The program we’d both been enrolled in would be over, and we’d each fly to our separate homes in the morning, resuming our normal high school lives.

I’d make the best of today. Make her understand that our relationship wasn’t really over, that we’d bridge the distance until we both graduated and could get together. My parents had iron-clad plans for me—more like manacles they wanted to snap around me—but I had other ideas.

Listening to the muted sounds of the traffic down below the hotel, I glanced around to determine if I’d forgotten anything while I was busy thinking about the day. I didn’t think so. After checking my pockets for my wallet and my phone, I headed out, only to come up short at the sight of the folded paper that had been slid under my door. I hadn’t noticed it earlier, but it could have been there for a while. All morning, I’d been engrossed in thoughts of Willa and the trip to the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island today.

I wondered if I could talk her into skipping out of the planned program. Instead, maybe, we could explore the city on our own—and by explore, I meant finding places where we could kiss. I ached to kiss her, really kiss her, taking more than the pecks we’d had so far.

Her parents wouldn’t know, even though, unlike me, she’d traveled here with them. They’d been doing their own thing all week long while we’d been doing ours. I hadn’t met them, though Willa and I were always together until we finally parted to go to our separate rooms at night.

Maybe, tonight, we could come back here. I knew she had an ex who always pressured her for sex. I wouldn’t. I just wanted to hold her. Until she was ready for more.

But first, I’d see what this message was, then I’d go get my girl…

In quick steps, I crossed the room and swiped up the paper, the crisp sheet crinkling in my fist. Offhand, I noted it was hotel stationery, but I was more interested in the swirly, feminine handwriting. My breath rushed from me faster than the time I’d been plowed over my the varsity tackle my freshman year, the first and final time I’d played football. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t stand, and my knees hit the carpeted floor hard.

This was from Willa.

This was…goodbye.

Dear Ian,

We’re heading back home a day early, but I didn’t want to go without saying goodbye. Thank you for the best week of my life. I wish it was longer. I wish it could be more. But it can’t be. I’m sorry. This is so hard… We both knew this was just for vacation though, so I don’t know why it’s so difficult to write this. It’s for the best, I guess. You have your life in Michigan, and I have mine—

I noticed that once again, she didn’t tell me exactly where she lived. I didn’t even have her real number. Her parents had made her use a throwaway cell while she was here, because they’d been afraid she’d lose her actual phone.

The next part ripped out my heart. The next part…that I couldn’t believe at all.

…where I have a boyfriend.

She’d told me he was an ex. This was a lie. Something to make this goodbye easier for me to accept. I knew it was. She hadn’t been cheating on some guy while she was with me.

I’m sorry, Ian. I really am. I wish you the very best for the rest of your life. I will never forget you. I will think of you often and remember this week.

Always,

W

My head dropped forward against the door, my eyes squeezed shut while a vise clamped around my grief-filled heart. How could I feel so much after such a short time?

Because she was my one.

I’d find her. Somehow, I’d find her, and then I’d make her believe in us and how right we were for each other. For now and for forever.


 

 

 

Chapter One

~ Ian ~

One Month Later

I heard the curtains moving just before light registered behind my eyelids.

“It’s six a.m. Mr. Ian,” our butler, Peter, said, his stiff British coming through. He’d been waking me like this for as long as I could remember. No alarm clocks for the Andersons. No, we had servants come in, open the curtains and rouse us.

“I’ve placed your morning coffee, a water and your daily vitamin on the bed table. Your uniform is ready and hanging in the bathroom. Will you require anything else this morning?”

This was a ploy. Make me speak to prove I was actually awake. I didn’t want to be; I’d been dreaming of Willa. Now, I was awake and knew that was all a sweet lie. Again. Like every other night.

“No, I’m fine,” I grumbled into my pillow. I just wanted five more minutes…or hours.

“Your mother has asked for you to join her in the dining room.”

“Christ.”

“No, sir. It’s just Mrs. Anderson. The second coming hasn’t occurred.”

I heard the humor in his voice. The tone would never be allowed with anyone else, but Peter occasionally let his sarcastic humor bleed into his words. Truly, if my financial circumstances weren’t about to change for the worse soon, I’d steal him away from here when I left. Alas, I wouldn’t have that kind of funding, though, and he’d be stuck with my mother and father.

“What does she want?” I levered myself into a sitting position and leaned against the headboard while I reached for my coffee and got my brain online for the day ahead. The aroma filled my senses before I took a sip and the rich flavor burst across my taste buds. Mmm…French roasted decaf heaven.

“I really don’t know. She had a few manila folders with her when I brought in her breakfast. She asked that you be down by quarter to seven.”

I glanced at my Breitling watch and sighed. Great… At this point, I had about a half hour to get down there for the talk. The folders tipped me off. I knew what she wanted. That was what annoyed me, not the time limitation clapped over my morning. Truth be told, once I was upright, I had the energy of a humming bird—until I fell into bed and went sound asleep.

“Couldn’t you just tell her I’m dead or something?”

I took another slug of the coffee, drawing up my legs beneath the blanket and resting my elbows on my knees, while I looked out the window. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but I could see the shadowy, manicured lawns in the predawn light.

It was too early in the day for this debutante bullshit. Pick one of these girls and date her. With the understanding there will be a ring on her finger in two years.

Right. What my parents meant was: Pick one of these pampered, spoiled daughters of our wealthy friends and start planning your future and the two children you’ll somehow have with her, despite sixteen hour workdays.

Screw love or happiness or any of those things that common men might indulge in. We were Andersons. Billionaire stock. We didn’t date. We didn’t indulge in love. We made business mergers.

Business.

We were all so consumed by it. They were anyway. That and how our lives looked to anyone peering in from the outside. God! I might be young, but even I knew there was more to life than making a living. How about making a life instead of making an appearance?

This time, my sigh sounded more like a growl. I heard Peter leave the room while I sulked. I knew he’d be back soon to lightly rap on my door to remind me, in his not-so-subtle manner, to get my ass downstairs.

The snick of the door catching on the frame, shutting firmly behind him, was my cue. After placing my cup back on the side table, I grabbed my water and vitamin, slammed them back, then headed toward the bathroom to start my day.

In less time than allotted, I’d cleaned up and wrestled into my uniform that looked tailored perfectly for my frame, but annoyed me in the way it was just a little snug over my muscular arms and shoulders. The tightness was imperceptible to the eye but still felt like ropes around my body. My parents and my school’s faculty thought I fidgeted because I had nervous energy. More like I felt as if I were being strangled all the time.

And…I was fidgety. There’s no way to lie about that. I had more energy than your average toddler on a sugar high.

I shot off a text message to my cousin to tell him I’d have to drive myself to school today and didn’t need a ride. Then with barely harnessed speed and momentum, I burst out into the hallway. I waved at Peter, who was down the corridor, and sprinted toward the steps. After bounding downstairs, I strode through the house toward the dining room.

“Mother,” I said, crossing to where she sat, with her barely touched fruit in front of her. I’d wager she was on her second or third cup of coffee, though. I leaned toward her and almost kissed her cheek in greeting. I wouldn’t call it an air kiss. I’m a guy. It was just an almost hug.

I moved away, slid into my chair and reached for the carafe of coffee nearest to me on the table. Decaf, not the full strength stuff my mom drank. Unlike her, I couldn’t tolerate the caffeine. If people thought I had excess energy normally, their minds would be blown by the manic frenzy that happened when an overload of the stimulant hit me.

One of the kitchen staff brought in my plate while I poured. She placed it before me and departed before I could say anything.

“Mother…” I complained. I’d been given a duplicate of her breakfast of fruit and toast, though I had two slices rather than one.

“You need to eat healthier, Ian.”

Yeah…okay…whatever. I’d be hitting a drive-thru before school, even if it made me late. I’d never make it to lunch on this.

I pushed at a melon cube with my fork and waited, side-eyeing the folders beside her plate.

She gave me a bland smile, not even remotely reflecting happiness. “We need to discuss your options.”


 

 

 

Chapter Two

~ Ian ~

We need to discuss your options.

God help me… These conversations never went well. My skin prickled, my gut churning, while I tried to appear as unaffected as she was.

She glanced at her watch. Judging from her outfit, she was making sure she’d be on time to her Piloga class—a combo Pilates and yoga session, and I was pretty sure the gym owners had made up the name. I knew she wasn’t all that interested in my schedule or we’d be discussing this tonight.

“What options?” Better to play dumb than go right to No. I knew she’d try to force my hand before too long, but I didn’t think it was today.

“These options.” The folder slid my way, pushed by perfectly manicured, pale-pink tipped fingers. She flipped it open. “Pick one, Ian. I don’t really care which one.”

Because they were all the same…

“Enough of this flittering around. You need to get settled.”

Suppressing a sigh, I flicked my gaze between the first sheet in the folder and my mother. She was serious, and as I’d suspected, she was presenting me with a folder-full of girls to choose. Another one. Did she have any fucking idea how screwed up this was, that she had dossiers for possible eligible brides?

Sad thing was, the only girl I wanted was Willa Westover. And God knew where she was. All it had taken was a week with her to know I’d never be happy with one of these ultra polished, spoiled Barbie dolls.

Uninterested, I flipped through the sheets, looking at the pictures in the upper left corners. Aside from the color of their clothing and eyes, every single one of them looked alike—looked a lot like younger versions of my mother, to tell the truth. Blonde hair with gentle waves around their shoulders—long but not too long. Mid-back at best. Perfect noses, chins and weight. Pretty but nondescript.

When I got to the last sheet, her second folder dropped on top of it.

More girls? Shit…

She flipped it open, too.

Not more girls, but almost as bad.

“You graduate in a month. You need to make a decision, or we will make one for you. You’ve put this off for too long, and you’re going to lose your spot.”

Harvard, Yale, Princeton or Columbia.

“Which one is farthest away?” Yeah, it was snarky. Ask me if I gave a shit.

“Don’t get smart about this.” Her scowl matched my mood, and I knew she had to be pretty pissed to risk a line on her face.

“I thought you had to be smart to get into these places. You know, people got in pretty big trouble in that admissions scandal thing. Toasted their reputations.”

With a huff, she shot to her feet. “I’m not going to let you ruin my morning.”

“You’ve ruined mine. Turnabout, mother.”

She tapped her shiny nail on the documents before me. “Make a decision. On a girl. On a school. We will discuss this later, but you have two weeks.”

My leg bounced frenetically, vibrating my chair and then in turn, the table where my arm rested. I pulled it back, leaning into my seat and crossing my forearms over my chest.

“Two weeks or what?” My tone outright dared her to threaten me fully, to do more than throw out a vague you’ll be sorry with no teeth attached.

“I told you. Make the choice or we’ll make one for you. Follow the plan or you’ll find yourself with more choices to make—choices you won’t be so smug about, like what to eat and where to live and what grocery store you’ll work at.”

Spinning on the ball of her foot, her track shoe squeaking on the hardwood floor, she stalked away, leaving me to my decisions and my unsatisfying breakfast.

Staring at the offending folders, I reached for my coffee, not even caring that I splashed onto one of the pages.

Glancing at my watch while I sipped, I saw that the meeting had only taken five minutes. Plenty of time left before school started. I ate the few pieces of remaining fruit then stuffed the toast into my mouth while I ran upstairs to my bedroom. The folders stayed on the table, open and untouched since my initial glance.

After gathering everything I needed, I dashed out of the house and jumped into my Lexus SUV. I spared a moment to glance at my shiny crimson Aston Martin DBS. Brand new and I rarely drove it. In fact, I rarely drove at all, except on the infrequent occasions when I had to take myself to school.

What kid own two cars? Me. Yet, I let my cousin chauffeur me around all the time. Truth be told, I had an aversion to getting behind the wheel. I was just too distracted.

What would Willa think of that? She’d mentioned once how I jumped from thing to thing, and she’d wondered aloud if I was like that with people. Did she think I’d do that with her? That I’d get bored and drop her? She had no idea how single-minded I’d be with her. Fuck, she’d hardly left my thoughts since spring break, a month ago.

I was so busy thinking of her, I drove right past Pop’s Burgers where I’d planned to grab a real breakfast. Growling at myself, I turned around in the library parking lot and waited for traffic to clear so I could make a left and head back to the restaurant.

I felt a little better when I got to school twenty minutes later. At least, my stomach wasn’t growling and I wasn’t hangry.

“Running late this morning?” Flip asked, falling in beside me as I walked toward my locker. Phillip, or Flip as we’d called him since grade school, wasn’t just my cousin. He was my closest friend, and I shared everything with him.

Well, almost everything. I had secrets none of my friends knew.

I cleared my throat. “Meeting with my mother.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Yeah. I got the whole make a decision or else speech.” I didn’t elaborate on the or else. No one needed to know the ultimatums being thrown down. Hell, most people would probably think I was a spoiled brat for not diving right in. “Why can’t my parents be as cool as your mom and dad?”

He huffed a laugh. “You only say that because you don’t live there.”

“I would if I could.” In a New York minute.

Damn. New York. And here were the thoughts of Willa again. Not that they ever really went away for long.

Unaware of the detour in my thoughts, Flip shook his head. “Yeah, but then you’d have to deal with Harper and Astrid. And we’re the black sheep of the family, don’t you know?”

Harper, his younger sister, and Astrid, our cousin who’d been orphaned a few years ago, where in sixth grade and a pain in the ass. Whenever I saw them, they were all giggly about whatever K-pop boy band they were crushing on that day.

“You’re not black sheep. You’re just…not like my part of the family.” Could you even have a black sheep in the family when there were only two siblings? Probably. I was an only child, and I was sure I was about to become one. “Besides…Grandpa Charlie loves you guys best.”

I said that with no rancor. My grandfather doted on me. In fact, he was the one who’d given me my Aston Martin for my birthday this year. I just didn’t think he liked my parents much.

We got to our English class before we could say more, and Flip seemed to deflate. I wasn’t sure why. But it had been like this every morning since December. He was fine, we got to class, his whole demeanor changed. He hadn’t been like this before we’d gotten our new teacher. He claimed to like Mr. Benning fine, but I knew he didn’t care for him like he had Ms. Spencer, our previous teacher who’d suddenly left the school a few months into the school year.

“Ready for the quiz?” I asked, hoping to suss out whatever his issue was. I hadn’t figured it out in five months, so my chances were slim.

“Sure.” He sighed and headed toward his seat. I went toward mine on the other side of the room, but didn’t sit, not until the bell rang.

I was too keyed up to be still. If it wouldn’t be too obvious, I’d make arm circles and stretch as if I were getting ready for a marathon, just to work off the energy welling inside me. It was the bane of my existence.

Instead, I walked around and talked to some of the guys. The most popular on campus, the class charmer, had arrived, but what no one knew was that I was a total fraud. Neither charming or clever, I was just trying to get by.


 

 

 

Chapter Three

~ Willa Westover ~

I slouched in my seat and waited for the morning bell to ring. Another day of high school and one more day closer to moving out of this city and nearer to my best friend, Petra. It might just be across the lake from Chicago and to a little town on the opposite shore of Lake Michigan, but I couldn’t wait.

Still, today, I had a hard time coming up with any enthusiasm. Just an hour ago, when I’d been about to leave for school, my parents had been yelling at each other and my mom had been crying. Again.

It had been the same story, over and over, for what seemed like forever now. Really, what had it been? Two years? Nothing seemed to change it, even the marriage retreat they’d done in New York City last month while I’d joined a student program for spring break. Yeah, that had gone so well we’d left early.

Another disappointment for me, since I’d had to leave behind the boy I’d come to care for, not even giving him a proper goodbye.

Geez, I was a bundle of joy today, wasn’t I?

Lately, though, I’d just had this looming sense of impending dread. I couldn’t quite shake it, even here at school. No one knew. I just faked a smile and did what I could to make others happy. Even that was difficult to muster this morning.

Without looking around as my classmates entered the room and took their assigned seats, I doodled inked flowers across my notebook paper. Flowers…the one thing that never failed to lift my spirits. I loved them, everything about them and the smiles they brought along with them.

These were forget-me-nots. My doodles had been the same for a month. I’d tried roses. Daisies. Pansies. They all turned into these. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t know why.

Forget-me-nots… I sure could never forget him. Ian, AKA E, who I’d met on my vacation. He’d stolen my heart and made me feel things I never had before, even without ever sharing a single kiss. It killed me that I’d never gotten the chance to actually say goodbye. That I’d probably hurt him. At least for a moment before he moved on. That was Ian… A ball of energy bouncing from one thing to the next.

It was for the best I’d ended it that way, I supposed. Who’d want to get caught in this family drama? The long-distance relationship might have been a nice diversion, but not fair to either of us. And I knew firsthand what distance did to a relationship, since one of my parents traveled all the time. I only had to look around my kitchen this morning.

“Hey, what’s up, Nature Girl?”

I rolled my eyes as my best guy friend dropped into the seat beside me. Vin loved comics, and apparently Nature Girl was some X-Man character whose name he’d appropriated for me since I loved flowers so much.

“Not a lot.” I flipped my notebook closed, hiding my doodles, but the loopy flowers on the cover gave me away just as much as those on the interior would have. “Same old…”

“Parents fighting again?”

I nodded. Vin was the only person outside my three-person family unit who knew about the constant battles. Even Petra, by best girlfriend, didn’t know. I supposed my mom could have confided in someone. But I hadn’t, except to Vin who’d accidentally encountered it one day.

Before Vin could say anything else, my ex-boyfriend, Joey, plopped down into the seat to the other side of me.

“Hey, sweet cheeks.”

I didn’t look his way, rolling my eyes at Vin. I had no idea how Joey racked up the notches in his bedpost the way he did. I wanted nothing of him, which is why he kept trying to come back around. I knew he only wanted what he couldn’t ever get.

“Go away.”

He chuckled. “I know you want me. How about Friday?”

“How about you find someplace else to sit?” Vin interrupted.

“What’s wrong, Vincent? Jealous because you can’t have any of this? You know I’m saving it for the ice queen here.”

“Don’t.” My words bit through the silence as Vin’s desk grated on the tile when he shot to his feet. I lowered my voice. “Don’t let him get to you. You don’t need another suspension before graduation. You know what they said.”

Vin sank back into his seat, clearly fuming, his jaw working with his fury. I knew my burly friend could flatten Joey, though it would be a close fight. Joey wasn’t light in the muscles and frankly, he was a bit of a weasel, who wouldn’t fight fair.

For the first time since he’d come in, I leveled a glare at Joey. “We both know you’re not saving it for anyone. My answer is no and will always be no.”

He scoffed, his eyes full of avarice. “No one else is going to offer.”

I clicked my tongue, blowing off his words, even though they cut deep. “My loss then.”

I would never show vulnerability to him again. The last time we’d gone out, before I’d broken up with him for good, he’d tried to push me too far, to take what I didn’t plan to give him. Kicker was, he claimed that he didn’t remember that night. I didn’t believe him. Still, I was sure his balls had to be bruised that next day, and that gave me a little pleasure.

His bullish behavior just made me think of Ian, and how he’d never pushed me. He’d made me feel things… I’d never experienced that kind of connection with anyone else. Like we were bound, destined. Everything had felt so easy with him.

But I’d had to say goodbye.

I turned back to face front, not wanting to think of Ian while looking at Joey. God forbid the jerk think I was having soft feelings for him.

“Are you ready for the chemistry test later, Vin?”

“Oh you know…”

“So…no?” I teased. Vin hated Chemistry, and I was pretty sure he’d only taken it because I did…and regretted it ever since. “You know I’d study with you. I’m a pretty good tutor.”

“Nah, I’m good. So what are you doing this weekend?” His change of subject was as obvious as Willis Tower.

“Pet’s coming into town with her boyfriend. She wants to shop for her prom dress here since Chicago probably has a better selection than Cherish Cove.”

“I can’t wait to check out this place over the summer.”

“Me, either.” Petra wasn’t firm about going to Michigan Valley University yet, but I’d had a suspicion and applied there, just in case, even though we’d both been set on going to school in Washington. I didn’t care where I went, as long as it was away from here and the fighting. Not one to be left out, Vin had applied there, too.

“What about you? Want to tag along with me on Friday and Saturday? Pet would love to see you.”

“I wish. We’re driving up to Wisconsin to see my grandma, leaving right after school.”

I hummed thoughtfully. “I have time before their train gets here Friday. Why don’t you come with me to the shop and I’ll give you an arrangement for your gram.” His grandmother wasn’t doing well, and my boss gave me flowers at cost as long as I was the one doing the arrangement.

“You sure?”

“Of course. Anything to make her smile.”


 

 

 

Chapter Four

~ Ian ~

I took a draw of my beer and glanced around the warehouse hangout while I tried to veg and let the tension of the day seep away from me. It hadn’t started well, with the talk, and hadn’t continued any better when both my parents had been home to continue it over dinner. Fuck, they had bugs up their asses over this.

The ominous sound of thunder rumbled overhead, echoing my mood. Lightning had been forking through the sky over Lake Michigan on the ride here with Flip, who’d driven us here, per usual. Now, I could hear the storm bearing closer. I hoped it wouldn’t be enough that we’d lose power and cut the evening short. I needed this respite with my friends. If it got interrupted, I’d ask Flip to take me home with him. I couldn’t deal with my ‘rents anymore tonight.

The warehouse had become our home away from home the past couple years, our place where we were Wellston rich boys and we could be ourselves…which arguably was Wellston rich boys, to tell the truth. Just…here, we could leave shit behind and be ourselves without worrying about images or parental expectations. There were four of us—me, Marshall who we called Mars, my cousin Flip, and Barrett, called Bare and never Barry.

This abandoned place actually belonged to Mars’ dad, but I had no doubt it would end up belonging to one of us. Hell, if I knew what to do with the hulking place and I had the cash, I’d offer to buy it. Thing was, if we weren’t careful, he’d just give it to us. I figured it would be Bare who bought it, though. He had walled off and converted the lower bay area into a garage for his stealth bike repair business—stealth from his father and no one else. He got business from all over the country.

Mars, Flip and I all looked up when we heard the door open then froze when Bare walked in with Petra, his stepsister, on his arm. He’d been in love with her since way before his dad eloped with her mom last month, but last we all knew, she had a boyfriend in Chicago—one she’d gone to visit last weekend, ripping our friend apart. There was some fucked up shit there, but now, he held her firm to his side, the intimacy clear.

“Anyone ever tell you guys that you’re smooth, because if they did, they lied,” Bare snarked, bringing Petra to the table with him. His chair was empty, so he dropped into it and pulled her onto his lap. Petra sat there stiff as a statue until he tugged her to lean against him.

“Why’s everything closed up tonight?” Bare asked, nodding toward the shut bay doors to the lot side of the warehouse.

Flip kicked his foot against Bare’s chair leg. “AJ tried to start shit this afternoon. We’d have no problem kicking his ass and throwing him off the pier, but we don’t want to deal with him.”

“He tried to mess with me today, too,” Petra said, and Bare’s countenance turned to thunder, matching the storm outside.

“What? When?”

She explained about him bothering her in the hallway, which sounded like typical AJ shit.

Bare locked his eyes on us other three guys. “If I’m not with Petra tomorrow, I need you guys on deck.”

Mars rubbed his hands together. “Excellent. I’ve always wanted to try a group thing.”
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