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Chapter 1: Love Blooms
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"I swear, if I have to listen to Dr. Calloway drone on about electromagnetism for one more minute, I’m dropping out." Link tossed his backpack onto the bench with a sigh, rubbing his temples.

His roommate Javier snorted, tossing him a soda from the mini-fridge. "Dude, you say that every Tuesday. Yet here you are, still suffering through it like the rest of us plebs."

Link cracked the can open, taking a swig before grinning. "Yeah, yeah. But seriously—this semester’s gonna kill me before I even get to the fun part of engineering."

The fun part, of course, was still a mystery—mostly because Link hadn’t figured it out yet.

The soda bubbled tart on Link's tongue as he slumped further into the couch, his physics textbook splayed open but unread on the coffee table. Across the room, Javier was hunched over his laptop, fingers flying across the keyboard with the fervor of someone who definitely wasn't doing homework. Link arched an eyebrow. "What's got you typing like a man possessed? Midterm already got you?"

Javier didn't look up. "Better. Campus forum gossip. Someone just posted about that girl from your Education Policy class—the one you keep 'subtly' staring at when you think no one's looking."

Link choked on his drink, coughing into his elbow. "I don't—what? Who?"

"Florence Wilkins." Javier finally glanced up, grinning like a cat who'd not only found the cream but also the secret recipe. "Apparently she's into pottery. There's a community studio downtown. Maybe you could 'accidentally' bump into her there."

Link rolled his eyes, but his pulse did a traitorous little jump. "Yeah, because showing up unannounced where someone's trying to relax isn't creepy at all."

Javier leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms behind his head with a self-satisfied smirk. "Creepy? Please. You’re forgetting the cardinal rule of college romance—if it’s not legally-defined stalking, it’s just enthusiastic interest." He wiggled his eyebrows. "Besides, pottery’s cool. You could stand to get in touch with your artsy side."

Link groaned, tossing a couch pillow at him. "My artsy side is fine, thanks. It’s called ‘appreciating engineering blueprints from a distance.’" But the idea had already taken root, stubborn as a weed. Florence Wilkins, hunched over a spinning wheel, hands slick with wet clay—that was an image he couldn’t shake.

Three days later, Link found himself standing outside the community studio, shifting his weight from foot to foot. The building was an old brick warehouse repurposed into something vaguely bohemian, the windows streaked with dried paint and the scent of damp earth clinging to the air. He’d rehearsed exactly three casual lines in the mirror that morning, all of which now evaporated the moment he spotted her through the glass. Florence was laughing at something the instructor had said, her hair tied up in a messy bun, a streak of clay smeared across her cheekbone like war paint.

Link exhaled sharply through his nose. Okay. Just walk in. You’re here for pottery. Totally normal. He pushed the door open with more force than intended, earning a startled glance from the instructor. Florence’s head turned—and for a heart-stopping second, their eyes locked.

"Hey," she said, blinking. "You’re in my Education Policy seminar."

Link’s mouth went dry. “Uh. Yeah. I'm Link... Cole, short for Lincoln.” He gestured vaguely at the pottery wheel behind her, as if that or telling her about his name explained anything. “I, uh. Thought I’d try something new.”

Florence wiped her hands on her apron, leaving faint streaks of terracotta across the fabric. “I'm Florence... Wilkins, Lincoln Cole. Pottery’s definitely new,” she said, tilting her head. “You any good?”

“No,” Link admitted immediately, then winced. Smooth.

But Florence just laughed, and the sound loosened something in his chest. “Honesty’s refreshing. Most guys would’ve lied and then made a total mess of the clay.” She nodded toward the empty wheel next to hers. “Want to embarrass yourself next to me?”

Link’s pulse kicked up again. “Sure. If you promise not to film my failure for social media.”

Florence grinned, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear with a clay-streaked finger. "No promises. But I will teach you how to not murder the wheel. Deal?"

Link rolled up his sleeves—a pointless gesture, given how quickly his forearms were speckled with wet clay—and took the seat beside her. The wheel hummed to life beneath his hands, wobbling slightly as he pressed too hard on the pedal. Florence reached over without thinking, her fingers brushing his to adjust the speed. "Easy. It’s not a race car," she teased, but her hand lingered just a second longer than necessary before pulling away.

For the next hour, Link learned three things: first, pottery was not intuitive. His attempts at centering the clay resulted in lopsided blobs that Florence diplomatically called "abstract." Second, Florence had a habit of biting her lower lip when concentrating, and it was unfairly distracting. Third, she was patient—genuinely, disarmingly so—even when he accidentally flung a glob of clay onto her apron.

"You’re a menace," she laughed, flicking a bit of clay back at him. It landed on his cheek, and she froze, eyes widening. "Oh god, I didn’t mean to—"

Link wiped it off with exaggerated solemnity. "Assault. At a pottery studio. I’m shocked."

Florence’s laughter bubbled up again, bright and unguarded, as she wiped her hands on her apron. “You’re lucky I don’t press charges,” she said, tilting her head toward the disaster on his wheel. “Though the evidence is pretty damning.”

Link glanced down at his latest creation—a lumpy, sad-looking cylinder that had somehow developed a dent on one side. “I prefer to think of it as avant-garde,” he said, poking it cautiously. The whole thing collapsed inward. “Or... a statement on the fragility of human ambition.”

Florence snorted, nudging his shoulder with hers. “Keep telling yourself that.” She reached over, her fingers deftly reshaping the ruined clay into something resembling a base. “Here. Try again. And this time, don’t death-grip the pedal like it’s your last lifeline.”

Link flexed his fingers, suddenly hyperaware of how close she was—the warmth of her arm against his, the faint scent of lavender clinging to her hair. He cleared his throat. “So, uh. How long have you been doing this?”

“Pottery? Since high school,” she said, her voice softening slightly. “My grandma had a kiln in her garage. She used to let me mess around with it when I’d visit.” Her hands stilled for a moment, a shadow flickering across her expression before she shook it off. “It’s... kind of my happy place.”

"What school did you go to?" Florence asked, intrigued.

"Ridgewood... mid-sized town in central Georgia you've probably never heard about..." Link said, not expecting the response he got.

"You mean the one where Mr. Robinson went Chuck Norris on that kid 2 years ago and took the gun from him? The psycho boy that was obsessed with June Parker?" Florence had been in the room next door when it happened, she was the same age as June and June's friends Elle McDonald and Aimee Perry.

Link's hands froze mid-spin on the pottery wheel, the clay wobbling dangerously. "Wait—you know Ridgewood?" His voice pitched higher than intended. "That was your school?"

Florence nodded, her fingers slowing on her own wheel as the memory surfaced. "Yeah. I was in Mrs. Harper's English class next to Mr. Robinson's history class when the lockdown started. June Parker was the target." She swallowed, her gaze dropping to the clay. "We heard the shouts. Mr. Robinson took the kid down and got the gun away from him before he could shoot June." A humorless laugh escaped her. "Guess that's not the hometown claim to fame most people lead with."

The studio suddenly felt too quiet, the hum of wheels and distant chatter fading into background noise. Link exhaled slowly. "Jesus. I was at UGA already when it happened, but my little sister was still there. She texted me from under a desk." He hesitated, then added, "Robinson used to coach my baseball team. Taught me how to throw a curveball. He's a former Navy SEAL, but never talked about it. That kid definitely picked the wrong class to pull the gun."

Florence's eyes snapped up to his, recognition dawning. "That's why you looked familiar." Her lips parted slightly. "You were the pitcher who threw a no-hitter junior year. I was in the bleachers—my friend dragged me to the game."

Link barked a surprised laugh. "You remember that?"

Florence’s cheeks pinked, her fingers fidgeting with the clay. "Yeah, well. It was kind of hard to forget. You spiked the ball into the dirt after the last out like you’d just won the World Series." She mimicked the motion with her hands, grinning. "Then tripped over the pitcher’s mound celebrating."

Link groaned, dragging a clay-streaked hand down his face. "Oh my god. That’s what you remember? Not the no-hitter, but my graceful victory dance?"

"Priorities," Florence said, her laugh curling around the word like smoke. She nudged his knee with hers under the table, the contact brief but electric. "Besides, it was cute. The whole team mobbed you, and you looked so startled—like you hadn’t actually expected to win."

Link opened his mouth to protest, then snapped it shut. The memory surged back—the dizzying rush of the crowd roaring, his teammates’ arms around his shoulders, the way his chest had burned with something fiercer than pride. He’d forgotten that part. "Okay, fair," he admitted. "I was surprised. We’d lost to Jefferson High the year before. Badly."

Florence’s grin softened. "I know. My cousin went to Jefferson. He still complains about it." She paused, her thumb tracing a slow circle in the clay. "Small world, huh?"

"June... I had forgotten about that since I was here already." Link decided to try a different idea. "I remember my sister saying how good she was at home ec, she had like a video cooking channel or something... wonder what she's doing now?" He thought perhaps feigning interest in another girl, especially a pretty blue-eyed brunette like June may spark some jealousy in the blonde Florence. Risky move, but he remembered Mr. Robinson saying 'No risk, no reward.'

Florence's fingers slowed on the clay, her brow furrowing slightly. "June's here at UGA. Pre-law. She's going to be the next Matlock." She flicked a glance at Link, her voice casual but her grip tightening imperceptibly on the clay. "Why? Were you two... close?"

Link suppressed a grin. Gotcha. He shrugged, deliberately nonchalant. "Nah, just remembered her from when I'd pick my sister up. She always had this..." He waved a hand vaguely, "...way of filling out those home ec aprons."

The wheel squeaked as Florence pressed down harder than necessary. "Huh. Never noticed." Her tone was light, but the clay between her fingers flattened abruptly. She cleared her throat. "But to burst your 'June' bubble, she's hot and heavy with a Junior, John McAllister. He's your age, so you may know him- he’s from Florida. Big into ROTC, going to go in the Army like his dad."

Link’s grin widened as Florence’s fingers dug into the clay a little too aggressively. He leaned back on the stool, stretching his arms behind his head. "John McAllister? Yeah, I know him. Tall guy, buzz cut, looks like he could bench press a tractor?" He chuckled. "Good for June. Though I doubt she needs anyone to protect her—she once threw a book at me in the library for laughing too loud during finals week."

Florence’s shoulders relaxed slightly, her fingers resuming their rhythmic smoothing of the clay. "Sounds about right." She shot him a sidelong glance, the corner of her mouth twitching. "So you do remember her. Just not for the reasons I thought."

The studio’s overhead lights flickered—somewhere, an old transformer was struggling under the weight of too many kilns running at once. Link seized the moment to shift closer under the guise of adjusting his wheel. "Nah," he said, voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. "I was always more into blondes who can turn a lump of clay into something resembling art." He nodded pointedly at Florence’s half-formed vase, its curves elegant despite its unfinished state.

Florence’s breath hitched, her cheeks flushing pink beneath the smudge of clay. "Smooth," she muttered, but her lips curved despite herself. She flicked a wet fleck of clay at him—this time deliberately—and it landed square on his collarbone. "For that, you get to clean up the studio after class. Instructor’s rules."

Link wiped the clay away with exaggerated dignity. "A small price to pay." He hesitated, then nudged her knee again. "Hey. Since we’ve established we’re basically long-lost hometown rivals... want to grab coffee after this? There’s a place two blocks over that doesn’t charge extra for oat milk."

Florence hesitated, her fingers pressing a little too hard into the clay—enough to leave crescent-shaped indentations. The studio’s overhead lights buzzed softly, casting warm shadows across her face. Link held his breath, suddenly acutely aware of how loud his heartbeat sounded in his own ears.

“Oat milk?” Florence finally said, her voice arching upward in amusement. “Are you secretly a hipster, Lincoln Cole?”

Link grinned, relief flooding his chest. “Only on weekends,” he deadpanned. “Weekdays, I’m a strictly black-coffee-and-regret kind of guy.”

She laughed, shaking her head as she wiped her hands on her apron. “Regret’s a strong choice. But sure. Coffee sounds good.” Her eyes flicked to the disaster on his wheel—a lopsided lump that vaguely resembled a mug if you squinted. “Maybe you can practice your pottery skills there instead. Less collateral damage.”

The walk to the coffee shop was shorter than Link had hoped. Florence led the way, her stride confident despite the dried clay speckling her jeans. She pointed out storefronts as they passed—a vintage bookstore (“Elle works there on Tuesdays, she reads old medical journals”), a thrift shop with a neon sign flickering ominously (“That’s where June found her prom dress”), and finally, the coffee shop, its windows fogged with steam.

The bell above the coffee shop door jingled as they stepped inside, the scent of roasted beans and cinnamon wrapping around them like a warm embrace. Florence inhaled deeply, her shoulders relaxing as she tugged off her clay-streaked apron and stuffed it into her bag. "Okay, confession," she said, leaning in conspiratorially. "I've walked past this place a dozen times but never actually gone in. Too afraid I'd look like a tourist fumbling with oat milk lingo."

Link snorted, holding the door open as a couple squeezed past them. "Relax. The barista here is chill. Once watched him calmly remake a latte three times for some guy who kept changing his mind about syrup flavors." He glanced at the menu board, then back at Florence. "Unless you're that kind of customer?"

Florence rolled her eyes, bumping his shoulder with hers. "I'm a simple woman. Coffee, cream, sugar. No cryptic sizing or secret menu hacks." She paused, then added with a smirk, "But if you order something with more syllables than my name, I will judge you."

The line moved quickly. When it was their turn, Link surprised himself by ordering first—black coffee, no frills—just to watch Florence's eyebrows shoot up. "What?" he whispered as they shuffled to the pickup counter. "I told you I was basic."

Florence's laugh was muffled by the espresso machine's hiss. "Basic is fine. Predictable is... safe." There was something in her tone—a flicker of vulnerability—that made Link want to lean closer. Instead, he grabbed a handful of napkins and pretended to study the local event fliers pinned to the corkboard.

They talked about their majors as they waited for their drinks. Their drinks arrived—Florence’s latte art a perfect fern, Link’s black coffee steaming in its plain ceramic mug. They claimed a corner table by the window, sunlight dappling the worn wood between them. Florence blew softly across the surface of her drink, her lashes casting delicate shadows on her cheeks. "So," she said, tilting her head. "Ridgewood’s finest pitcher turned electrical engineer. What’s the endgame, Cole? Power plants? Robotics?"

Link stirred his coffee absently, the spoon clinking against the sides. "Honestly? No clue." He shrugged, grinning when Florence rolled her eyes. "I just like knowing how things work. Used to take apart my dad’s radio as a kid. Drove him nuts."

Florence’s lips quirked. "Explains why you murder pottery wheels. Can’t resist tinkering." She took a sip, leaving a faint foam mustache on her upper lip that she licked away absentmindedly. Link’s stomach did a slow, warm somersault.

"Guilty," he admitted, tearing his gaze away to focus on his coffee. "But hey, at least I didn’t electrocute myself. Yet." He nodded toward her cup. "You, though—elementary ed. Bet you’ve got lesson plans already obsessively drafted in some color-coded notebook."

Florence’s laugh was startled, genuine. "Okay, first of all, that’s scarily accurate." She pulled a tiny, rainbow-stickered notebook from her bag and waved it at him. "Second, it’s organized, not obsessive. There’s a difference."

Link smiled. He liked this girl.

Florence flipped open her notebook to a page filled with neat bullet points and doodles of apples with smiling faces. “See? Organized chaos,” she said, tapping a finger on a sketched-out lesson plan titled ‘How to Make Math Less Terrible.’ “Third graders respond better to pirates explaining fractions than textbooks.”

Link leaned in, close enough to catch the scent of her shampoo—something citrusy beneath the lingering earthiness of clay. “So you’re saying Captain Hook could’ve saved me from summer school algebra?”

“Only if you promise to walk the plank when you get a problem wrong,” Florence deadpanned, snapping the notebook shut. She took another sip of her latte, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “But seriously, kids remember stories way more than formulas. My grandma taught me fractions by cutting up her famous peach pie. Stuck with me better than any worksheet.”

Outside, a group of students rushed past the window, their laughter muffled through the glass. Link watched them go, then turned back to Florence. “Your grandma sounds like my kind of teacher. Mine just yelled ‘BECAUSE I SAID SO’ when I asked why we had to learn cursive.”

Florence snorted, nearly choking on her drink. “Okay, that’s tragic. Cursive is useless unless you’re a 19th-century poet or signing checks.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, leaving a faint smear of foam. “But pie? Pie is eternal.”

The coffee shop’s hum of conversation faded into white noise as Link found himself leaning forward, elbows braced on the sticky table. "So," he said, tracing a finger around the rim of his mug, "if pie is eternal, does that mean you bake?" He grinned. "Or are you more of the ‘enthusiastic eater’ type?"

Florence’s nose scrunched as she laughed. "Depends on the day. Grandma tried to teach me, but my crusts always come out like cardboard." She mimed snapping something brittle between her hands. "Tragic, really. I can throw a mean vase but can’t roll dough to save my life."

Link’s fingers twitched toward his coffee—anything to keep from reaching across the table to brush the flour she’d imagined off her cheek. "Sounds like a teamwork opportunity. I make a decent apple crumble. No crust, just"—he wiggled his fingers—"improvisation."

Florence’s eyes lit up. "You cook?" The way she said it, like he’d confessed to secretly being a wizard, made his chest tighten.

"What, engineers can’t have hobbies?" He feigned offense, nudging her foot under the table. "Though fair warning, I also think ketchup is a valid pizza topping."

Florence gasped, clutching her chest in mock horror. "Ketchup on pizza? That’s not a hobby, that’s a felony." She pointed at him accusingly, her latte sloshing dangerously close to the rim. "I retract my coffee invitation. We can’t be seen together in public now."

Link laughed, stealing a sip of her drink before she could stop him. "Too late. You’re already an accomplice." He wrinkled his nose at the sweetness. "Wow, that’s like drinking liquid cotton candy."

Florence snatched her cup back, her cheeks flushing. "Says the man who drinks battery acid." She gestured to his black coffee, now half-gone. "At least mine doesn’t taste like existential dread."

The afternoon sun slanted through the window, gilding the edges of Florence’s hair where it had escaped her bun. Link found himself staring at the way the light caught the gold flecks in her blue eyes—like sunlight through shallow water. He cleared his throat. "So. If cooking’s off the table, what do you do for fun besides pottery and judging people’s life choices?"

Florence tilted her head, considering. "I read way too many children’s books—research for future lesson plans." She dug in her bag and produced a worn copy of Charlotte’s Web, the cover dog-eared. "Current obsession. I’ve cried over this pig approximately sixteen times."

Florence's phone buzzed. She looked at the text and said "Ugh... forgot I was supposed to meet my roommate and help her study..." She gave him an impish grin. "Engineer, eh? OK, what has 10 digits and is something you really want?"

Link blinked, then grinned as he tapped his temple. "Easy. Your phone number." He paused, feigning deep thought. "Unless it's pi to the tenth decimal, but I'm hoping it's the first one."

Florence’s laughter danced between the coffee shop tables, bright enough that the barista glanced over with a smile. She tapped her phone screen with a clay-streaked thumb, then slid it across the table to Link. “You’re lucky I’m a sucker for terrible math jokes,” she said, her voice warm with amusement. The contact page glowed up at him, her name already typed in—Florence Wilkins, followed by a string of digits and, inexplicably, a pizza emoji.

Link’s fingers closed around the phone, his pulse kicking up as he added his number with exaggerated solemnity. “I solemnly swear not to abuse this power,” he intoned, then paused, thumb hovering. “Unless it’s to send you photos of crimes against pizza. Then all bets are off.”

Florence snatched her phone back, tucking it into her pocket with a roll of her eyes. “Threat received.” She stood, slinging her bag over her shoulder with a rustle of notebooks and stray clay tools. The afternoon light caught the dusting of freckles across her nose, and Link had the sudden, absurd urge to map them like constellations.

“Rain check on the pie, then?” he asked, rising to his feet. His coffee cup tipped precariously as his knee bumped the table. Florence caught it with a deft hand, her fingers brushing his—warm, briefly electric—before she steadied it.

“Depends,” she said, tilting her head. “Are you bringing the apples or the felony condiments?”

The coffee shop door jingled again as Florence pushed it open, letting in a gust of autumn air that sent napkins fluttering. Link watched her pause on the threshold, silhouetted against the golden light of late afternoon. She turned halfway, biting her lip like she’d forgotten something.

"You forgot this," Link said, grabbing the forgotten copy of Charlotte’s Web from the table. He held it out, his thumb brushing the well-worn spine.

Florence’s eyes flicked to the book, then back to his face. "Keep it," she said suddenly. "Read it. Then tell me if Wilbur’s speech in chapter twelve wrecked you like it did me."

Before Link could respond, she was gone, her blonde ponytail bouncing as she disappeared into the stream of students crossing the street.

Link stared at the book in his hands, its pages dog-eared and annotated in neat, looping handwriting. He flipped it open to a random page—"It is not often that someone comes along who is a true friend and a good writer."—and snorted. Florence had drawn a tiny heart in the margin.

Link's phone buzzed in his pocket before he'd even stepped out of the coffee shop. He fished it out, expecting a spam text—instead, Florence's name blinked up at him. His thumb hovered over the notification for a second before swiping.

Forgot to ask, her message read, do you actually like oat milk or were you just showing off? Followed by a suspicious-eyed emoji.

Link grinned, leaning against the brick wall outside as he typed back: Only for the aesthetic. Secretly I take my coffee like a depressed cowboy.

Three dots appeared immediately. Knew it, Florence replied. Also, you left your ‘abstract art’ at the studio. Instructor says it has ‘haunting potential’ but I think she’s being nice. A photo followed—his lopsided mug, now glazed a tragic shade of mustard yellow.

He winced, typing: That’s going in the ‘Do Not Display’ section of my future home.

Link’s phone buzzed again before he could reply—another message from Florence, this time a grainy photo of June Parker standing outside the thrift shop with a lanky guy in a military buzz cut. Proof of life, the caption read. John McAllister in the wild. Still think she fills out aprons better than me?

The pit of Link’s stomach did a slow flip. He typed back one-handed, Nah. You could make a burlap sack look like haute couture. He hesitated, then added: Also, you’re holding a knife in that pottery photo. Automatic intimidation points.

Florence’s reply came fast: It’s a rib tool, you heathen. Followed by a close-up selfie of her brandishing the curved sculpting implement like a serial killer, her blue eyes crinkled with laughter. Link saved the photo without thinking, then immediately felt like a creep. To compensate, he sent back a shot of his own disaster mug with the caption: Proof I’m a danger to clay everywhere.

The sidewalk ahead of him blurred as his phone buzzed again—not Florence this time, but Javier. So??? Did you die? Is she burying your body in a clay coffin? Link snorted, typing back: Worse. She’s making me read children’s literature. He snapped a photo of Charlotte’s Web balanced on his forearm and hit send.

Javier’s reply was instant: Oh shit. She LIKES you... she really likes you. Didn't expect that!

***
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THE NEXT DAY, LINK flipped the book over in his hands, tracing the creased spine where Florence had folded the corners of her favorite pages. The scent of paper and faint lavender—probably from her bag—drifted up as he tucked it under his arm. His phone buzzed again.

So what’s the verdict? Florence’s text read. Did Wilbur wreck you yet or are you emotionally stunted?

Link grinned, thumbing a reply as he walked: Give me time. I’m savoring the trauma.

Three dots pulsed. Savor faster. Quiz tomorrow, she shot back, followed by a knife emoji.

The sidewalk crowds thinned as Link neared his dorm, the late afternoon light stretching his shadow long and lean ahead of him. He was halfway up the stairwell when his phone buzzed once more—not Florence this time, but a calendar alert: Robotics Club Demo – TOMORROW 3PM.

After more text exchanges, they had arranged their first 'real' date- a dinner at the pizza place near campus, followed by a visit to the local Barnes & Noble. Link had asked Florence if she was OK with riding on a motorcycle. He halfway expected her to decline, but she had texted a big thumbs up emoji, followed by a motorcycle emoji.

He looked at the old maroon Suzuki GS1000G, the "G" being the unpopular but comfortable shaft drive model. He thought not spraying Florence with chain oil would be a good way to start things off. He had picked it up after a local Craigslist ad had it for $200, saying "Ran when parked." The original owner had let it sit and some of the wiring was damaged, but he had put new tires and brakes on it last year before giving up on it. Link invested another $100 into some wires and connectors, then a $50 carb rebuild, some new spark plugs, and oil and filter change and fresh gas and the machine purred to life like it was new. It only had 12,000 miles.

He bought a second helmet, guessing correctly blue was Florence's favorite color based on what he had seen in her notebook at pottery class. As he arrived at her dorm 10 minutes early, she was already sitting on the steps, her hair in a tight braid.

Over pizza, they had found out each liked to read. Florence confessed she liked romance novels, and as a little girl her mom or dad had read stories to her at bedtime.

The pizza crust was still stuck in Link’s teeth when Florence dragged him into Barnes & Noble with the urgency of a woman on a mission. "Okay, ground rules," she said, spinning to face him just past the entrance, her cheeks pink from the walk. "No judging my reading choices. And if you laugh, I will leave you here to rot in the self-help section."

Link held up his hands in surrender, the scent of new books and coffee wrapping around them. "Scout’s honor. Though technically I was kicked out of Scouts for setting a tent on fire, so—"

Florence groaned, grabbing his wrist and tugging him toward the back of the store. "Why does that not surprise me?" Her grip was warm, her fingers slightly sticky from pizza grease. Link memorized the way her thumb brushed his pulse point as she pulled him down the romance aisle like a hostage.

She stopped abruptly in front of a shelf labeled Sweet & Spicy, her free hand fluttering over the titles like she was petting a nervous cat. Link leaned closer, squinting at the cover of The Astronaut’s Cowboy Heart—a shirtless man in a Stetson floating in zero gravity, embracing a woman in a lab coat. "Huh," he murmured. "So that’s how orbital mechanics work."

Florence elbowed him in the ribs. "I told you not to judge." But her voice wavered, her shoulders hunching slightly as she traced the spine of a book titled The Duke’s Electrician. "It’s stupid, I know. But after the whole... Ridgewood thing, these romance novels were the only books that didn’t make me feel like the world was terrible." She bit her lip. "Plus, the POV is actually pretty feminist. Most are written by women, like Danielle Steele."

"I wonder what a man would write?" Link had asked. "The formula on these is so copy and paste... boy meets girl, they kind of like each other, one or the other has a bad boyfriend or girlfriend, then there's a misunderstanding, and one has to decide which person they'll end up with, and it looks like things are over. Then at the end one pursues the other and boy gets girl." Florence saw a playful grin on his face. "Totally not what a guy would write..."

"Oh really?" Florence slapped him on the arm playfully. "So how does the guy version read?"

Link smirked, leaning against the romance shelf so hard it wobbled. "Easy. Chapter one: guy meets girl. Chapters 2-8, the same type of stuff. Chapter 9: guy has to choose between the story girl or his ex GF. Chapter ten: guy gets girls, as in plural. The end."

Florence's mouth dropped open in mock outrage.

Florence’s gasp was loud enough that a nearby bookstore employee glanced over with raised eyebrows. “You cretin,” she hissed, swatting Link’s shoulder again. “That’s not how romance works!”

Link caught her wrist before she could retreat, his fingers circling the delicate bones with exaggerated solemnity. “Prove me wrong,” he challenged, nodding toward the shelf. “Give me your best feminist defense of The Duke’s Electrician.”

Florence yanked her wrist free, but her lips twitched with suppressed laughter. She grabbed The Duke’s Electrician and flipped to a page near the middle. “See?” She jabbed a finger at the text. “Lady Eleanor literally rewires the Duke’s mansion herself after he says women can’t handle ‘men’s work.’ Then she charges him double.” She snapped the book shut with a triumphant thump. “Take that, patriarchy.”

Link blinked. “Okay, that’s... unexpectedly badass.” He plucked the book from her hands, skimming the back cover. “Wait, does she also seduce him with a wrench?”

“Only after he apologizes,” Florence said primly, plucking the book back. Her nose scrunched as she added, “Though the wrench scene is... creative.”

Link’s grin widened. “Creative how? Like ‘OSHA violation’ creative or—”

A sharp thwack interrupted him as Florence smacked his chest with the paperback. “No spoilers,” she hissed, though her eyes sparkled. She tucked the book under her arm and marched toward the checkout, her braid swinging like a metronome counting out her indignation.

Their second date was at a nicer restaurant. Link had picked her up in his old pickup this time. He made a bad joke about picking her up... in a pickup. Florence was becoming very attracted to this man, one who could make her laugh so easily. But she knew she had to tell him something tonight, something that she should have told him upfront. But how do you mention 'Oh, by the way, I can never have children' to someone you just met. She prayed he wouldn't run away or ghost her as other men his age had done.

The restaurant’s candlelight flickered across Florence’s face as she traced the rim of her wine glass, her usual confidence replaced by something hesitant. Link watched the way her fingers trembled slightly before she tucked them under the tablecloth.

"So," she said abruptly, "there’s something I should’ve told you sooner." Her voice was too light, the way people sound before delivering bad news.

Link set down his fork. The steak suddenly tasted like cardboard. "Okay," he said slowly. "Hit me."

Florence took a deep breath, her eyes fixed on the bread basket. "I had ovarian cancer when I was sixteen." The words came out in a rush, like she’d rehearsed them. "They caught it early, but—" Her throat worked. "I can’t have kids. Ever."

Silence stretched between them, thick enough to choke on. Link saw the exact moment she braced for rejection—her shoulders squaring, chin lifting like she was ready to walk out with her dignity intact.

Link reached across the table, his fingers brushing hers before curling around her hand. The candlelight caught the faint tremor in his grip. "Florence," he said quietly, "did you think that would scare me off?"

Her breath hitched. She stared at their joined hands like she couldn’t believe they existed. "It has before," she admitted, voice barely above a whisper. "Twice."

Link exhaled sharply through his nose, his thumb tracing slow circles over her knuckles. "Well, those guys were idiots." He waited until she looked up, her blue eyes glassy in the flickering light. "I’m not here because I’ve got some imaginary future kids’ names picked out. I’m here because you make clay look like magic and argue about romance novels like it’s a courtroom."

A startled laugh escaped Florence, watery but real. She swiped at her eyes with her free hand. "That’s the worst pep talk ever."

"Engineer, remember? Precision over poetry." He grinned when she rolled her eyes, then grew serious again. "Look—if kids are something we want later, there’s a million ways to make that happen. But right now?" He squeezed her hand. "I just really like you."

The restaurant’s ambient noise—clinking silverware, murmured conversations—faded into white static as Florence stared at Link. Her fingers tightened around his, her pulse thrumming against his palm like a trapped bird. “You’re serious,” she said, not quite a question.

Link shrugged, tracing the ridge of her knuckles with his thumb. “About liking you? Yeah.” His mouth quirked. “About the poetry thing? Also yeah. I once wrote a haiku about circuit boards that rhymed ‘transistor’ with ‘resistor.’ It was tragic.”

Florence’s laugh burst out, sudden and bright, drawing glances from nearby tables. She pressed her free hand to her mouth, shoulders shaking. “Oh my God,” she wheezed. “That’s awful.”

“Told you.” He grinned, relieved to see the tension leave her frame. “So. Now that we’ve established my complete lack of romantic talents—”

“Debatable,” Florence interjected, her smile softening.

That was the second of many more dates. They found themselves finishing each other's sentences and even going to the market together to buy food. On the weekend, Florence enjoyed riding on the back of the old Suzuki, riding out to a nearby lake for a picnic. One day as clouds appeared, she asked "So what do you do when it rains?"

Link's answer was classic Link. "Usually I get wet." They had retreated under the picnic shelter to wait out the storm, the old motorcycle's single headlight like an old friend looking at them.

The rain drummed against the picnic shelter’s tin roof, a steady rhythm that made Florence lean closer to Link without thinking. Their shoulders brushed, the warmth between them a stark contrast to the damp chill in the air.

"You know," Florence said, watching the downpour turn the lake’s surface into a thousand tiny explosions, "I never actually asked—why engineering? Besides the whole ‘taking apart radios’ thing."

Link stretched his legs out, his boot nudging her sneaker. "Honestly? Because it’s predictable." At her raised eyebrow, he elaborated: "Circuits either work or they don’t. No maybes. No ‘it’s complicated.’" He picked at the peeling paint on the picnic table. "After Ridgewood, I needed something that made sense."

Florence’s fingers twitched toward his, then stilled. "Yeah," she murmured. "I get that."

A gust of wind sent rain spraying under the shelter. Link shifted instinctively, blocking the worst of it with his body. Florence blinked up at him, rainwater caught in her lashes like tiny diamonds.

A month later, Link called and talked to his parents. There was someone they needed to meet.

Link’s parents’ farmhouse smelled like cinnamon and woodsmoke when Florence stepped inside, her boots leaving damp prints on the worn welcome mat. She clutched the pie tin like a shield—apple crumble, Link’s recipe with her haphazard crust—as his mother, a stout woman with Link’s same hazel eyes, enveloped her in a hug that smelled of lavender detergent.

“So you’re the one who finally got our boy to read something besides schematics,” his dad boomed from the kitchen doorway, wiping grease-stained hands on his overalls. Florence caught Link’s eye over his mother’s shoulder; he mimed a dramatic gasp, mouthing Traitor when she grinned.

Dinner was a riot of overlapping stories—Link’s childhood escapades (“He once rewired the radio to play only ‘Yankee Doodle’”), Florence’s teaching dreams (“Third graders are tiny drunk people, honestly”), and his parents’ gentle probing about her family (“They’re in Vermont now—mom’s a librarian, dad fixes antique clocks”). The pie crust was, indeed, tragic, but Link’s father ate three helpings anyway, winking as Florence groaned.

Later, while Link helped his mom with dishes, his dad led Florence onto the porch with two mason jars of peach tea. The night air was crisp, fireflies blinking against the dark like stray embers.

“Our boy never had a serious girlfriend at Ridgewood,” he said abruptly, not a question. Florence stiffened, the jar cold in her hands. He stared at the distant tree line. “From what his sister told us, I think a lot chased after him, the star pitcher and all, but you're the first one to make it here.” Florence took a long sip, unsure what to say.

He saw how she was tense. "He told us. I hope you're not upset. Don't think not having kids, not giving us grandkids changes anything. I know my son, he's hardheaded..." a pause and she saw him tap his own gray head. "Comes by it honestly."

The porch swing creaked under Florence’s weight as she absorbed Link’s father’s words. Fireflies blinked around them, their tiny lights mirroring the sudden spark of warmth in her chest. She swallowed hard, the sweet tea sticking in her throat. "You’re not... disappointed?"

Link’s dad snorted, rubbing his calloused palms together. "Disappointed? Honey, we’re just glad he finally found someone who laughs at his terrible jokes." He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "That boy brought home strays—dogs, cats, even a raccoon once—but never a girl. Not until you."

Inside, the clatter of dishes paused. Through the screen door, Florence caught snippets of Link’s voice—low, earnest—and his mother’s softer reply. A cabinet clicked shut. The mundane sounds of domesticity wrapped around her like a promise.

"You know," his dad continued, gaze tracking a barn owl’s silhouette against the moon, "when Link was ten, he spent three months building this ridiculous treehouse. Nails sticking out everywhere, plywood walls crooked as a politician." He chuckled at the memory. "His mama nearly had a heart attack when she saw it, but I told her—let him figure it out. Next summer? Thing was sturdy as a bank vault."

He continued. "Link says you want to teach the little ones. Elementary." He looked over at what he thought would make a fine daughter-in-law. "That have anything to do with your health?"

Florence sighed lightly. "I told myself it wasn't, but.. the more I thought it over, I saw that's what it was." She got a small smile as a memory surfaced. "I remember my favorite grade school teacher, Mrs. Hawkins. She made every day wonderful. I like to think the seeds she planted are taking hold in my life now. Realistically, why settle for one or two kids when I can have 25?" Now her smile broadened.

The screen door creaked open as Link stepped onto the porch, balancing a plate of leftover pie crust scraps. He froze mid-step, taking in Florence’s tear-bright eyes and his father’s rare soft expression. "Uh," he said, glancing between them, "did I miss the part where Dad traumatizes you with childhood photos?"

Florence laughed wetly, swiping at her cheeks. "Just treehouse stories." She accepted the plate Link offered, picking at the mangled crust. "Your dad says it looked like a lumberyard explosion."

Link groaned, collapsing onto the swing beside her. "It was structurally sound!" He turned to his father. "Tell her about the pulley system."

His dad snorted. "Oh, the one that dropped your sister’s Barbie into the duck pond?" He stood, stretching. "I’ll let you two debate engineering failures. Early milking tomorrow." He paused at the door, squeezing Link’s shoulder—a silent communication that made Florence’s throat tighten.

The swing rocked gently as Link’s fingers found hers, their palms still faintly sticky from pie filling. Fireflies winked around them like misplaced stars. "So," Link murmured, "Dad corner you with the baby album yet?"

Florence nudged Link’s knee with hers, the porch swing creaking under their shared weight. “No baby albums,” she said, licking crumble from her thumb. “Just a lot of misplaced faith in your carpentry skills.”

Link snorted, stealing a crust scrap from her plate. “That treehouse survived two hurricanes. Jury’s still out on whether Dad’s barn will.”

A moth fluttered against the porch light, casting erratic shadows over Link’s profile. Florence studied the way his beard caught the gold light, the way his free hand absently tapped against his thigh—dit-dit-dah, over and over. She recognized the rhythm; he did it during lectures when he was working through a problem.

“You’re staring,” Link murmured without looking at her.

Florence grinned. “Just wondering how many OSHA violations are in that treehouse.”

***
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A WEEK LATER, DUE TO the distance, Florence facetimed her parents with Link present.

The FaceTime call connected with a chirp, Florence's parents' living room materializing in a pixelated blur before sharpening into focus. Her mother—a softer, grayer version of Florence with the same quick smile—leaned forward, her glasses reflecting the screen's glow. "Oh!" she breathed, fingers fluttering to her collarbone. "This is the famous Link."

Florence's elbow dug into Link's ribs as he choked on his coffee. "Mom," she groaned, dragging a hand down her face. "We talked about this. No 'famous' anything."

Link wiped his mouth, grinning at Florence's exasperated eyeroll before addressing the screen. "Mr. and Mrs. Wilkins, hey—" His voice cracked mid-sentence like he was fifteen again. Florence bit her lip to keep from laughing.

Her father—tall, bespectacled, with the same stubborn chin Florence got when she was determined—leaned into frame. "So." His voice was drier than the Vermont autumn where they'd retired. "You're the one who got our girl to admit she likes romance novels."

Florence made a strangled noise. "Dad! We agreed you wouldn't—"

Link’s grin widened as Florence buried her face in her hands, her ears turning pink. “Actually, sir,” he said smoothly, “she defended them with legal precedent. Very convincing closing argument.”

Florence’s mother clapped her hands together. “Oh, just like high school debate!” She turned to her husband. “Remember when she argued that cafeteria tater tots were a constitutional right?”

“I won that one,” Florence muttered, peeking through her fingers.

Her father’s mustache twitched. “Son, you ever been to Vermont?”

Link blinked. “No, sir.”

Florence’s father leaned back in his armchair, the leather creaking under his weight. “Good,” he said with a slow nod. “Because if you’re serious about our girl, you’ll be visiting. And I’ve got a clock tower in the town square that needs rewiring.” His eyes—sharp blue behind wire-rimmed glasses—fixed on Link with the intensity of a man who’d built his life fixing broken mechanisms. “Consider it... a test.”

Florence groaned. “Dad, you can’t just—”

“Deal,” Link interrupted, squeezing her knee under the table. His grin was all teeth. “Though fair warning, I specialize in making things catch fire.”

Her mother laughed, the sound bright through the speakers. “Oh, I like him.” She adjusted her glasses, peering at Link like he was a particularly intriguing library acquisition. “Florence says you’re rebuilding a motorcycle? What model?”

“1981 Suzuki GS1000G,” Link said, perking up. “Already rebuilt! Shaft drive, so—”

Florence’s father leaned forward, suddenly animated. "Shaft drive? Interesting choice—those old Suzukis were bulletproof if you kept the U-joints greased."

Link’s eyebrows shot up. "You ride, sir?"

"Used to," her dad admitted, adjusting his glasses. "Had a '76 Gold Wing back when Florence was in diapers. Sold it after her diagnosis—too many hospital runs." The unspoken too risky hung in the air until he added, "Still got my tools though. You ever need specialty parts, I know a guy in Burlington with a barn full of NOS Japanese parts."

Florence watched Link’s face transform—the way his eyes lit up like he'd been handed a winning lottery ticket. She'd seen that look before, when he'd talked about resurrecting his motorcycle or explained why a particular circuit design was elegant.

Her mother cleared her throat, gently steering the conversation. "Florence tells me you're taking her to the robotics competition next week?"

Link’s fingers twitched against Florence’s knee under the table—half nerves, half excitement—as he leaned toward the screen. “Yeah, it’s just a demo for projects, but—”

“He’s being modest,” Florence interjected, nudging him with her shoulder. “His team built a robot that folds origami cranes. While diagnosing circuit errors.”

Her mother’s eyebrows disappeared into her fringe. “That sounds... improbably specific.”

Link rubbed the back of his neck. “It was Javier’s idea. He wanted to impress his TA who’s into Japanese—”

Florence clamped a hand over his mouth. “Moving on!” she announced brightly as her father snorted into his coffee. The screen flickered momentarily, freezing her mother mid-laugh with her head thrown back, the silver streaks in her hair catching the light like circuitry.

***
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THE ROBOTICS COMPETITION hall buzzed with the chaotic energy of last-minute adjustments—students hunched over circuit boards, the sharp scent of solder mingling with the greasy aroma of concession stand popcorn. Florence clung to Link’s elbow as they navigated the crowded aisles, her fingers tightening every time someone jostled past with a rolling cart of tools.

“That’s them,” Link murmured, nodding toward a cluster of tables where Javier stood waving wildly, his team’s robot—a skeletal aluminum contraption with unnervingly precise pincers—perched on the edge like a mechanical praying mantis.

Florence’s breath caught when the bot whirred to life, its joints moving with eerie fluidity as it selected a square of paper from a stack. The crowd around them stilled as the pincers began folding methodically, the paper crimping into precise creases without a single misalignment.

“Look at that,” Florence whispered as the crane took shape, its wings lifting delicately under the overhead lights.

Javier whooped, slapping Link’s back. “Told you the tension calibration would work!”

***
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LINCOLN'S TEXT WAS mysterious. Florence read it. Meet me at Luigi's. 6PM. Table reserved. Formal attire required.

He wasn't picking her up, which was odd. The FaceTime with her parents the day prior was also odd, her mom was smiling a lot more than usual. Her dad had wrote it off as her winning $100 at the lottery. Something was up.

Florence put on her best black dress, spending some extra time on hair and makeup with some help from her roommate. The smokey eye effect really made her blue eyes pop.

Florence parked her Subaru outside Luigi's promptly at 5:50.

The hostess at Luigi’s blinked at Florence’s arrival, her manicured fingers hovering over the reservation book. “Cole party?” she asked, already gesturing toward the dimly lit interior. “Right this way.”

Florence followed, her heels clicking against the tiled floor as they wound past candlelit tables where couples murmured over wine. The hostess paused at a velvet curtain draped across a private alcove. With a theatrical flourish, she pulled it aside—revealing not Link, but Florence’s parents, seated beside Link’s mother and father at a round table strewn with rose petals.

“Surprise,” her mother whispered, already misty-eyed.

Florence’s clutch slipped from her fingers. The room tilted. She registered her father’s rare grin, Link’s dad wiping his hands on a napkin, Link’s mother clutching a handkerchief like she expected tears—then the warmth of familiar hands settling on her shoulders from behind.

“Before you panic,” Link murmured into her ear, his breath warm against her temple, “this isn’t a proposal.” His thumbs smoothed over her collarbones, grounding her. “Just... a family dinner.”

Florence turned in Link’s arms, her pulse hammering against her ribs. The alcove’s candlelight caught the nervous twitch of his jaw, the way his Adam’s apple bobbed when she searched his face. “You orchestrated this?” she whispered.

Link’s hands slid down to clasp hers, his calloused thumbs brushing her knuckles. “Your dad helped.” He nodded toward her father, who lifted his wine glass in a silent toast. “Turns out he’s terrifyingly good at covert ops.”

A laugh burst from Florence’s chest, sudden and wet. She swiped at her eyes before her mascara could run. “I can’t believe you—”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Lcne]

&A%@

e L-

yH@aﬁS

Paul Gunnut

/\QV\





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





