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  November


  Chapter 1 – Linc


  ~The Great Lincoln Tatman~


  “I’ve found the girl of my dreams.” I whisper to my cousin Nate.


  “Oh, I have to see this. Who could possibly get the attention of the Great Lincoln Tatman?” He teases as he looks around the school parking lot.


  “Shut it, smart ass.” I use my shoulder to push him. He’s been calling me that ever since I moved to town and all the girls at the high school started giving me the attention he used to receive. I’ve tried to explain to him that he can have it and those girls. I haven’t found a single one that interests me. Well, until now, and she hasn’t even looked in my direction. But Nate, being Nate, is pouting about not being the center of every girl’s attention.


  “Just point her out. I don’t see anyone you haven’t already had falling at your feet.” He pouts, pushing back on my shoulder.


  “Over there.” I point out a girl sitting under one of the large oak trees at the front of the school. She’s leaning against it with her legs crossed, text book resting on her lap, and a notebook in her hand. I’m not close enough to make out the details of her eyes, but from here, I can see how her curly brown hair is just passing her shoulders. I watch as it falls in her eyes for the fifth time since I’ve been watching and she uses the back of her hand to push it back in place.


  She’s wearing straight leg dark jeans and a pale blue sweater that exposes a small strip of her perfect stomach. She topped the whole look off with a pair of black high heeled boots that go to mid-calf. It’s the middle of November and the weather is already feeling more like winter than fall, so she really should be wearing a coat. I’m seriously thinking about going over and offering her mine. It would be the perfect opening to introduce myself.


  “Ah hell, that ain’t happening.” Nate laughs out loud beside me, pulling me out of my perusal of the brunette.


  “You think she’s out of my league?” I ask, puffing my chest out at what sounds like an obvious challenge.


  “No man, that’s not it at all. It’s just that…” Nate stops, looking for the right words.


  “Spit it out.” I demand.


  “Let’s just say, she doesn’t date. Not us anyways.” Nate says as an explanation, shoving his hands in his pockets to keep them warm.


  “Us as in me and you, or us as in high school guys?” I question him.


  “Linc, take my advice for once and drop it. Nothing will ever happen with you and that girl.” Nate tells me as he looks me in the eyes.


  “I think I can change her mind. She’d be worth it.” I have no doubt about that. She’s the definition of beautiful come to life. If her personality is a quarter of what her beauty is, she’d be worth the challenge.


  “See that Navigator pulling up?” Nate asks, but I don’t see why he’s changing the subject.


  “Of course I do. I’m not blind.” I snap.


  “Watch it closely.”


  I do as he says. I watch as it pulls up to the curb a few feet away from where my dream girl sits under the tree. The doors to the black Navigator open up and four dark haired, muscled guys exit it. They approach my dream girl and help her gather her bag and books and then walk her to the SUV. The one who is driving notices us watching them and glares at me as he slips back into the driver’s seat.


  “What the hell was that?” I turn back to Nate and ask.


  “That is the best reason you have to stay away from that girl.” He informs me.


  “Brothers?” I ask.


  “Extremely overprotective brothers who are not afraid to rip off your manhood if you get within ten feet of their only sister.” Nate clarifies.


  “There are only four of them. With you at my back, it might be an even fight.” I reason out loud, not ready to give up on my dream girl.


  “There were only four here today, but there’s a fifth brother and a father. And her old man taught those boys everything they know, so I wouldn’t count him out of the fight.”


  “I doubt her dad is going to jump into the fight.” I say, doubting the description my cousin is using to sway me from the fight for my dream girl.


  “Cuz, her dad is blood thirsty. He’d push his sons out of the way to get a shot at you. I hear he still bare-knuckle fights to earn some extra green.”


  “If that’s true, then he’s crazy.”


  “Well, my sources are very reliable so I’m warning you, stay away from that girl and her family.” Nate watches my face closely. Seeing that I’m determined to win the girl, he says. “Fine. I’ll have your back. But if her old man kicks both our asses, I’m telling my mom it’s your fault.”


  “I’m not afraid of your mom, Nate. Aunt Kelly is an angel.” I climb in to my 1970 Dodge Challenger and say. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride home.”


  He crosses in front of the car and then climbs into the passenger seat.


  “You do realize Satan was an angel too, right?” He asks, throwing his books into the back seat which causes me to glare at him. He knows he’s not supposed to throw his crap all over my car. My dad and I worked hard on rebuilding my Challenger before he was deployed, and it means the world to me.


  He rolls his eyes at me and leans back in the seat to grab his books. Once I’m convinced he’s picked everything up, I ask. “Did you just compare your mom to the Devil?”


  “Dude, you’ve never seen her pissed off. I swear the last time I made her mad, two little red horns popped up out of her head and she grew a pointy tail.” Nate exaggerates.


  “What’d you do to make her that mad?” I ask as I’m backing out of the parking spot and pulling on to the road.


  “I may have rear ended a cop car.”


  “What the hell were you doing that you didn’t see a cop car in front of you?” I ask.


  “I may have been checking out a girl who was walking down the street.” Nate confesses as he’s looking out the window.


  “Aunt Kelly should get a medal just for putting up with your crap.” I state, shaking my head.


  “Hey! You didn’t see this girl. Short shorts, long tan legs, and oh my lord, she had on this top that was no bigger than a band aid. It barely covered her tits. You would’ve rear ended the cop car too.” He turns to me as he pleads his case.


  “If you say so.” I have no doubt there was a hot chick, but I highly doubt she’d be worth me getting in trouble for rear ending a cop car. Nate likes them hot, but he also likes them dumb. It’s easier for him to fool around on them if they’re not smart enough to catch on. Don’t get me wrong, I like them hot too, but I also want a girl with brains. I’m not saying she has to be the next Einstein, but I want to be able to hold an intelligent conversation with her. Preferably one not about her favorite lip gloss or which dress she looks better in. Seriously, I actually had a girl talk to me for an hour about her favorite lip gloss. It was what I imagined torture to be like. If a terrorist ever needed to get some highly classified secret out of me, he wouldn’t have to water board me. He would only have to bring that girl in and make me listen to her talk about whether she likes her Wild Watermelon or Berry Splash lip gloss better. I would spill every secret I know in two point three seconds flat.


  “You know if it was Wyn walking down the road, you would’ve done the same thing.” Nate crosses his arms and stares out the window again.


  “Wyn?” I ask him confused.


  “How soon you forget your dream girl.” Nate mocks.


  “That’s her name?” I ask, gnawing at the bit for any information he can give me.


  “You’re not going to forget about her, are you?” Nate shakes his head at me.


  “Doubt it.” I admit honestly.


  “Fine, but I did warn you.”


  “Noted. So spill.”


  “Her name is Arwyn Scott, but she goes by Wyn. She’s the youngest of six kids. You saw the four oldest of her brothers. They guard her like she’s the crown jewels and she doesn’t associate with anyone at school other than the teachers.” Nate tells me.


  “No one hangs out with her?” I ask, thinking it’s highly unlikely that everyone ignores a girl as beautiful as Wyn.


  “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not like people haven’t tried.” He throws up his hands in defense.


  “How long has she lived here?” If she has no friends, she must be a new student too.


  “She’s lived here her whole life.” Nate tells me.


  “How the hell does she not have friends?” I ask, getting mad. I’m imagining the stuck up kids at school shunning her because of her crazy family and I find myself wanting to defend her from them.


  “She has friends. They just don’t go to school with us anymore.”


  “Oh my lord, could you be anymore cryptic. Just spit out the story, Nate, before I get pissed and make you walk the rest of the way home.” I’m gripping the steering wheel so tight, my knuckles have turned white.


  “Damn, you’re bossy today.” I turn and give him the stare that clearly states not to try me.


  “Fine! She had friends that went to school with us, but they all dropped out. Most of them dropped a few years ago, including her brothers; they all dropped too. The youngest would’ve graduated last year, I believe, but he quit when he was around fourteen or fifteen. I’m honestly surprised she’s still in school. Her last friend, a girl named Dani, dropped at the beginning of last year.”


  “How the hell can a big group of students all drop out and have no one care?” I ask stunned.


  “Dude, they’re Romani.” Nate says, thinking that explains everything.


  “Romani?”


  “Gypsies.” Nate clarifies.


  “Are you pulling my leg?”


  “No, Linc. Wyn is a gypsy as in the kind you see on those documentaries on TLC. Big, puffy, blinged out dresses and all.”


  


  


  Chapter 2 – Wyn


  ~The Black Sheep of the Family~


  “Dani?” I call out, knocking on the door to my sister-in-law’s, who also happens to be my best-friend, travel trailer.


  “I’m in the bedroom, Wyn. Come on back.” She replies.


  I walk the short distance to the back of the trailer where the bedroom is located. Dani is sitting on the bed folding onesies and placing them into neat stacks in a wicker laundry basket. Her red hair is pulled up into a messy bun on top of her head, and she’s wearing black yoga pants and a tight fitting, red tank top that shows off her tiny, pregnant belly.


  “So, when will we know if I’m having a niece or a nephew?” I ask, sitting on the edge of the bed and grabbing up a onesie to fold.


  “The ultrasound is in three weeks.” She tells me.


  “Do I get to go with you?” I ask, placing the onesie on the stack in the basket and grabbing another.


  “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I think Adam is going to take off and go too.” Dani tells me, smiling from ear to ear. All Dani has ever wanted since we were little girls running around my parent’s front yard, was to be a wife and a mother. And she always knew she wanted my brother Adam to be the man in that perfect life. Adam didn’t realize Dani was the “end all, be all” for him until sometime last January. But once he realized it, he didn’t waste any time. He had his ring on her finger and her last name changed by April. They found out in September that they are expecting their first child and they’ve both been over the moon ever since.


  “I think he’s more excited to find out the sex than either of us.” I return my friend’s smile.


  “He’s so convinced we’re having a boy that he’s already picked out a name; he won’t even discuss girl names.” She says, rolling her eyes.


  “So what name has he chosen?” I ask.


  “Clayton Allan.” She tells me.


  “He’s not giving his child a name that starts with A? Complete blasphemy!” I tease. In my family, everyone’s name begins with an A except for my mother. My father is Allan (Al). Then there are my brothers: Aidan, Aldon, Alec, Aaron, and Adam. Finally, there’s little ole me, Arwyn. So Adam not going with the family tradition of choosing an A name might cause an uproar in our tight knit clan.


  “I know.” She sighs. “I warned him what that decision might cause, but you know how these men can be.”


  “I’m proud of Adam for not giving into the family on this. Dani, you should be free to choose whatever baby name you want without having to worry about what my family might say.”


  “Even so, it’s tradition.” Dani states firmly.


  “So have you thought about girl names? Since my brother is being a stubborn butt.”


  “If we do have a girl, I’d like to name her Alana Arwyn.” She says, watching closely for my reaction.


  I, of course, don’t disappoint. I set the onesie down and throw my arms around her, giving her a hug. “You want to name your baby after me!”


  “The middle name and only if the baby is a girl.” Dani laughs as she hugs me back.


  “Still, you are willing to permanently scar your baby with the same name as her black sheep aunt. I think that’s a big deal.” I pull back and smile at her.


  “You are not the black sheep of the family.” Dani scowls at me.


  “I’m not married.” I state.


  “There are several Romani girls not married yet.” She replies firmly.


  “I’m still in school.” I fire off another reason why I’m the black sheep.


  “Well...” She can’t come up with a response to that so she sucks in her bottom lip and nibbles on the corner.


  “It’s ok Dani; I know that I’m the black sheep of the family. And you know, I’m exactly where I want to be. I asked Daddy to let me graduate.” I try to ease her discomfort.


  “I never understood that. But if that’s what you want, I’m glad he’s letting you.” She tells me as she releases her lip.


  “I wish everyone was as understanding.” I whisper to myself.


  “I’ve got some news that will cheer you up!” Dani declares, putting her arm around me.


  “Did you bake me the cupcakes that have sprinkles in the batter?” I ask. She knows I love the sprinkle cupcakes.


  “No. But now that you bring them up, I want some. I think this baby is going to like the same foods as his or her Aunt Wyn.” She giggles.


  “That’s fitting since she’s going to have my name.” I grin.


  “Only if it’s a girl and it’ll be her middle name.” She corrects me again.


  “I’m still calling her Lil Wyn.” I inform her.


  “You are a complete goof.” She laughs at me.


  “So what’s the news that’s better than cupcakes with sprinkles?” I ask, getting us back on topic.


  “I never said it was better than cupcakes with sprinkles. I said it would cheer you up.” She reminds me.


  “The only thing that cheers me up is cupcakes with sprinkles. So if you say it’ll cheer me up, then it must be better.” I explain my reasoning.


  “I’m seriously re-thinking giving my baby your name as her middle name. I don’t know if I want her named after a goof.” Dani kids.


  “Oh hush! You know you love me just the way I am.”


  “There’s no way I’d have you any other way.” She gives my shoulder a squeeze.


  “So what’s this fantabulous news?” I ask, turning to look at her.


  “Rumor has it that Shay Dawson is planning on speaking with your Dad about your hand.” She’s so excited by this news that she’s bouncing her butt up and down on the bed.


  “My hand seems fine.” I try to play ignorant because I so don’t want this to happen.


  “Oh, don’t even try that act with me. You know exactly what I’m talking about.” She chides me.


  “How reliable is this source?” I ask.


  “Adam told me he heard it straight from Shay’s mouth himself.”


  I let myself fall face first into the bed and grumble against the comforter. “Oh, poop!”


  “How can you not want this?” Dani asks as she absentmindedly strokes her pregnant belly.


  “I’m not ready.” I grumble against the comforter some more.


  “It’ll be fine.” She promises.


  “Do you know how soon he’s planning his acquisition of me?” I sit up and snap.


  “If Adam understood correctly, then it’ll be happening soon.” Dani tells me.


  “Poop! Daddy promised me he’d let me finish school.” I complain. I thought I had my dad wrapped around my pinky about this. I thought he understood I wanted to finish school before I took this step. But if he entertains Shay’s interest, graduation could be thrown out the window. It’s not that Shay’s a bad guy. Like Dani with Adam, I’ve known him my whole life, but I don’t see him like that. He’s more like my sixth brother than my future husband. I don’t know what the Hades has gotten into him if he’s thinking about doing this.


  “I better get home.” I stand up and grumble.


  “Ok, but you could stay a little while longer.” She suggests.


  “Nah, I need to get home and make some sprinkle cupcakes ASAP.” I give her a hug and head out of the trailer.


  As I’m walking out of the trailer, I walk smack dab into my brother.


  “Easy there, Winnie.” He says, grabbing my shoulders to steady me. Out of all of my siblings, I’m closest to Adam and he’s the only one on this planet that I allow to call me Winnie.


  “Hey, Addie.” Just like his nickname for me, I’m the only one allowed to call him Addie.


  “Leaving so soon?” He asks.


  “Yeah, I’m going to go make sprinkle cupcakes.” I tell him, knowing he understands the meaning of sprinkle cupcakes.


  “What’s wrong?” He asks as he releases me. I’m about to answer when I notice we’re not alone. A few feet behind him stands the reason I’m upset. Shay Dawson has his hands shoved in his pockets and is watching the exchange between my brother and me closely.


  “We’ll talk about it later.” I tell Adam while I glare at Shay. I’ve decided he’s on my list and he should know that’s not a good place to be. If he thinks I’m going to roll over and take this betrayal easily, he’s sadly mistaken.


  “I see Dani has been sharing.” Adam says, noting my glare.


  “I have no clue what you’re referring to.” I try to play innocent, turning my attention back to my brother.


  “It’s good to see you, Wyn.” Shay finally speaks up. He has taken one of his hands out of his pockets and is using it to smooth down his honey blonde hair.


  “Don’t even try it, Shay Dawson.” I snap my attention back to him.


  “Come on, Wyn. Don’t be this way.” He pleads.


  “You…you… Ugh! I’m leaving.” I throw up my hands and stomp off without saying goodbye.


  


  


  Chapter 3 – Linc


  ~Your Future~


  I’m sitting outside the counselor’s office trying desperately not to think about Wyn. I haven’t even spoken to her and she’s the only thing I can think about. At lunch time yesterday, I didn’t see her in the cafeteria so I went looking for her. I found her sitting in the library reading another textbook and eating a sandwich. I was going to go over and talk to her, but the school librarian caught her attention and I lost the little bit of nerve I had worked up.


  “Linc, you can come in now.” Mrs. Mandevers, the school counselor, tells me. She’s standing in the doorway of her office and she moves out of the way to let me pass. As I take the seat across from her desk, I see Wyn walk in and take a seat in the little waiting area.


  “Wyn, thanks for coming down. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.” Mrs. Mandevers tells her and then crosses to her desk leaving the door wide open so I have a full view of my dream girl. I’ll never be able to concentrate with her in such close proximity to me. I hope this isn’t an important meeting.


  “I know your new here this year and I thought we should discuss your future.” Mrs. Mandevers informs me while she shuffles papers around in the file in front of her.


  “Mmhmm.” Is all I’m able to reply because Wyn’s legs have caught my attention. She’s sitting with them crossed and is bouncing her foot. Today, she’s wearing an oversized green sweater dress that falls off her left shoulder, a pair of grey leather leggings that cling to her perfect legs and a pair of green ballet flats that keeps slipping off her heel as she bounces her foot.


  “So Linc, what do you plan on doing with yourself after graduation?” Mrs. Mandevers asks.


  I know the answer to this. I’ve already decided to enlist after graduation, but because I’m so mesmerized by Wyn’s legs, I answer with. “I don’t know yet.”


  “Well with your grades, I’d suggest college. If you added a few extracurricular activities or community service, you would have a good chance at some scholarships.” Mrs. Mandevers jumps all over helping me figure out my life goals.


  “Sounds good.” I answer, still not focusing on the conversation.


  “Great. Here, take these.” She hands me a stack of applications and I look at them confused.


  “Wyn, could you please join us in here.” Mrs. Mandevers calls. I watch as Wyn gets up and comes into the room to take the seat beside me.


  “What’s going on?” I ask, truly confused and nervous now. I should have paid attention.


  “Lincoln Tatman, this is Arwyn Scott.” Mrs. Mandevers introduces us.


  I look over at my dream girl, who seems to be just as nervous as me, and stick out my hand. “Hi, call me Linc.”


  She looks at my hand for a moment and then tentatively places hers in mine and shakes it. “Call me Wyn, please.”


  This close, I can see her eyes are a bright green and they are framed in the thickest, longest black lashes I’ve ever seen. And somehow, I know they are not the fake kind girls buy. They are all Wyn.


  I smile at her and nod my head. I don’t want to, but I release her hand and turn my attention back to our counselor.


  “Wyn is very active in a local charity and helps out with tutoring here at school. I think she might be able to help you get involved in one or both of those. So you’ll have that to put on your college applications. Is that ok with both of you?” She looks between the two of us. I nod my head and I’m guessing Wyn nods hers because Mrs. Mandevers smiles at us both and continues. “This is great. If you need any help filling those applications out, come see me anytime. Linc, let me talk to Wyn alone for a few minutes. Then she can come out and you two can work out your schedules.”


  I stand up and walk out, closing the door as I do because I can tell they need privacy. I sit back down in the waiting area. My legs are bouncing up and down because I’m so nervous. I’m getting a chance to spend time with my dream girl, but now I’m worried I’m going to mess it up. I’ve never in my seventeen years been nervous around the fairer sex, but one brown haired, green eyed girl has me quivering like jello. And she’s only said four words to me.


  To pass the time, I look over some of the posters hanging on the walls. All of them are meant to inspire and encourage, but in reality, they come across as cheesy. When the posters don’t keep my attention long enough, I pull out my cell to check my email. There’s a new one from Dad and I open it.


  From: Andrew Tatman


  To: Linc Tatman


  Subject: Missing You


  Hey kiddo-


  Mom told me you got all A’s and B’s the first nine weeks and I can’t be prouder. I hear your cousin is being a pain, but try to ignore him. He’ll grow up eventually and when he does, he’ll regret the way he’s acting. Don’t let his childish behavior push a wedge between that special relationship you two have had since you were kids.


  Mom also said you brought up a girl the other day. If she’s caught my boy’s eye, she must be something special. You’re like your old man in that sense, not just any girl can turn a Tatman’s head. It has to be the really wonderful ones like your Mom. I want to hear all about her.


  I hope you’re taking good care of the Challenger. Make sure you check her oil regularly and don’t be racing her. I know how tempting it can be at your age to want to show off, but it’s dangerous. So don’t!


  I should be back home in time to watch you graduate. So get prepared to spend some quality time with me. I’m missing our weekends on the lake.


  Well, I better get off here. Don’t forget, if you need any advice on this new girl, to shoot me a line. I’m sure I can come up with something good to tell you.


  Like always, take good care of your mom and I’ll write as soon as I can. I miss you both like crazy.


  Love,


  Dad


  A single tear slips down my cheek just as the door to Mrs. Mandevers office opens and out steps her and Wyn. I quickly wipe it away and shove my phone back in my pocket. I miss Dad terribly and as soon as I get home, I’m going to reply. But right now, I need to focus on the girl in front of me.


  Mrs. Mandevers looks me over to make sure I’m okay, apparently having caught the tear. Then deciding I’m fine, looks at Wyn. “Please think over what we discussed.”


  “I will, but you know I can’t promise anything.” I can hear the disappointment in her voice. Whatever it is they talked about, she wants to do it. But for some reason, she can’t.


  “Good. Now you two exchange information and let me know if you need me. I’m going to get back to work. Have a nice day.” She smiles at us both, then walks back into her office and shuts the door.


  I stand up and rub the back of my neck. “So, where do we begin?”


  “I guess we should exchange numbers.” She says, looking everywhere but at me.


  “Sounds good.” I pull my cell back out of my pocket and hold it out to her. “Here’s mine; program your number in and I’ll put mine in yours.”


  “Um, ok.” She pulls her phone out of her book bag and hands it to me. I quickly type in my phone number and save it.


  “So, when should we get started on this?” I ask, exchanging our phones back.


  “Well, I do tutoring after school on Wednesdays and I volunteer at an after school program for kids on Tuesdays and Thursdays. It’s up to you which one you’d like to join.” She tells me, putting her cell back in her bag.


  “Well, I’d love to come and help today, but I have to go home and help my mom. Is tomorrow okay? And maybe next week I can come to the tutoring too.” I tell her.


  “That’s fine. Tutoring was cancelled today anyway.” She pulls out a tablet of paper and a pen, then scribbles down an address and hands it to me. “Meet me at this address after school tomorrow.”


  “I could give you a ride there tomorrow if you want.” I tell her, taking my wallet out and putting the piece of paper in it.


  “That’s a nice offer, but I can’t. I’ll meet you there.” She says, putting the paper and pen away.


  “Well, do you need a ride home today? I really don’t mind.”


  “My brothers should be here by now. So no thanks.” She says, pulling the strap of her bag onto her shoulder and walking towards the exit.


  “Well, at least let me walk you out. I’m going the same way.” I say, following after her.


  She stops, looks me over and sighs. “Linc, it’s nothing against you, but I’d prefer you didn’t. It will cause me and you all kinds of problems if they see us together.”


  “Wyn, your brothers don’t scare me.”


  “That’s good because they aren’t bad guys. They just have their ways and I don’t want you drug into what those ways entail. I promise I’ll meet you tomorrow, but please, for me, stay here until I’m out those doors.” She pleads with me.


  As much as I want to argue with her, I can’t. Once she draws me into those green eyes and pleads with me in that silky, smooth voice to do something for her, I don’t have any way of telling her no.


  “Fine, but do you mind if I text you later if I have questions about tomorrow?” I ask, knowing quite well that the texts I’ll be sending won’t have any questions about volunteering.


  “That’s fine, I guess.” She gives in. “Bye, Linc. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  “Bye, Wyn. I’m looking forward to it.” I give her my smile that more than one girl has referred to as drop you to your knees gorgeous.


  She returns my smile and I must say, it’s ten times more potent than mine.


  


  


  Chapter 4 – Wyn


  ~You Made My Night~


  I step out the front doors of the school and just like I told Linc, my brothers are sitting right out front waiting on me. I’ve tried to explain to them that I don’t need them all to pick me up, but they like to make a big show. So I don’t push it.


  Adam is with them this time and he hops out of the back passenger side door so I can slide in. Then he gets back in.


  “So, how was jail today, Wyn?” Aidan, my oldest brother, asks. Out of all my siblings, he’s the one that’s been the most vocal about not liking my decision to stay in school and graduate. So every day, he asks me the same question. I don’t know if he thinks referring to it as jail will turn me off of my studies. But so far, it hasn’t worked. Unlike them, I have always loved going to school and what I’ve learned from being there.


  “It was fabulous, Aidan. I learned how to shank a man and hide the weapon before the guards show up.”


  Adam tries to cover his laugh from beside me, but of course he doesn’t succeed. He’s the only one in my family that gets my sense of humor. I see the proof of that when Aidan glares at me in the mirror from the driver’s seat and my other three brothers stare at me like their shocked I could make such a statement.


  “Would you like me to teach you later boys?” They just keep staring at me and Adam keeps laughing. “Fine, but it’s your loss. It’s a pretty handy skill to have.”


  “If Dad only knew the kind of crap you’re picking up from being around those Gorgers.” Aidan says as he shakes his head.


  “Yeah, and if Dad only knew you cheat on your wife.”


  “Dad doesn’t care if I step out on Marley.” I can see through the mirror that he rolls his eyes.


  “No, but he will care that your choice of mistress is a Gorger, who you happened to knock up.” I fire back. Aidan’s wife, Marley, is one of the sweetest people you will ever meet and the simple fact that she puts up with him should be enough to get her sainthood. I have no clue how she doesn’t know what he’s doing behind her back. Heck, everyone but her and my parents do. But somehow, the jerk wad has kept it from them.


  “You little…” Aidan starts.


  “So what do you think Dad will say about your Gorger kid? Or better yet, what do you think your wife will think?” Now don’t get me wrong, I see nothing wrong with a gypsy being with a non-gypsy, but the way Aidan is going about it is one hundred percent wrong.


  “I’m going to slap that smug look off your smug little face.” Aidan slams on his breaks and turns in his seat to follow through on his threat.


  “You touch her, Aidan, and I’ll tell Dad myself about your bastard baby and its whore mother. And that’ll be after I make you regret ever laying a hand on her.” Adam warns him in his no nonsense voice. Aidan may be the oldest and the leader of the other three idiot brothers of mine, but Adam is badass and they all know it. He’s the tallest and most built of all five boys and he knows how to use all of that to his advantage. The other four know not to mess with Adam, especially when he’s using that no nonsense voice.


  “You can’t always protect her Adam. You won’t always be around.” Aidan threatens.


  “I may not always be around, but I swear if I find out you’ve ever laid one finger on her, I will beat you beyond recognition. And you can take that to the bank, brother.” Adam glares at our oldest sibling who finally realizes his best option is to turn around, so he does just that and drives us the rest of the way home.


  Once we’re safely back on our way, Adam reaches for my hand and gives it a reassuring squeeze. I turn to him and mouth. “Thanks.”


  He mouths back. “Anytime.” And winks at me before releasing my hand.


  My brothers drop me off in the driveway and I grab the mail out of the mail box like I do every day and take it to the kitchen counter. Dad is sitting at the island in the kitchen when I walk in.


  “How was my angel’s day?” He asks, taking a swig from his beer bottle.


  “Good. I had to stop in the counselor’s office after my last class. There’s a new kid at school this year and she asked if I’d show them the ropes of tutoring and the kids’ program.” I tell him after going and placing a kiss to his cheek. I leave out the part that the new student is a boy because I know Dad would flip his lid about me spending time with a Gorger boy.


  “I’ll never understand how you can be around those Gorgers all the time.” He grumbles.


  “Daddy, we’ve discussed this. It’s not about me being around them. I like going to school and learning and I like helping people, especially those little kids.” I remind him, taking the bar stool beside him.


  “You’re like your Nana Scott. She couldn’t resist helping a person in need.” He tells me the same thing every time we have this talk.


  “If I ask you something, will you tell me the truth?” I change the subject.


  “Arwyn Elizabeth, when have I ever not told you the truth?”


  “I’m sorry Daddy. I didn’t mean it that way.” I apologize, looking down at the counter.


  “What’s your question, Arwyn?” He asks.


  “Has Shay Dawson approached you for my hand?” I turn on my stool to look him in the eyes.


  “He has.” He tells me with a smile. To him, this is a good thing. He’s never understood that I don’t want that life. That I don’t want to marry someone just because they’ve asked for my father’s permission without even trying to win my heart.


  “Daddy, I don’t love him.”


  “Arwyn, he’s a good boy and he’ll make you a good husband.”


  “You’ll learn to love him.” My mom says as she walks into the kitchen and places her hand on my father’s shoulder.


  “Have you already accepted his proposal?” I ask, looking between the two of them.


  “Not yet, but Wyn, I have every intention of agreeing to this.” He tells me.


  “Please don’t.” I beg.


  “It’s happening, but don’t worry. I’ll let you graduate school. I gave you my word and you know I always make good on it.” Dad reaches out and grabs my hand.


  “And if I refuse?” I ask.


  Dad drops my hand and looks to Mom before responding. “Don’t joke about something like that, Arwyn.”


  “I’m not joking, Daddy. What will happen to me if I refuse to marry Shay?” I straighten my back and look him in the eye when I ask him again.


  “We’d disown you. You’d be kicked out of the family and that means no contact with any of us. Not even Dani or Adam.” I know he doesn’t want to do that and I don’t want him to, but it’s the way he was raised.


  I can’t respond; I’m too upset so I nod my head so he knows that I understand. Then I get up from the stool and head to my room. Like always, when I’m upset with this life, I lose myself in my homework. I realized at an early age that even if I can’t control everything else around me, I can control my grades. So I shove my nose in a textbook and focus on getting the best grades I can.


  It’s started to get dark outside my window and I’m just finishing off my English assignment when my cell goes off, signaling I have a text. I grab it off the dresser. It’s the new guy, Linc. In the uproar, I’d almost forgotten about him asking to text me and I mean almost. Linc is a hard one to forget about. That boy is flat out gorgeous. He’d give those guys from Magic Mike a run for their money. His dark brown hair is cut close to his head like a soldier and he has these golden brown eyes that suck you in. And his body…wowsa! That boy is cut! He’s bigger than Adam and that’s saying something.


  I look at the text.


  Linc: what r u up 2?


  I send back a quick response.


  Wyn: English paper. U?


  I get an instant response.


  Linc: Baking with my mom. I finished my English paper yesterday. :-P


  Wyn: I’m just finishing up mine. What r u baking?


  What am I doing? I know I shouldn’t be encouraging him. I’m supposed to keep all the outsiders at arm’s length. Yet, here I am, texting with one of them. The hottest one of them, I should add. And it was only a few hours ago that I found out I’m being promised to Shay. Would texting Linc be considered cheating? Am I a dirty cheater?


  My phone signals a new message so I go back to texting Linc and let my worry fall to the back of my mind for the night.


  Linc: Cupcakes. It’s 1 of my mom’s friend’s b-day 2morrow.


  Wyn: Cupcakes r my fav. I luv the sprinkle kind. It’s nice of u 2 help.


  Linc: Do u want 1? I could bring it 2 school 2morrow.


  Wyn: No that’s ok. But thx 4 offering.


  Linc: Anytime. So can I confess something?


  Wyn: Is it embarrassing? Bc if it is I should confess 1st that I have a big mouth. Jk


  Linc: lol no not embarrassing.


  Wyn: then shoot. :-)


  Linc: I’ve been trying to find a way 2 talk 2 u 4 a couple days.


  Well, poop. What do I do with that? Now would be the perfect time for me to push him away so he doesn’t get hurt. But for some reason, I can’t. Instead, I nibble on my lip as I send back my reply.


  Wyn: U have?


  Linc: Yes. Is that ok?


  Is it ok that the hottest guy in school wants to talk to me? Umm, yes!


  Wyn: Yes. Can I confess something?


  Linc: Is it embarrassing? Lol


  Wyn: No lol


  Linc: Then ur turn 2 shoot.


  Wyn: I’m glad Mrs. Mandevers asked me 2 help u.


  Linc: Me 2.


  Linc: Will u plz let me drive u to the kids program 2morrow?


  I so want to say yes, but if I blow off my brothers giving me a ride, they’ll be furious and come looking for me. And if they find me with Linc, we’d both be in trouble. Him more than me.


  Wyn: I wish I could but my brothers. Sorry. :-(


  Linc: I’m not afraid of them Wyn. Is there any1 who could cover for u with them?


  Hmm, I could ask Dani. I covered for her a bunch before she got married so she owes me. I send her a quick text asking her to cover for me. She responds quickly agreeing to, but says I have to clue her in when she does actually pick me up after I’m done volunteering.


  I send her a text thanking her and then respond to Linc.


  Wyn: Ok I’m in.


  Linc: 4 real?


  Wyn: Yes


  Linc: Now I am bringing u a sprinkle cupcake.


  Wyn: Y? lol


  Linc: Bc u made my night.


  Wyn: Ur goofy.


  Linc: Not goofy. Honest.


  Wyn: U can be both.


  Linc: Ok but u make me goofy.


  Wyn: I’ll take the credit. I should get off here and finish the last of my paper.


  Linc: Alright. :-(


  Wyn: Night Linc


  Wyn: Night Wyn


  I look back through the texts again just to see if they’re real before I finally set it back on my night stand and return to finishing the last of my English paper. I have a smile on my face for the rest of the night.


  


  


  Chapter 5 – Linc


  ~That’s Not How It Works In My World~


  I haven’t seen Wyn all day. I looked for her in the library at lunch, but she wasn’t there. Now I’m standing in the parking lot against my car, hoping she doesn’t stand me up. Stand me up? This isn’t a freaking date. I’m only giving her a ride, but damn if I don’t feel like I’m being stood up.


  The last student car pulls out of the lot and I let out a sigh. She did stand me up. I pound my fist on the top of the car, then turn and roughly jerk the driver’s side door of the Challenger open.


  “Hey, now! She’s too beautiful to be treated that way.” Wyn calls from behind me.


  I smile to myself. Then schooling my features, I spin around. “She is beautiful, but don’t let that fool you. She can be brutal.”


  “Aren’t all the beautiful ones?” She asks on a smile.


  “Yes. Yes, they are.” I smile back at her. “I didn’t think you were here today. I looked for you at lunch.”


  “Oh, I don’t normally eat lunch in the cafeteria.” She admits, staring at her feet.


  “I know. I went to the library, but you weren’t there.” I confess, watching closely for her reaction.


  “How did you know that’s where I go?” Her head snaps up.


  “I may have come looking for you the other day.” I admit honestly.


  She looks back down at her shoes, but that doesn’t hide the crimson that’s now shading her cheeks.


  “We should probably get on the road. The other volunteers are going to be wondering where I am.” She changes the subject.


  “Ok.” I walk around to the passenger side and hold the door open. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.”


  She meets my eyes as she walks around the car and slides into the passenger seat. The smile on her face is worth me acting like a love sick fool.


  “Thank you, kind sir.” She says around her widening smile.


  “My pleasure.” I wink at her and then shut the car door.


  I slip into the driver’s seat and start the car. I hesitate for a moment and then, before I can change my mind, I turn around in my seat and grab the small Tupperware container off the back seat. I hand it to Wyn. Then I shift the car into gear and head us towards our destination.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I see her look between the container and me several times before she finally removes the lid. She pulls out the perfectly decorated sprinkle cupcake. She sucks in her bottom lip in an attempt to try to hide her adorably wide smile.


  “You brought me a sprinkle cupcake.” She states as she turns to me.


  “A sprinkle cupcake with sprinkles in the icing. That should get me a couple bonus points because everyone knows that the only way to best a sprinkle cupcake is by topping it with icing with sprinkles.” I inform her.


  “A man after my own heart.” She jokes as she swipes her index finger through the icing and pops it into her mouth. She realizes what she insinuated and then she turns to me and mumbles. “Um, I didn’t mean it. Well, you know. I don’t think you’re trying to…”


  “It’s ok, Wyn. I know you’re joking.” I reassure her.


  “Thank goodness.” She lets out a sigh and then turns her attention back to her cupcake.


  “Wyn, I think we should have a full disclosure.” I tell her as I pull the car into a parking spot outside the children’s center. I put it in park, take off my seat belt, and turn sideways in my seat so I’m facing her.


  She mimics my action so we’re sitting face to face a foot apart. She puts the lid back on the Tupperware container and asks. “What are we disclosing?”


  “Well, it’s more me disclosing than you. Unless you have something to add.” I rattle on.


  “Linc, spit it out.”


  “Wyn, I’m after your heart.”


  “You don’t know me. I don’t know you. There are my brothers and my parents. Dog gone it, Linc! We can’t do this.” She turns away from me and rushes out of the car.


  I move to follow her and catch her at the back of the car.


  “We can do this, Wyn. I can go to your father and talk to him. Or if you prefer, we’ll keep this secret, but I want to spend time with you.” I plead with her.


  “Linc, there are things in my life that you can’t understand and this…” She waves her hand back and forth between the two of us. “Will never be able to work out.”


  “You can’t know that. You’re not even giving us a chance.” I cross my arms.


  She throws up her arms. “You want to know how this will go if I give in?”


  “Yeah, since apparently you’re a psychic, tell me how this will go, Wyn.”


  “Say my family doesn’t find out, which is highly unlikely. And say if they do find out and they don’t hurt you. And Linc, those are two huge obstacles to overcome right off the bat. Well, say we overcome those, then what?” She runs her hands through her hair before she continues. “We’ll spend a few weeks, a few months if we’re lucky, together. But it won’t last after that, Linc. It’ll be over and we’ll be left with what? Nothing.”


  “You’re wrong, Wyn. We’ll have the memories and I’d rather have those than nothing.” I want to reach out and grab her. I want to hold her in my arms, but I know she has boundaries that I’m not use to and I can’t cross them. I’m afraid to even hold her hand, that it might cross some unseen line.


  “I’m not sure I can handle the memories. Because if you give me everything I think you can and things turn out the way I know they will, I won’t be able to handle them. Knowing I had you and I had to let you go. I can’t do that, Linc.” There’s a quiver in her voice and I have to shove my hands in my pockets to keep from reaching out for her.


  “You won’t have to let me go.”


  “Yes, I will.”


  “The only way I’m going anywhere is if you decide you don’t want me around.” I promise her.


  “It won’t be me who pushes you away.”


  “Well, I can promise I won’t push you away. I want to be with you, Wyn.”


  “I’m promised, Linc.” As the words leave her lips, I watch the tears begin to escape her eyes.


  “Explain please.” I have a feeling I know what it means, but I need to hear it aloud.


  “My dad informed me last night that someone expressed interest in my hand. He’s going to accept the proposal.” She’s watching my face as she finishes. “I’m going to be married.”


  “W-w-when?” I ask stunned.


  “I haven’t been told that much yet.”


  “Do you love him?” I must be a glutton for punishment, but I need to know. Her answer matters more than I should let it.


  “That’s not how it works in my world.” She informs me as she wipes at the tears coming down her cheeks.


  “Well in my world, it does matter. So please tell me, do you love this guy?”


  She’s quiet for a long time and I’m on the verge of speaking again when she finally admits. “No. I don’t.”


  “Then until your marriage is final, give me this time.”


  “Linc...” She begins softly.


  “No, Wyn. I’d rather have the memories than nothing.” I search her tear stained face as I wait for her to answer.


  “Me too.” She whispers her confession.


  “You’re going to give me a chance?”


  “Yes.” She smiles at me. I close the few steps that are left between us to grab her up in my arms and swing her around. She holds tight to my shoulders and I don’t want to let her go. But she takes a step back and I feel the loss of her body heat against mine like a punch to my gut.


  “Linc, we can only be friends though. We can’t do more than hang out. And as much as I hate it, we have to keep this a secret.”


  “I can do that.” Yeah right! Like I’ll be able to spend time with my dream girl and not fall for her. And damn if I don’t plan on having her fall with me.


  


  


  Chapter 6 – Wyn


  ~Are you going to turn your back on us?~


  For two hours, I watched Linc interact with the kids at the center. I tried to focus on my own tasks, but my eyes kept searching out the brown eyed boy. And every time I gave in and looked for him, I found him watching me with a sweet smile on his mouth. Then right before he’d turn his attention back to the child he was helping, he’d reward me with a wink. And that simple little gesture caused my cheeks to flame every time. That wink somehow seemed more intimate than a kiss. It stripped me down each time and I felt as if I was standing naked in front of him with all my insecurities on display. And instead of him scrutinizing each and every one of my flaws, he was taking them in and memorizing them so he could add them to the list of reasons why he wants me.


  Now I’m sitting on the curb outside the center, waiting on Dani to show up. Who, by the way, is already twenty minutes late. Linc refuses to leave me here alone so he’s sitting beside me, not more than a foot away, though our hands are resting mere inches from each other. I wish I could have the courage to close the distance and hold his hand. But because of the strict ideals of how a Romani girl should be, I’ve never held the hand of a boy I liked. And I’ve definitely never kissed a boy. And right now, I want nothing more than to break out of that and be a normal teenage girl who can hold the hand of the boy she likes without fear of being looked down upon.


  “So, how’d you like volunteering?” I ask to distract myself.


  “I liked it. They’re good kids.”


  “Yeah they are.”


  “How long have you been coming here?”


  “Since I was a little girl. My Nana Scott used to bring me here with her. She loved to help people and she loved kids. This place gave her a chance to combine those loves.” I tell him.


  “She sounds like a sweet lady.” He turns his head to look at me and smiles. “I’d say you take after her.”


  “That’s what everyone says.” I turn towards him and return his smile. The wind picks up a little and a shiver runs through me because my thin coat is doing nothing to keep out the cold.


  “This is silly, Wyn.” He stands up and grabs my hand to pull me to my feet. “We’re going to wait in my car where it’s warm.”


  He doesn’t let go of my hand as he walks me to the car and places me in the passenger’s seat. Then he swiftly moves around the car and into the driver’s seat, where he starts the car and cranks the heat. Once the heat is warming the car, he grabs both of my hands and rubs them between his larger ones to warm them up. I sit speechless while he does this.


  I’m so wrapped up in the feel of his hands on mine and the comfort they’re bringing me, that I don’t think twice about reaching out to place my palm to his cheek. His hands stop rubbing and his head comes up to look in my eyes. I know if I just lean in, I could share my first kiss with him. And I want to so bad, but I’m afraid to move. To take that step that’ll lead me away from the path my parents have set for me. And somehow I know that out of respect for me, he won’t make the first move. If this is to go somewhere, I have to start it.


  I suck my bottom lip in between my teeth. Releasing it, I draw in a deep breath. This is it. I want to take this step. I want to share this with him. I take one more deep breath and release it to gather my courage; then I close my eyes and lean forward. I feel the warmth of his breath on my lips, only a little closer and our lips will be touching.


  Headlights shining across the front of the car cause us to jump apart. The moment’s gone and I’ve lost that little bit of courage I worked up. I look out the window at the car that halted us and see that it’s Dani.


  “That’s my ride.” I say on a shaky sigh.


  Instead of answering, he gives me a nod. The air in the car is still thick with the memory of what almost happened and I know he’s too busy processing it to say anything.


  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Linc.” I whisper. I’m out of his car and crossing the parking lot to hop into Dani’s car before he can respond.


  “Who is that?” Dani asks as I fasten my seat belt. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t stop myself. I look over and see Linc’s car still sitting there.


  “That’s the new guy at school.” I know I don’t need to lie to Dani. I know she’ll keep my secrets, just like I always kept hers.


  “Spill.” She says though she isn’t watching me. Her eyes are still locked on the classic car that has yet to move. If one of us doesn’t leave, I’m going to end up going back over there to finish what I almost started.


  “I will, once you get us out of here.” I tell her.


  She pulls her eyes off the car and looks me over. Taking in my flushed face and the rush of adrenaline that’s causing my hands to shake, she asks. “Did he cross a line he shouldn’t have?”


  “No.” I grip my hands together and place them in my lap to hide the shaking that hasn’t stopped.


  “Wyn, I’m not kidding, tell me now. Did that Gorger cross the line?” Her tiny, pregnant frame is radiating anger. I’m not sure what she thinks she’d be able to do to defend my honor if he had crossed the line.


  “No, Dani. I swear he didn’t do a thing, but I almost did. So please drive. I swear I’ll tell you everything as soon as you get us away from here.” I turn in my seat to look her in the eyes.


  She looks me over once more. Then with a nod, she turns and shifts the car into gear, taking me away from the scene of my weaknesses.


  With the children’s center firmly behind us, Dani finally speaks. “Are you rebelling because of what I told you about Shay?”


  “No. Yes. Maybe. Heck, Dani, I don’t know.” I admit honestly, laying my head back against the head rest. Is the eminent end of my single life the reason I’m gravitating towards Linc, or am I honestly falling for him? Only time will tell and I’m not sure I’ll have that luxury long enough to find out.


  “Okay. Well, tell me about him.” I knew Dani wouldn’t judge me. She may want the gypsy happily ever after, but she’s always respected the fact that I don’t.


  “His eyes are like liquid gold. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.” I turn my head and smile at her.


  She returns my smile, but doesn’t say anything. I take that as my cue to continue.


  “He’s tall, easily taller than Adam.” I pause to nibble on my lower lip and then I continue. “He’s delicious. He’s built with arms I want wrapped around me and his hair is cropped. And to top it all off, he’s the sweetest guy I’ve ever met.”


  To prove my point, I pull the small Tupperware container out of my bag and hold it up for her to see.


  “What’s that?” She asks, her brow furrowed in confusion.


  “A sprinkle cupcake with sprinkles in the icing.”


  “He bought you a sprinkle cupcake.”


  “He made me a sprinkle cupcake when he was helping his mom make cupcakes.” I correct her.


  “Wow!” She stares at the container like it holds precious gems. “I love your brother and he’s bought me and our future child tons of stuff, but he’s never made me something.”


  “Yeah, I know.” I state as I stare at the container too.


  “Dang it!” She yells and slams her fist against the steering wheel.


  “Um, what?” I ask confused.


  “I wanted to hate this guy, but how can I hate someone who would do something that sweet just to see you smile?” She lets out a sigh. Then getting serious she asks. “Are you going to turn your back on us?”


  I know she doesn’t just mean her, Adam and the baby. She wants to know if I’m going to leave my Romani life behind.


  “I don’t want to lose you or Adam and I really don’t want to lose watching Lil Wyn grow up.”


  “But?” Dani asks, ignoring the nickname I have given my unborn niece or nephew. She knows me too well.


  I flash her a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes. “But I don’t know if I can agree to marry Shay. Even if Linc wasn’t in the picture, I can’t see myself married to Shay.”


  “Do you know what will happen if you refuse?” We both know what’ll happen, but I think she needs to hear me say the words.


  “I’ll be shunned by the family.” It takes every ounce of my energy to keep myself from crying as I put that statement out there.


  Dani puts the car into park as she pulls into my driveway and immediately pulls me across the car into a hug.


  “I’m going to have to go through with it or I’ll lose you.” I let the tears fall.


  “Shhhh, you don’t have to make the decision tonight.” She tells me as she pulls back and wipes away my tears. In that moment, I know she’s placating me because we both know I’ve already made my decision. I’ll marry Shay because there’s no way I can leave my best friend.


  


  


  Chapter 7 – Linc


  ~Save Me from Myself~


  “Linc, is that you?” I hear Mom call as soon as I slam the front door. It took me twenty minutes to clear my head enough that I could drive home. I wanted to kiss Wyn so bad and I’d been so close to leaning in and taking what I wanted from her. But I can’t do that. With her, I have to keep my head and take my time. She’s like a timid little deer and if I move too fast, it’ll scare her off for good, and that’s the last thing I want to happen.


  “Yeah, it’s me, Mom.” I call back.


  “Come tell me how the volunteering went.”


  I walk into our family room where Mom is curled up on the couch watching her favorite program. She pauses the show and pats the seat beside her. I kick off my shoes and slide under the throw cover to lean against her side.


  “So, how did you like it?” She asks as she puts her arm around my shoulders. Ever since I told her about the meeting with the counselor, she’s been unsuccessfully hiding the fact that she wants me to change my mind about enlisting. She stands by my dad’s decision to be a career soldier, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s worried about losing him to the war. She’s explained to me many times that she doesn’t want to see that life for me or my future family. So she’s using my crush on Wyn to push college. I’m trying not to get her hopes up because I know enlisting is the right decision for me, but I can’t make myself break her heart.


  “It was nice.”


  “Come on, tell me more. I’ve been home all evening by myself and I want to hear more. Did the girl like the cupcake?”


  “Yeah, she loved it.” I state with a smile on my face. The memory of Wyn’s face lighting up at the sight of that little confection made my heart flutter. It was something so small, but she looked like I’d given her a priceless diamond.


  “What’s her name?” My mom asks, returning my smile.


  “Arwyn, but everyone calls her Wyn.”


  “That’s a beautiful name. When will you bring her to meet your old mom?”


  “As soon as I can talk her into a date, I’ll bring her by to meet you.” I promise.


  “Has she turned you down?” She asks confused.


  “I haven’t asked yet; it’s a unique situation.”


  “Explain.” She demands in that mother voice that no kid can deny.


  “Have you ever heard of the Romani?” I ask on a sigh.


  “As in the gypsies?” She asks, her brow creased in confusion.


  “Yep.” I answer.


  “Is this girl a gypsy?” She asks, pulling away to sit up a little straighter.


  “Yes. But Mom, she isn’t like what you’re thinking.” I rush to clarify before she makes the wrong assumptions.


  “I’m not saying she is, Lincoln.” She meets my eyes. “It’s just that I’ve heard the stories about how wild some of them can get.”


  “Mom, she’s not like that at all. She’s sweet and caring. She’s volunteered at that children’s center since she was a kid herself and she also tutors at the school. I swear you’re going to adore her when you meet her.” I defend Wyn.


  “Ok, ok. Calm down. I shouldn’t judge her on rumors I’ve heard about other people.” She pats my hand. “I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt, but you still need to be careful. Just because Wyn is accepting of you, doesn’t mean the rest of her family will be.”


  “I’ll be careful, Mom. You don’t have to worry about me.” I lean in and kiss her on the temple.


  “It’s part of my job as Mom.” She tells me as she pats my cheek.


  I lean back into her side and she un-pauses her show. I pull out my cell phone, telling myself I need to make sure Wyn made it home alright when I really just want to hear from her.


  Linc: Did u make it home ok?


  I expected her to ignore my text after the awkward way we left things in the car, but to my pleasant surprise, she responds immediately.


  Wyn: Yeah. U?


  Linc: Yeah. Sorry I didn’t say bye.


  I stare at the TV in a daze as I wait for her response. I hope she isn’t mad. It was rude of me not to say something before she got out of my car. But I was so shocked by what almost happened, I couldn’t. At least not until she’d already pulled away and that was too late.


  Wyn: I can’t blame u. I was a little shocked with what almost happened myself.


  Linc: Do u regret it?


  Wyn: Nothing happened 2 regret.


  Linc: Then do u regret it didn’t happen?


  Wyn: Linc!


  Linc: Wyn!


  Wyn: We agreed on being friends. What we almost did is not what friends do!


  Linc: Sometimes friends develop into something more. It’s called evolution.


  Wyn: If the cavemen evolved as fast as we are then they’d have been flying around like the Jetsons the day after they discovered fire.


  Linc: Hey I’ve always wanted one of those flying cars!


  Wyn: If you were here you’d see I’m rolling my eyes at you.


  Linc: Is that an invitation for me to come over?


  Wyn: Do you have a death wish?


  Linc: If I say I do will you save me from myself?


  Wyn: Goodnight Linc.


  Linc: Goodnight Wyn.


  “Honey, how about we tour a couple colleges. It’s good to keep your options open.” Mom tries to make it come out as a simple suggestion, but the poor throw pillow that’s slowly being torn apart in her hands shows her anxiety over my response.


  “Sure, Mom.” I’ll say anything to get her to spare the life of that poor, defenseless pillow.


  “Great!” She tosses the poor pillow across the room and jumps up. Realizing her mistake, she composes herself and casually says. “I’m bored with my show, so maybe I’ll go and look up a couple schools for you before bed.”


  “Ok. Good night, Mom.”


  “Good night, Lincoln.” She leans down and kisses my forehead and then turns and practically skips from the room with glee.


  Once she’s out of sight, I let my head fall back against the couch and ask myself out loud. “How did I get myself into this situation?”


  “Oh yeah, because I couldn’t keep my eyes off the beautiful brunette long enough to listen to the guidance counselor.” I answer my own question.


  “It was worth it.”


  “So worth it.”


  “I hope.” I breathe on a sigh.


  


  


  December


  Chapter 8 – Wyn


  ~I Can Give You Now~


  Linc and I spent the rest of November and the majority of December dancing around our feelings, or more accurately, lying about them. On the days we volunteered together, Dani covered for me so I could ride with Linc, but there were no more near kisses. We were attempting to be friends, well as much as our hearts would let us. Which wasn’t much because every time that gorgeous boy got near me, my heart would start playing a new, louder beat to remind me of who she wanted. To my relief and heartache, Linc cut back on the flirting. It hurt, but I kept telling myself it’s for the best. But the thought of him turning that swoon worthy smile on another girl, hurts more than I’m ready to admit.


  “I know we didn’t discuss…but I saw it and knew I wanted you to have it.” Linc stammers from the driver’s seat. It’s Christmas day and we’d both decided to volunteer at the local soup kitchen. For the most part, I decided to do it because I like helping people, like my grandma. But a small part of me may have suggested it because I knew it would be the only way I’d get to see Linc on Christmas. Ok, maybe it was a big part of me that wanted to see him today.


  “What are you talking about?” I ask, turning in my seat to see him better.


  “I got you a Christmas present.” He pulls a little square box out of his jacket pocket and sets it on the seat between us. “It’s nothing major and I don’t expect you to get me anything in return.”


  I stare at the box for several long, drawn out moments before I pull out an almost identical square box and set it beside the one he’d placed between us.


  “I got you one too.” I tell him shyly, looking at the presents so I don’t have to make eye contact.


  I sneak a glance at him and see that he’s eyeing the presents also.


  “Umm…maybe we should open them.” He suggests after clearing his throat.


  “Ok.” I answer hesitantly then ask. “Should one of us go first?”


  “We should open them together.”


  I nod in response and then I pick up the little box. I watch Linc mimic my action and then he carefully begins unwrapping his present. We said we’d open them together, but once he gets started, I can’t take my eyes off him. I want to see his reaction. It’s the best part of giving a gift because good or bad, a person can’t hide their honest opinion of the item in those first few seconds after opening it.


  The last of the wrapping paper falls free from the box and he lifts the little hinged lid. He stares at the item lying inside and I watch as his eyes light up and my favorite smile spreads across his face. He lifts the chain out of the box and the dog tags swing freely in the air in front of his face. I can tell he’s inspecting the engraving. I had them put his name on one and his parent’s names on the other. He drops the box, not caring that it falls to the floorboard of the car so that he can slip the chain over his head. The tags lay perfectly against his chest, right by his heart.


  “God Wyn, this is the best gift I’ve ever received.” He turns his smile to me.


  “I’m glad you like it.” I say, returning his smile. His eyes hold mine, but eventually they drop to the present still resting, un-open, in my hand.


  “Open yours.” He pushes.


  I turn my attention to the box so I can carefully peel away the silver and gold wrapping paper. I lift the lid off the little white box; inside sits a small, white gold four leaf clover charm on a white gold chain. I feel the smile cross my face and I turn it to Linc.


  “I love it, Linc. Thank you.”


  He grabs the chain out of the box and tells me. “Turn around. I’ll help you put it on.”


  I turn so I’m looking out the passenger window and twist my hair up in my hands so it’s off my neck.


  “My father says we can all use a little extra luck. So when I saw this, I knew I wanted to be the one to give you yours.” He whispers his explanation as he slips the cool chain against my throat and fastens it. His fingers brush the back of my neck so gently that it causes a shiver to run through me. He pulls his hand away, refusing to acknowledge my body’s reaction to his touch.


  I release my hair and turn back around so we’re facing each other.


  “Do you have something that brings you extra luck?” I ask quietly.


  He turns to face the windshield and runs his hand over the leather of his steering wheel. “I think my car is what brings me my extra luck.”


  “What kind of good luck has she brought you?”


  “Well…” He pauses, considering his answer. I’m praying he doesn’t tell me about all the girls he’s caught in the back seat of this car. He finally continues. “Last month, I was standing beside her, listening to my cousin rattle on, when all of a sudden I caught sight of this girl propped up against a tree reading. She was so beautiful that she took my breath away and I knew I wanted nothing more than to get to know her, so I could be near her.” He lets go of the steering wheel and slowly turns back so we’re facing each other. The heated look in his eyes has me itching to reach out and pull his mouth to mine, but I can barely breathe, let alone move to take that step. His hand snakes hesitantly out, wrapping itself around a handful of my curls. He sighs. “So I think that little extra luck she provides me is what gave me the good sense to look in the right direction to find you.”


  “Linc.” His name comes across my lips as a soft moan; it doesn’t even sound like me saying it. The voice is sensual and needy. Something I’ve never considered myself, but at this moment, staring at his lips, I know I definitely am.


  “Wyn, I want to kiss you.” He whispers, his eyes dropping to my lips.


  “Oh, please do.” I sigh in response.


  He releases my hair to wrap his hand around my neck, pulling me to him. My eyes fall closed as I feel his lips a hair breadth away from mine. And somehow, I know he’s smiling and I can’t stop myself from smiling too. But it only lasts for a moment because his lips take mine in a kiss so gentle, so sweet, that the only thing that exists anymore is his lips on mine.


  His hand at my neck slips up into my hair and I reach out and latch onto the material of his Henley. Partly to pull him closer, but mostly because I need to anchor myself to something so I know that what I’m feeling is real and not me dying and going to heaven.


  I pull back to break the kiss and I rest my forehead against his. I’m smiling as I say. “I guess that blows the only friends idea out of the water.”


  “I’ll be whatever you’ll let me be.” He rumbles.


  “Then be my Linc.”


  “You’ll be my Wyn?” He asks.


  “I can’t give you forever, but I can give you now.” I tell him, though I really wish I could give him forever because forever in this boy’s arms would be heaven.


  “What about the guy you’re suppose to…” He can’t finish the sentence. I can’t blame him and I don’t want him to bring it up while I can still taste his lips on mine.


  “They haven’t announced the engagement, yet. And when they do, I have to marry him. But until they make me, I won’t be with him like this. He may have my hand, but he won’t have me. Not like you do.” It’s the only promise I can make him. I’ve been holding out hope that Shay changed his mind, but I know that hope isn’t enough and it’s only a matter of time until they force his ring on my finger.


  “Then I’ll be your Linc and you’ll be my Wyn.” He states gently, squeezing my neck before releasing his hold to slide that hand along my jaw line. He tilts my head up so we’re looking in each other’s eyes. Then with his eyes locked on mine, he leans in and captures my lips again. Neither of us closes our eyes as we drink in the new love that’s reflecting there. And our mouths take in each other’s breath.


  ********************************


  From the driveway, I can hear the music and laughter that’s filling my parent’s house. The whole extended family has gathered to celebrate the season and it’s going to make for a long night, especially when all I want to do is hide in my room and replay that kiss in my head, over and over.


  “Come on, Wyn.” Dani calls over her shoulder. “If you don’t come in, they’ll all come out to find you. And you know the cops got called the last time we took the party into the streets.”


  “That’s the last thing we need.” I cringe at the memory of the cops showing up here on Thanksgiving, when my brothers and cousins had decided to hold a boxing match in the middle of the road. The neighbors didn’t care too much for the noise and blood spots staining their streets. They had promptly called the cops after only a few rounds. Almost half the family was hauled into jail that day, including my dad and brothers. Needless to say, Mom wasn’t too happy about her party being broken up, though she put the blame on the neighbors instead of the family. I definitely don’t want to have the blame thrown at me this time. So pouting, I stomp the rest of the way into the house.


  The house is packed with family, friends of the family, friends of the family friends, and people who heard about the party from those friends. I can only name half the people here, if that, but this is the norm when it comes to a family get together. The louder, the bigger, and the more people you don’t know, the better.


  A group of girls below me in age stand huddled together a few feet from me. All decked out in different versions of the same bright colored outfit…short, tight skirts with low-cut, tight tops and five inch heels. Not to mention, covered in glitter, sequins, fake diamonds, or some other bling; it doesn’t matter as long as it sparkles. I want to shake my head at their outrageous get-ups, but I know that’s rude. And honestly, I’m the outsider here and it’s best not to advertise it any more than I already do. So I ignore them and move further into the room to make my presence known to my actual family members.


  I find Adam first, standing with a beer tipped to his lips and his free arm around Dani. He’s deep in conversation with one of his friends so I slide in beside him and put my arm around his waist, giving him a little hug.


  He drops the hand with the beer to my waist, giving me a one armed hug in return and says, “We’ve been waiting on you, Winnie.”


  Looking up confused I ask. “Why were you waiting on me?” I rarely take an active part in these parties, choosing to hide in the least crowded spots.


  “There’s Dad. He’ll tell you.” Adam says, looking behind me.


  I release my hold on him and turn around to find my dad strutting towards me with my mom on one side and Shay on the other. A huge smile is plastered on my dad’s face and I’m not sure if it’s from the news he’s getting ready to deliver, or because he’s had one too many drinks. It’s probably a combination of both. Shay’s smile could rival Dad’s and it doesn’t look calculating or mean, like you’d expect from the person trying to ruin your life. He looks honest to God happy. And that breaks my heart even more because I know I’ll never return that feeling, not with him anyways.


  I take a huge gulp to swallow down the sickness that’s threatening to come up and then I plaster a smile on my face. This is supposed to be a happy time for me, for my family, for Shay. I have to play my part, but I can’t stop Linc’s golden brown eyes from flashing through my mind.


  Dad fits his arm snug around my shoulder, holding me close to his side as he shouts. “Quiet down, I have some wonderful news to share.” Now you have to understand that this approach at getting this crowd’s attention wouldn’t work for everyone, but my dad is a force to be reckoned with and these people know it. So when he says to quiet down, they do and it gets so quiet you can hear the faucet dripping in the kitchen.


  “What’s this about, Al?” One of the guests shouts from the back of the room.


  “If you’d shut up long enough to listen, I’d tell you.” My dad shouts back. He waits to make sure no one else has a comment to make and then continues. “Now, most of you know my beautiful daughter, Arwyn.” He pushes me in front of him so I’m the center of attention. I give an awkward wave to the masses and fight my tired cheeks to keep the smile plastered to my face.


  “And most of you know Shay Dawson.” He claps Shay on the shoulder. Then he pushes him to stand beside me. “Well Shay has asked for my Arwyn’s hand and I’ve accepted. They’ll be married on her eighteenth birthday. So prepare yourselves my brothers and sisters, because we’re going to show this town how you really throw a wedding.”


  The room erupts in cheers and congratulations as all the guests converge on me and Shay.


  “Where’s the ring?” Someone in the crowd hollers.


  “Yeah, let’s see the bling.” Someone else chimes in. Probably one of the girls I saw by the door.


  Beside me, Shay fumbles around, pulling something out of his pocket. He finally releases the little black box and smiles at me shyly. “I almost forgot about this.”


  He opens the box, takes the ring out, and then turning to me, grabs my left hand and slips it on my ring finger. I look down at the foreign object now taking up space on my slender finger. It’s pretty, a two karat heart shaped diamond surrounded by smaller diamonds on a platinum band that’s also encrusted with diamonds. It’s very pretty, yet not me.


  “I know girls like hearts, so I thought you’d love it.” Shay explains his choice. I look up at him and force my smile a little wider, though I wish I could tell him some girls prefer four leaf clovers. My fingers tingle with the need to pull my new necklace out from under my shirt. I want to remind myself it’s real and maybe let myself pretend this isn’t, but I can’t draw anyone’s attention to my new charm. It would lead to questions that I can’t answer honestly without causing myself and Linc loads of trouble. So I ignore the tingle and I hold my hand up high so the room can take in my new ring.


  “We have so much to do before May.” My mom squeals from behind us, causing me to turn around to face her.


  “Dad, what about school?” I ask as quietly as I can in a room full of people.


  “I told you that you can finish. Your last class is the week before the wedding, so you’ll have time to do the last minute things the week of the wedding.” He smiles down at me.


  “But graduation is the day of the wedding.” I protest.


  “You have better things to do then go to that sad excuse of a celebration.” He grumbles.


  “But…”


  Tipping my chin up with the scarred up knuckles of his left hand, he warns. “Arwyn Elizabeth, don’t try me on this. I’m letting you finish when I don’t have to. You’ll have much more important things to do on that day, so let it go.”


  “Ok, Daddy.” I whisper my defeat, wanting nothing more than to get away from everyone so I can release the tears that are threatening to fall, but knowing that I’ll be stuck with these people till late in the night. And because of Shay Dawson and his stupid “proposal”, I’m forced to be the center of all of their attention.


  Sensing the tension, Shay places his hand at the small of my back and proceeds to guide me away. “Let’s go show Dani and Adam your ring, Winnie.”


  I wait till we’re a decent distance away from my parents before I pull away from Shay’s touch and turn to scowl at him. “Only Adam is allowed to call me that, Shay, and you know it.”


  Running his fingers through his perfectly tousled, blonde hair in frustration, he says. “Sorry, I know that. I’m just as flustered as you. I didn’t want to do it.” He throws his arms wide to indicate the crowded room around us and continues. “Not this way.”


  “Why did you want to do this at all?” I ask, throwing my hands in the air in my own frustration.


  Shay looks around the room to make sure no one is watching us. Thankfully, they’ve all focused their attention on my parents, who are loudly discussing wedding plans with anyone who will listen. Seeing that the coast is clear, he grabs my hand and guides me out of the house and into the back yard.


  “Why do you think I did this?” He asks, releasing my hand to pace back and forth in front of me.


  “Because you’ve started taking drugs and they’re causing you to slowly go insane.”


  He stops his pacing and looks at me earnestly. “I’m being serious here.”


  “So am I!”


  “Jesus, don’t you know that I love you.”


  All I can do is stare at him in shock, wondering when he officially lost his mind or if he’s always been like this and I’m only now seeing it.


  “I have since we were kids. Why do you think I’m always around?”


  “Because you’re friends with my brothers, not because you have some ill-advised crush on me!” I yell, coming out of my shocked state.


  “Damn it, Wyn. This isn’t a crush. I love you and we’re getting married!”


  


  


  Chapter 9 – Linc


  ~Try Your Best~


  I stop my pacing in front of the Challenger and look at my watch for the fifth time. She’s late. It’s New Year’s Eve and I haven’t seen her since Christmas. We’ve exchanged numerous texts, but something didn’t feel right. It was either she found a way to meet me tonight, or I was going to go barging over to her house to make sure she’s alright. Thankfully, she talked her parents into letting her have a night out with “Dani” alone. But now I’m thinking she stood me up, or they found out about us and are stopping her from meeting me.


  I pull out my phone to try and call her again. But before I can press the first button, Dani’s car comes flying into the parking lot, stopping right beside me. I shove the phone back into my pocket and walk to the passenger side to open the door for Wyn. She takes my offered hand and steps out of the car, one long, tanned leg at a time.


  “Sorry, my phone’s battery died or I would’ve called to let you know we were running behind.” She explains softly.


  Pulling my eyes from her mesmerizing leg, I clear my throat before replying. “It’s fine.” I would’ve waited around all night if it meant seeing those legs in those heels. Damn!


  She releases my hand and crosses to the driver’s side of the car where Dani is standing.


  “Are you sure this is ok?” Wyn asks, giving her friend a hug.


  “Of course, go and have fun.” Dani encourages as she hugs her back.


  Wyn pulls back and her eyes find me over her friend’s shoulder and she smiles. “Oh, I will.”


  Dani releases Wyn and turns to face me. She places both of her hands on the roof of the car and leans in with a stern look directed my way. “She needs to be back to me before dawn. Call me and I’ll pick her up; it doesn’t matter what time, and I expect you to bring her back in the same condition she is in now. Understand?”


  Dani is an adorable red head with a very rounded, pregnant belly. She stands at least half a foot below me, but damn if she isn’t an intimidating, little sprite. So nodding my head I say. “Yes, ma’am.”


  She taps the top of the car and her face softens as she says. “Good. Now that that is settled, you two have a good time and be careful.”


  “We will.” Wyn and I both say in unison, which causes us both to laugh and Dani to shake her head.


  Sliding back into the driver’s seat, she grumbles. “You two are such dorks.”


  Wyn leans down, kisses Dani on the cheek, and whispers something I can’t hear. Then she shuts Dani’s door.


  Once Dani’s tail lights are fading into the distance, I turn my attention back to my beautiful date.


  “So…what are we doing tonight?” Wyn asks as she fidgets with the buttons of her black coat.


  “It’s a surprise.” I say, closing the distance between us.


  “I don’t like surprises.” She says quietly when I’m standing directly in front of her.


  “You’ll like this one.” I reply back just as quietly.


  The silence grows between us and I can feel that something’s off, but I don’t push for an explanation because I want this date to be about us. I have a feeling the issue that’s bothering her is about her someone else, and I’m not bringing him with us tonight.


  I grab her hand and walk her to the car. “We better get on the road or we won’t make it in time.”


  *********************************


  An hour later, I pull on to the dirt lane that leads to my family’s cabin. The ride started off quiet, but eventually, Wyn pulled out of her funk and started grilling me with questions about the surprise. Her earlier worries slipped away and I was left with the fun, caring girl that I know I’m starting to love.


  I put the Challenger into park and get out and cross to Wyn’s door to help her out.


  “Linc, this place is breath taking.” She says, turning in a slow circle to take the whole view in. And she’s right, this place is. I’ve been here hundreds of times with my family, but each time I stop to admire the view. A cozy log cabin sits at the end of the driveway with a deck that wraps around the entire house. To the right, you have a view of the mountains. To the left and back, you can see the dark blue waters of the lake with more mountains in the background. But tonight, I don’t take in the glory that is barely touched nature; I watch Wyn and her reaction to one of my favorite places.


  She completes her circle right in front of me and the smile that’s lighting up her face makes the days I spent planning and the hour I spent driving us here, completely worth it.


  I hold out my arm for her to take as I ask, “Ready to see the inside?”


  “We better or I might freeze in this dress.” She laughs as she takes my arm. She had to bring my mind back to that dress. Damn! The only thing I can see of it is a hint of black lace showing from beneath her coat. But if how much leg is showing is any indication, it’s short and sexy as hell. I’m trying to be a gentleman, but that mystery dress is going to make my goal near impossible to complete.


  “Well, that’s the last thing I want to happen. But if it does, I’ll gladly warm you up.” I say as I guide her into the cabin, kicking the door shut behind us, and pulling her to my chest. Placing a gentle kiss to her lips, I confess. “I’ve missed not seeing you every day.”


  “Me too. Thankfully, school starts back in a few days and we’ll be able to see each other more.”


  “Who would’ve known we’d be thankful for Christmas break to be over?” I chuckle. Taking a step back, I say. “Here, let me help you with your coat.”


  She turns her back to me as she unbuttons the coat, slowly sliding it down her shoulders and revealing the see-through, black lace covering her right shoulder and the bare skin of her left. Her curls have been twisted into some intricate design so they’re off her shoulders, except for a few that have worked their way loose. Those loose ones are like arrows, drawing my attention to the soft exposed skin below. I pull myself together and help her take the coat the rest of the way off and hang it on the coat rack by the door. I take a deep breath in an attempt to control myself before I turn around to see the whole dress, but no amount of deep breaths would’ve prepared me for the sight that meets my eyes when I turn back to face her.


  The black lace clings to every perfect inch of her delicately, curved body. The lace sleeve on her right arm starts right above her elbow and reaches the top of her shoulder before it slices at an angle across her chest. The material is completely sheer until it hits a satiny material that lies underneath the lace at her chest and stretches down to the top of her thighs. The lace continues a few inches below the satin material. Her long, bare legs take over from there, stretching on for what seems like miles before you hit the delicate material of her black lace heels. I have no clue how anyone can walk in shoes that tall, but she does. And somehow, she does it gracefully.


  My eyes trail back up her body and I stop at the neckline of her dress where I notice the four leaf clover charm. “You wore it.”


  Her fingers lift to touch the fragile charm and she smiles at me. “I haven’t taken it off.”


  I lift the dog tags out from underneath my button up shirt. “Neither have I.”


  She sucks in the corner of her lip and releases it before asking. “Are you going to show me around, or are we going to stand in the doorway all night?”


  I take her hand in mine and tell her honestly. “Sorry, that dress distracted me from the surprise.”


  She giggles at my honesty and follows me towards the back of the house where the great room is located. The back wall of the house is made up of nothing but windows that show off the view of the lake and mountains. To the right side of the room is a huge stone fireplace that already has a fire roaring in its hearth. Directly in front of the fireplace, like I planned, is a table set for two: white linen table cloth, a bouquet of white roses in a vase at the center flanked by lit white pillar candles, and real silverware wrapped in cloth napkins.


  Wyn releases my hand and crosses to the table. She runs one manicured finger along the table cloth, and then lifts it to touch the petal of one of the roses. Turning to look at me over her shoulder, she asks. “How did you do all of this?”


  “I’ll never reveal my secrets.” I say as I join her by the table and pull out her seat.


  “I have ways of getting even the strongest man to reveal his secrets.” She teases, taking the offered seat.


  “Try your best.” I lean in and whisper close to her ear. The light hint of her perfume hits my nose and takes over my senses. It smells of blackberry with a little bit of vanilla mixed in.


  Good god!


  This girl smells like berry cobbler; my favorite freaking dessert!


  She’s making it hard to be a gentleman, wearing that dress and smelling like that. I want to peel the lace from her body and lick every inch of her to see if she tastes as sweet as she smells.


  Dammit! I have to get my head straight.


  “Umm…I’m going to get our food from the kitchen. I’ll be right back.” I step away from her seat to put some distance between her and my inappropriate thoughts.


  “Let me help.” She moves to get back up.


  I hold up my hand and practically shout. “No!”


  She stares at me, shocked by my outburst.


  “I mean, you just relax. I’m at your beck and call tonight, so let me serve you.” I try to smooth over my mistake.


  She eyes me cautiously, but nods in agreement. I move to the kitchen and as soon as I’m out of sight, I grab on to the edge of the counter and take a deep breath to clear my head.


  “Come on, Linc. You need to keep your cool.” Easy enough, if my teenage hormones would stop going into overdrive at the sight and smell of my dream girl. If I keep this up, I’ll end up humping her perfectly, tanned leg like a horny, little lap dog before we can make it through the salad.


  


  


  Chapter 10 – Wyn


  ~Make You Feel My Love~


  As soon as Linc is out of sight, I get up and move over to the wall of windows that make up the back half of the house. I’m looking at the view, but I can’t stop myself from seeing an absurdly large diamond ring that’s hiding in my purse. I planned on telling him about the engagement tonight, but I can’t make myself ruin the evening he’s taken so much time to plan for us. I’ll wait till we’re back at school. Only a few more days of keeping this a secret and I’ll come clean.


  Goodness!


  What am I going to do? I don’t love Shay and I know I never will, just like I know I’m falling head over heels in love with Linc. How can I not fall for him though? He’s been nothing but sweet and understanding with me since the moment the counselor pushed us together. Most boys take one look at my over protective brothers and lose interest instantly, but not him. I think he’d fight them all if they tried to take me away.


  Oh, heck!


  They are going to take me away. Well, Shay’s going to take me away, in five very short months. I know it isn’t fair to put Linc through this, even if I’ve been up front with him about everything. But right now, I can’t stop myself from being selfish. I want to spend every moment I can with him until I’m forced to walk down that aisle. I know it’s not enough time to satisfy my need for Linc, but forever wouldn’t be enough either. So I have to settle for what I have.


  I’m going to need these memories to get me through a lifetime of being married to a man I don’t love.


  The kitchen door opening pulls me out of my tormented thoughts and I spin around in time to watch Linc cross the room carrying two plates of salad. He went all out tonight, replacing his usual faded jeans with a pair of black dress pants, his normal white t-shirt is now covered by a light blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and his usual pair of black boots finish the look, but I can tell they’ve been freshly scrubbed. Watching the way he moves, so sure and steady, knowing strength hides beneath those proper clothes, makes me wish I could slowly strip the clothes from his body and trace my fingers over each muscle until I have every inch of him memorized.


  I look away to hide the heat that takes over my cheeks at my thoughts. When did I become such a hussy? I’m going against everything I’ve ever been taught. A good gypsy girl should never hold hands, kiss, or be alone with a boy. And she definitely shouldn’t be having the dirty thoughts I’m having about Linc right now. I’m a freaking hussy! A dirty freaking hussy!


  I sneak a look back at Linc. He’s standing by the table, watching me as he pours the sparkling apple cider into our champagne glasses. I see the love he has for me clearly etched on his face. We haven’t said those words, but I know he does as surely as I know I love him.


  He’s worth the tarnish to my good girl reputation.


  I walk directly to him, take the bottle out of his hands and place it on the table. I take his face in my hands and pull his mouth down to mine. My tongue slides across the seam of his lips and he opens his mouth to offer me what I want. I slip into his mouth to join our two tongues together in a sensual dance. His hands grab my waist and pull me so we’re touching from hip to head. I feel every hard ridge of his body, and I do mean every hard inch. And still, I can’t make myself pull away. I want to stay connected to him like this forever, or the next five months. Or at the very least, all night.


  He pulls back and I swear to God I whimper like a baby at the loss of his body against mine.


  “How’d you know what I planned for dessert?” He asks, breaking through my sex clouded thoughts and making me laugh.


  “I thought I was bringing the dessert.”


  “Oh, you brought the dessert alright and it was…”


  “Sweet.” I complete his sentence for him.


  “I was going to say hot, but sweet works too.” He says around a grin, which happens to be ten times better than his drop you to your knees gorgeous smile because his lips are swollen from kissing me.


  “What’s for dinner?” I ask as I change the subject, hoping dinner will rid my brain of the very bad thoughts I’m having about his lips.


  “Salad first, then I have steak and roasted potatoes with asparagus. And even though your dessert was much better, we have sprinkle cupcakes to finish the meal.”


  At the mention of sprinkle cupcakes, my eyes light up and I make an O face. Those little cakes of sugary goodness are my greatest weakness and better than any anti-depressant on the market.


  “Can we start with dessert?”


  ********************************************


  Ok, I was completely wrong about dinner stopping the dirty thoughts. If anything, it increased them by a trillion. We made it through the salad and main course fine, but as soon as he brought out those cupcakes, I was a goner. And I haven’t even touched my own! The first swipe of his tongue against the white icing froze me solid. Or I guess a better description would be, melted me to a puddle in my seat. Needless to say, it was hot! I ignore my own cloud of deliciousness to take in the sexy floor show that is Linc.


  He takes his time licking the icing around the edge of the cupcake before he finally peels away the wrapper and takes that first, satisfying bite of the moist cake inside. A few crumbs stick to his bottom lip and his tongue darts out, making a painfully slow swipe to catch them.


  OH.


  MY.


  GOD!


  I wish I could be a cupcake. Ok, not any cupcake. I wish I could be Linc’s cupcake!


  “Are you full?” Linc asks, drawing my eyes from his lips.


  “What?”


  “You haven’t touched your cupcake.” He states, trying to hide his grin. He so caught me ogling his lips.


  Real smooth, Wyn, real freaking smooth!


  I grab my cupcake and take my first bite to hide my embarrassment. As the sugary sweetness hits my taste buds, I let out a soft moan. “Oh my…….that’s so good. Did you make these or did you pick them up in heaven?”


  “I’ll forward your compliments to my mom.” He says chuckling.


  “I do believe you gave away one of your secrets, Mr. Tatman.” I grin around another bite of my dessert.


  “And what secret did I give away?”


  “Your mother fixed our dinner.” I say after swallowing another bite.


  “Oh, I guess I did. I had to enlist her help or we’d be having frozen burritos and store bought cookies.” He explains as he picks up his apple cider to take a drink.


  “You can give her my thanks. This was a perfect meal.” And a perfect night, but instead of saying that, I sit my now empty cupcake wrapper back on my plate and check out my fingers to make sure I didn’t miss any stray icing.


  “I’m glad you liked it. She’ll be happy to hear it too.” He sets his glass down, picks up our dirty dessert plates, and carries them to the kitchen. On his way back in, he stops and turns on the stereo. The piano starts the song and then slowly, Adele’s voice fills the room singing the opening lines of “Make You Feel My Love”.


  Standing in front of me, Linc holds out his hand. “Will you dance with me?”


  I nod and take his hand. As soon as my feet are under me, he pulls me tight against him. My arms slide around his neck as his circle around my back. We sway together with our eyes locked, but by the second verse, my head is on his shoulder and he’s singing the words in my ear. And I know he chose this song on purpose. The words are his plea and promise to me wrapped up in one heart wrenching song. When he whispers the line “I know you haven’t made your mind up yet”, I want to tell him I have, because I know everything he’s trying to tell me with this song is the truth. He’d do anything to make me feel his love.


  It’s not that simple and we both know it. But tonight, I’m going to force myself to forget the barrier keeping us apart so I can enjoy the memory he’s creating for us. Adele sings the last two lines and the song fades out. I pull my head from his shoulder so I can look into his eyes.


  “I love you, Linc.” I quietly confess.


  He searches my face and then his voice is full of hope as he whispers. “I love you too, Wyn.”


  A loud boom breaks through the silence, causing me to jump. Linc chuckle as he guides me to the glass wall. He points at the sky above the tree line and says, “And that’s our final surprise of the night.”


  “How?” I ask, admiring the firework display lighting up the sky.


  “There’s a resort on the other side of the mountain. They always set off fireworks for the New Year.”


  I turn my attention back to him and ask shocked. “It’s after midnight?” The night has gone by way to fast, but it always does when you’re with someone you love.


  He looks down at his watch and then back at me. “It’s 12:01.”


  I circle my arms around his waist and press my lips to his. Pulling back to look into his eyes, I smile and say. “Happy New Year.”


  “Happy New Year, Wyn.” He whispers against my forehead before placing a kiss there. Circling his arms around my back, he holds me tight as we watch the rest of the fireworks light up the night sky.


  


  


  January


  Chapter 11 – Linc


  ~Kiss You Myself~


  “What would you really like to do after school?” Wyn and I are sitting with our backs to the arms of the couch, feet on the cushion between us, facing each other. A large afghan is thrown over our legs. We lost our shoes not long after Wyn helped me clean up the dishes from dinner. I told her she didn’t have to help, but she insisted and I, of course, gave in. I can’t deny her. She could ask for the moon and I’d work till the day I die trying to invent something to get it for her.


  “I wish I could go to nursing school.” She replies, rubbing her cold feet against mine. She does it every time I ask her a question, like she needs to warm them or she can’t think straight. But I haven’t said a word about it because I’m enjoying this tiny way we’re staying connected.


  “Have you tried to talk to your parents about it?”


  She turns her head towards the window before she explains. “No. It’s been a battle to finish high school, so I know they won’t agree to college. By then I won’t be their problem anyways…” She trails off and I get the feeling once again she’s keeping something from me.


  “Have they made it official?”


  She faces me and I can see the turmoil in her eyes. “I don’t want to ruin tonight.”


  Damn!


  They’ve set a date.


  How much time have they given us? A couple months? A couple weeks? A day? Could this be the last time I see Wyn? Was tonight her telling me goodbye? She wouldn’t leave me that way; she’d at least tell me. She said she’ll tell me in a few days and I’m going to choose to believe that and not push it now.


  I swallow down my fear and force myself to say. “Okay.”


  “Have you applied to any schools yet?” She asks, changing the subject.


  “Truth?” I ask, clearing my throat.


  She looks at me questioningly and says. “Truth.”


  “I’m not applying to any colleges. I plan on enlisting after the summer is over.”


  “But the counselor…”


  “I was going to tell her, but then she brought you in and all I could think about was that I’d get a chance to spend time with you.” I confess, scrubbing my face with my hands to hide my embarrassment.


  She pulls my hands from my face and keeps them in hers. “Don’t be embarrassed. I’ve never had anyone do something like that to be near me. It’s sweet. You’re sweet.”


  I use her holding my hands to my advantage and I pull her to my side of the couch, positioning her with her back to my chest, my arms wrapped around her waist and my face in her neck. “You make me sweet.” I mumble against her neck, causing her to softly moan.


  “Tell me about your parents.”


  “Well, you know Dad’s in the army. He’s been in since I was little. I think he’s like you in the sense that he likes to help people. Mom helps at Aunt Kelly’s bakery. That’s my cousin Nate’s mom and she’s Mom’s sister.”


  “Nate’s the one who rear ended the police car, right?”


  “I guess everyone heard about that, huh?” I chuckle.


  “I think he told everyone about it himself.” She giggles. I should’ve known Nate spread the story around himself. He loves being the center of attention; good or bad, it doesn’t matter to him.


  “How does your mom handle your dad being gone so much?” She asks, snuggling closer to my chest and resting her head against my shoulder.


  “I won’t lie to you. It’s hard on her. I’ve asked her the same question before because I’ve watched her cry every time he leaves. But she told me she understands that he’s doing what he thinks is right and she supports that because she loves him.”


  “She sounds like a strong lady.”


  “She is and she’d like to meet you.” Wyn tenses in my arms and I give her a gentle squeeze to relax her. “Don’t worry. She’ll love you.”


  “I-I-I…” She stammers.


  “Calm down. I’ve told her all about you and she really wants to meet you. Just consider, please.”


  “I’ll meet her.” She agrees softly.


  “Thank you. So tell me about Dani. You two are close and I don’t know anything about her.”


  “Dani’s been my partner in crime since we were little. She married my youngest brother, Adam, last year and they’re having a baby girl this spring. They’re naming her after me.” She turns her head and smiles up at me.


  “Really?”


  “Ok, it’s only the middle name. But I’m still going to call her Lil’ Wyn.” I enjoy watching her face light up at the talk of her unborn niece, but it’s bitter sweet because I know this little girl is another reason why she won’t be able to leave her gypsy life behind for me.


  I press a kiss right below her ear and tell her. “This world could use a few more Wyn’s.”


  She turns around and straddles my lap. “One of me is enough. I don’t need the competition.”


  “Competition?” I ask, arching one eye brow.


  “Well, any version of me is going to want you, so I’m glad there’s only one of me. That way, I won’t have to kick my own butt to keep you.” She explains, causing me to laugh.


  I tickle her side as I tease. “You’re such a dork.”


  “Then you must be one too, because you love me. And dork attracts dork.” She giggles, tickling me back.


  “If loving you makes me a dork, then I’ll gladly take that title.” I say, grabbing her hands to stop the tickling.


  Leaning in, she sucks my bottom lip in between hers and nibbles on it, the same way I’ve watched her do with her own lip when she’s nervous. I release her hands so I can hold the back of her head, deepening the kiss. Her hands fall to the buttons of my shirt and she slowly unhooks them. Then, pulling my t-shirt free of my pants, she slips her hand up my abs. Her fingers trail along each sculpted ridge of my abdomen and I hear myself take a sharp breath. She’s trying to torture me.


  Grabbing her wrists, I grumble. “I’m not sure I can handle this.”


  “I only wanted to see what you felt like under that shirt.” She pouts.


  “Oh, I’m enjoying it, but I know you don’t want to do more. And if you keep touching me like that, I’m going to want to touch you like that. And that’s going to make me want to do more.” I explain, releasing her wrists.


  “Oh.” she exclaims as her face lightens up with innocence.


  Running my hand over her hair to soothe her, I explain. “I’ll never push you. But you need to know there’s only so much I’ll be able to handle before we’ll have to pull back, so I can calm down.”


  “And you’ll let me know when you need to do that?” She asks from behind her lowered lashes.


  “I promise, I will.” I say, placing my hand along her jaw to tilt her eyes up to mine.


  “Can I kiss you again?” She asks quietly.


  Not even trying to hide my smile, I reply. “If you don’t do it soon, I’m going to flip you onto your back and kiss you myself.”


  “Ok. Ok! No need to get violent. I’ll kiss you if I must.” She groans and rolls her eyes.


  “Well, get to it, woman.” I urge on a chuckle as I place both my hands on her waist.


  Grinning, she leans back into me and captures my lips with hers. And I know at that moment that having her lips on me is as close as I’ll ever get to heaven without actually dying.


  


  


  Chapter 12 – Wyn


  “Change Your Mind~


  “Did you bring me a change of clothes?” I ask Dani, slipping my heels off onto the passenger side floorboard.


  “Duffle bags on the back seat and I made sure to include my make-up bag. You don’t want to go home with your lips looking freshly kissed.”


  Climbing between the front seats, I plop myself in the back and grab the duffle bag off the floorboard. Linc and I were running behind to meet Dani this morning. So now I’m forced to change clothes while Dani drives us to my parent’s house, but I don’t regret it because it gave me extra time alone with Linc.


  I pull out the outfit Dani has brought and sit stunned. Then looking in the rearview mirror, I catch her smiling eyes. “Really?”


  “I couldn’t resist.” She says, trying to hold in her laugh.


  I let out a groan, knowing there’s nothing I can do. I either have to wear the dress I have on, which will cause all kinds of questions about where I really was last night, or put on this get-up Dani’s come up with. Shaking my head, I unzip my dress I have on and peel it off my body.


  “You know, it will probably raise more suspicions when I walk in wearing this thing than it would if I just wore my dress from last night.” I grumble, fumbling around trying to get the contraption Dani calls “pants and a top”, on.


  I tie the last strap in place on the shirt and then take a look down at myself. I’m wearing a bubble gum pink spandex top that has cut outs at the sides. And instead of sleeves, it has strings that lace down my arms. The pants she brought to go with the horrendous top are black leather with their own cut outs at my hips and rhinestones down the sides. She finished the look off with a pair of five inch heeled, black boots, which are pretty awesome by themselves. But paired with my get-up, not so much.


  “You do realize I look like a stripper’s closet threw up on me, right?” I ask, leaning back in the seat and pulling out the make-up bag to touch up my face.


  “You look like a real gypsy girl now.” Dani beams from the driver’s seat.


  “Where did you get these clothes, anyways?”


  “My closet, pre-pregnancy of course.”


  “When have you ever worn an outfit this absurd?”


  “Halloween, a year ago. I went as a sexy cowgirl. Remember? There was a matching pink, furry hat.”


  “And I went as Katniss from Hunger Games.” I say, remembering.


  “And no one knew who you were. You spent the whole night explaining your costume.”


  I look out the window to watch as we pull into my neighborhood. “It’s not my fault my family doesn’t appreciate the same books as me.”


  She pulls the car into my driveway and puts it into park. Turning around in her seat to face me, she asks. “Are you ready for this?”


  “Am I ready for everyone to see me in your old hooker clothes?” I ask, cocking one eye brow at her.


  “Halloween. Not hooker. Get it straight. But that’s not what I meant anyways. You know this is the first family event since you and Shay became “officially” a couple. Everyone’s going to be watching you and asking questions about the wedding plans.” She explains with a look of sympathy in her eyes.


  I hadn’t even thought about any of that. Though, if I hadn’t been so wrapped up in Linc, I would’ve realized I’d be facing the firing squad today. The only thing my family loves more than a party, is planning the party. And at the moment, I don’t know anything about mine. “I haven’t even started anything.” I sigh, tossing a tube of lip gloss back in the make-up bag and zipping it up.


  “Nothing?”


  “Haven’t even looked at dresses online.”


  “Well, at least you have your ring to show off. That might be enough to settle the masses.” She glances down at my empty hand and her eyes grow in shock. “Wyn! Where’s your ring?”


  Climbing back into the front passenger seat, I grab my purse from the floor board and pull out the ring, slipping it back on my finger. “Tada!”


  “You have to be careful or your family is going to find out about the sneaking around. And that will cause all kinds of trouble for Linc, you, and me.” Dani warns as she unconsciously rubs her pregnant belly, worry etched on her face.


  I reach out and touch her hand. “Dani, I won’t let you get tangled in my mess.”


  “I know you won’t intend on it happening, but accidents happen.”


  “I…”


  “No, don’t make a statement you can’t follow through with. You’re not going to stop seeing Linc over me being a worry wart and I’m not going to ask you too.” She says, interrupting me.


  “You’re the best of the best friends.” I say, pulling her across the center divider and into a hug.


  “I do believe I’ve heard that somewhere before.” She laughs as she hugs me back.


  “Well, I probably haven’t told you enough.”


  “You can continue.”


  “You’re the best of the best friends, the hottest red head, the skinniest pregnant girl, and the most loyal person.” I release her from the hug and ask. “Is that enough or should I add more?”


  Grinning, she says. “That’ll do for now, but I’ll come find you later if I need a compliment refill.”


  “Anytime.”


  She turns to look out the window at the packed house and asks. “Ready?”


  “Nope, but I don’t have a choice.” I grumble as I get out of the car.


  She waits for me to reach her side so she can put her arm through mine and guide me into the house. Silently giving me the support she knows I need.


  We don’t even make it two feet in the door before Shay pulls me aside.


  “What do you want?” I demand, putting my hands on my hips.


  “We need to get on the same page.” He tells me, rubbing his hand across his forehead in frustration.


  “And what page would that be?”


  “Wyn, if you openly show your dislike of our engagement, it’ll embarrass me…”


  “I don’t give a poop whether you’re embarrassed or not.” I cut him off.


  “It’ll embarrass your parents too. Do you really think your dad will let you finish school if you openly embarrass him in front of the whole community?” He looks so sincere in his worry, but even if he doesn’t mean them to, his words scare me. Finishing school has been my only real dream. Well, it was until Linc came in the picture, and I know that won’t come true. So I’d at least like to follow through on the first one.


  “Fine!” I drop my hands from my hips in defeat and ask. “What do we have to do to convince them?”


  He moves closer to me and takes one of my hands in his own. “Well, you could start by not pulling away from me every time I try to touch you.”


  I glare at our joined hands, but I don’t pull away. “What else?”


  “You need to let me take you on dates?”


  “We’re not allowed to be alone.” I all too happily point out.


  “We won’t. Adam and Dani have agreed to double date with us, but you’ll have to open up that busy schedule of yours to fit me in.” He grins and I hate it because it’s nothing like Linc’s grin that turns my knees to mush. Shay isn’t a bad guy. At one time, I would’ve considered him a friend, but I’ve never been drawn to him the way I am to Linc. I just wish he would change his mind and leave me be.


  “Once a week.” I barter.


  “Three.” He counters.


  “Two.”


  “Two days, but I get to pick you up at school every day and I get to have dinner with your family once a week. Separate from the date nights. And that is my final offer.”


  “You’re not picking me up from school. Dani does it on the days I volunteer, and my brothers do it the other days.” I explain, silently sending up a prayer that satisfies him. The last thing I want to do is throw him in the face of Linc. And having him hanging around waiting on me will be just that, a big slap to Linc’s face.


  “Dani can still pick you up on the days you volunteer, but Adam and I will be picking you up on the other days.” He states this so surely that I can tell he already made the arrangements.


  “How did you know I’d agree to this?”


  “I know how much school means to you.” He shrugs his shoulders as if it’s no big deal that he’s using my dream against me.


  “I hate you.” I tell him honestly.


  “I have all of our lives to change your mind.” He drops my hand so he can put his arm around my shoulders. “Now, we better join the party before they accuse us of doing something that’ll soil your reputation.”


  Arrogant jerk! As if I’d ever willingly let him soil anything on me.


  


  


  Chapter 13 – Linc


  ~A Wyn Thing~


  “Are you still hung up on Arwyn Scott?” Nate asks, standing with his arm propped on the top of his locker door.


  It’s the first day back to school since winter break and I’m around the hallway hoping to catch Wyn before she goes to her first class. It’s been a few days since our night at the cabin and we’ve kept in touch through text, but it’s not the same and I want to see her smiling face. To do that, I need to get rid of Nate because I know she won’t stop when him and his harem of cheerleaders are around.


  “Get lost, Nate. I’ll talk to you later.” I’m too anxious to be subtle.


  “I’ll take that as a big, fat yes.” He says, closing his locker and shouldering his book bag.


  “Seriously, head out.”


  “I’ll go, but you’re giving me the dirty details later. That girl is smokin’. ” He lets out a whistle as he starts to walk away.


  I grab him by the collar of his shirt, shove him against the locker and growl. “You’ll show her respect or your face will get a close up of my fist.”


  “Damn, you’ve got it bad.” He shrugs my hands off and says. “Let go. I won’t disrespect your girl.”


  “Don’t be telling the whole school either. If it gets back to her family, there’ll be all kinds of trouble.”


  “No worries, cousin. I won’t tell a soul.” He promises, walking backwards toward his class. He throws up deuces and then spins around and disappears into his class.


  “Are you waiting on me?” She asks from behind me.


  I spin around to face her and I’m rewarded with her shinning smile. “If I say I am, do I get a kiss?”


  She leans into me, placing her hand on my chest and presses her lips to mine. Pulling back, she says. “You got the kiss, either way.”


  “I was waiting on you.”


  “I figured.” She grins.


  I look her up and down, taking in the brown riding boots, dark denim skinny jeans that cling to her perfect legs, long white button down shirt rolled up at the sleeves, her curly hair falling loose across her shoulders and of course, her clover necklace at her throat. Taking her hand I begin. “You look so…”


  I stop when I feel something hard and cold on her finger. Turning it over, I sigh. “So it did happen.”


  Pulling her hand back and looking down at the ring instead of me, she says. “Yeah.”


  “When?” I demand, rubbing my hands over my buzzed head.


  “My eighteenth birthday. The same day as graduation.” She whispers.


  I turn to my locker and pound it with my fists, over and over. “Fuck!”


  “Linc.” She whimpers, which causes me to pause my assault on the metal.


  I pull her to my chest where her head fits perfectly into the crook of my neck. One of my hands grips her shirt at the small of her back and the other has hold of her neck. I growl. “You’re mine, Wyn. They aren’t fucking taking you away from me.”


  “I don’t want to, but…” She cries against me.


  “Just let me pretend.” I whisper as the tears start to fall from my own eyes.


  She nods her okay against my chest and continues to cry.


  “Skip school with me, please.” I beg, lifting my hand to run it over her hair.


  “I’ve never done that before.” She pulls back to wipe her eyes with the tips of her fingers.


  “Neither have I, but I want to be alone with you today. Will you?”


  She looks at me closely for several moments and then nods her head.


  I grab her hand and pull her back out of the school before a teacher can catch us.


  Once I have her in the car and we’re on the road, I ask. “What would you like to do?”


  “Runaway.” She jokes, laying her head against the back of her seat.


  “Don’t tempt me.”


  “I don’t know. Let’s just drive around until we find something that catches our eyes.”


  “You want to know what I just realized.”


  “What?”


  “You’re the first person who hasn’t asked to drive my car.”


  Turning her head to look at me, she says. “Well, that’s because I don’t know how to drive.”


  Shocked I ask. “Is this a gypsy thing?”


  Giggling she says. “No. It’s a Wyn thing.”


  “Explain.” I push as I grab her hand and lace our fingers together.


  “Well, you’ve seen how my brothers pick me up from school. When it was time to get my license, I knew even if I did get it, I wouldn’t have the freedom to use it the way I wanted. I’d always have someone with me. My brothers would still be picking me up from school. Eventually, they’d force a husband on me and he’d drive me everywhere else. So, I decided not to waste my time getting it.” She explains, looking down at our joined hands.


  “Do you regret it?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “That settles it.”


  “Settles what?” She asks confused.


  “What we’re doing today.” I say, taking the road that leads to the lake.


  “Want to clue me in to what that is?” She laughs.


  “I’m going to teach you how to drive.” I tell her with an excited grin on my face.


  *************************************************


  “I’m not sure about this.” Wyn groans from the driver’s seat. She’s nibbling on her lip and rubbing her hands together nervously.


  “I believe you can, but I won’t push you.” I say reassuringly, rubbing her back.


  She turns her bright green eyes on me and I watch as she pulls back the tears that are rimming them as she gathers the courage. I reward her strength with a smile. She faces the right way again and places her hands back on the wheel. “I can do this. What’s first?”


  I pull my hand from her back and situate myself in the passenger seat, fastening my seat belt. “Starting the car would be the first step.”


  “I guess I should have figured that out on my own.” She laughs at herself, reaching out and turning the key in the ignition.


  “Now, put your right foot on the brake and push it down.” I watch her follow my directions and then she looks at me expectantly. “Good. Now, keeping your foot on the brake, take the shifter and move it to the drive position.”


  “Is that right?” She asks, putting her hands back on the steering wheel at the three and nine position.


  “Perfect. Now slowly release the break and gently push down on the gas.” She attempts to follow my directions, but ends up pushing too hard on the gas, rocketing us forward. Frightened, she slams on the brake and jerks us to a halt. My chest slams against the seat belt and I reach my hand out to the dash to steady myself.


  “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry, Linc.” She stammers as she puts the car back into park.


  I release my grip on the dash and sit back against my seat. “It’s fine. Just take it a little slower this time and if you get scared, slowly push on the brake. Don’t get scared on me now.”


  “I never said I was scared.” She scrunches up her face and gives me a stern look. “I’m Arwyn Elizabeth Scott. I don’t get scared.” She grumbles as she shifts the car back into gear and slowly moves us forward around the lake’s parking lot.


  I should have known challenging her strength would’ve given her the push she needed. Seeing her focused and determined, I can’t help but chuckle. Her eyes flutter to me and then move back to the road. “What’s so funny?”


  “You.” Her brow arches in question. “Well, you’re more adorable than funny, but still you.”


  “So, you’re saying I’m so adorable I make you laugh?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “Here’s a little FYI for you. A girl wants to hear she’s beautiful, sexy, hot even. But adorable, no.”


  “What’s wrong with adorable?”


  “Adorable is what you call a two year old who carries around stuffed animals and wears frilly, little dresses.” She huffs.


  “I think our definitions of adorable are completely different.”


  “Oh, you think.” She shakes her head and rolls her eyes, causing me to chuckle again. “Maybe you should explain how you see adorable before I start looking for something to throw at you.”


  “No need to start throwing things. I’ll tell you my definition.” I throw up my hands in mock surrender.


  “Well, spit it out.” She demands when I take too long.


  “Adorable is how your eyes lighted up at the sight of the cupcake I made you. It’s how when you’re determined, your nose and brow scrunch up. It’s how when you get nervous, you nibble on the corner of your bottom lip. And it’s how after I kiss you, your cheeks and lips turn this soft pink that makes me want to kiss you more.”


  She stopped the car, putting it into park, before I made it half way through my description. And when I finish, she doesn’t say a word before she unfastens her seat belt and leans in, covering my mouth with hers.


  She pulls back just enough that are noses are close to touching. Looking down at my lips with hooded eyes, she smiles. “You’re smooth, Lincoln Tatman.”


  “I was only being honest.” I reach out with my left hand, wrapping it around her loose curls so she can’t move away.


  She lifts her eyes to mine and whispers. “That’s what makes you so good at it.”


  We sit like that for several minutes, my hand still enjoying the softness of her hair and our eyes watching each other. Finally, I break through the moment. “Though if I’m being honest, I should tell you there’s nothing adorable about your legs.”


  Shocked, her body tenses up and she tries to pull back, but my hand in her hair holds her in place. Leaning in to her neck, I take a whiff of her berry and vanilla perfume before continuing. “Those legs are beautiful. They’re what young boys’ dreams are made of, and grown men would kill to touch. Me included. But just so you don’t think I’m prejudice, I’ll tell you straight up. Every inch of you is beautiful, your silky curls, your mesmerizing green eyes, your tiny hands that fit perfectly in mine, the way you care about people you don’t know… The legs are just the icing on the perfect cake that is you. So to make it clear in Wyn terms, you’d be considered a sprinkle cupcake with extra sprinkles in the icing.”


  The tension leaves her body so I pull back, releasing her hair to place my hand on her cheek. Her eyes meet mine again and she grins. “Forget what I said earlier. You’re not smooth; you’re charming.”


  “As in your Prince…”


  “Charming.” She finishes, blushing.


  “I’ll take that title.” I whisper against her lips before closing the distance for another kiss.


  


  


  Chapter 14 – Wyn


  ~Breaking the Rules~


  I knew I was screwed before we even pulled into the school’s parking lot. I meant to be back here before the final bell of the day rung, but I got so caught up in driving and the deliciousness that is Lincoln Tatman, that I made us late. Now I have to face the consequences and they may entail me never leaving my family’s sight. Ever again.


  “It’ll be ok. If they say anything, we’ll tell them that you realized you forgot something at the center and wanted a ride over there to get it.” Linc has the steering wheel in a death grip. He knows we messed up too.


  “Won’t work.” I say, eyeing the parking lot as we pull in. To my surprise and dread, instead of the requisite black Navigator waiting, there’s a silver Dodge Ram. Shay. Totally screwed!


  I know I have to move quickly, so I unfasten my belt before Linc even stops the car. I turn to Linc with determination in my eyes and demand. “Don’t get out. Don’t even wait on me to get in that truck. Take off as soon as I shut this door and don’t look back.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “Please, listen to me. I love you, but you have to leave and let me deal with this. And you have to leave before he sees you.”


  “That’s him?”


  “We don’t have time for this. I love you and I’ll text you as soon as I can.” I place a quick peck on his cheek, praying the tinted windows hide us as he shifts the car into park several spots down from Shay’s truck. Then, grabbing my bag, I rush out of the car and slam the door, hoping I did it fast enough that Shay won’t get a good look at the driver.


  Steeling myself, I make myself walk to the truck without looking back. Thankfully, Linc listens, which I can tell by the gravel being kicked up behind me as he spins out of the lot. I stop a few feet from Shay who’s leaning against the driver’s door with his arms crossed over his chest. He’s wearing his brown work boots, faded blue jeans that cling low on his hips, a white thermal shirt and his favorite brown leather jacket. A tempting package to some, but to me, not so much.


  His pale blue eyes meet mine and I have to stop myself from visibly shaking. My ability to fool him is what can save Linc and myself. “Who was that?”


  “A girl from school.” I throw a little sass in my voice. If I seem weak, he’ll know something’s up.


  “What were you doing with a Gorger?” He straightens himself and stalks closer to me.


  “I lost my school ID and thought I might have left it at the center. She offered to take me over to look. What are you doing here, anyways?” I’m hoping to flip the switch and make this about him being here for me, and not about me showing up late with an unknown Gorger.


  “Your brothers got tied up working and I offered to pick you up, seeing as I’m having dinner at your house tonight.” Fudge, I forgot about that arrangement.


  “We aren’t supposed to be alone.” I remind him.


  “Afraid to be alone with me?” He asks, arching one eyebrow.


  “You know the rules as well as I do, Shay Dawson.” I try to walk around him and head to the passenger side of the truck. He catches my arm and cages me in with his arms against the door he’d been leaning against.


  “I know the rules, but I think your father is going to let me break them a little, seeing as I’ve already slipped the ring on your finger.” He’s so close; I can smell the minty flavor from the gum he’s chewing.


  “And what rules do you think you’ll be breaking with me?” This time, I’m not able to keep the tremble out of my voice. I may see myself as strong, but I’m not a fool. And I know Shay can overpower me in this abandoned parking lot and there’d be no one to stop him. So I bide my time and try not to poke the testosterone driven teen boy who has me trapped.


  “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll be saving that for the wedding night, but I’ve convinced him that we don’t need your brothers as our chaperones. He trusts me enough to know I don’t want to soil my bride before our big day.” He lifts one hand off the truck and strokes his fingers down the side of my neck.


  Pushing his hand away, I grumble. “Fine. No chaperones, but we need to get going. You know my mom and she’ll be ticked at both of us if we’re late for her dinner.”


  He presses his body closer to mine and whispers against my lips. “We’ll go, but first a little reminder.” He takes my lips in a rough kiss that steals my breath and not in a good way. I push at his chest and he finally gives in and steps away from me.


  “That wasn’t a girl in the car. Don’t ever lie to me again. And stay the fuck away from him or I’ll show him what happens when you fuck with what’s mine.” I stare at him dumbstruck. I messed us up so bad and now Linc is going to pay for it.


  “Shay.” I begin, trying to find a way to fix this.


  “Get in the truck, now. Like you said, we don’t want to piss your mom off.”


  Without another word, I scramble around the front of the truck and climb into the passenger seat. On the short drive to my parent’s house, I have to fight the urge to pull out my cell phone and warn Linc that we’ve been caught. But Shay isn’t stupid and he would know what I was doing, so I resist.


  As soon as the truck comes to a stop in the driveway, I hop out in a hurry to put some space between Shay and myself. He has other things in mind and anticipates my move because he’s out of the truck and catching me before I make it five feet towards the house.


  He turns me so I’m facing him, his arms looped around the small of my back. We’re so close that I’m forced to place my hands on his chest to steady myself. To an outside observer, it would look like two lovers embracing. But in reality, it’s my cage.


  “From here on out, you will be completely invested in our relationship. No more running away from me. You’ll throw yourself into the wedding plans with your mom. You’ll prepare yourself to be my perfect, little wife. Because in a little over four months, that’s exactly what you’ll be. My wife! Not the girlfriend to some Gorger. If I find out you’ve been around him again, I’ll make it so you don’t finish school like you want. And I’ll make it so he never walks again. Do you get me?”


  I can feel the anger radiating from his body, so I nod my head.


  His body relaxes a little against mine and he kisses the top of my head. “Good, now let’s go have dinner.”


  ************************************


  “I’m so happy you joined us for dinner, Shay.” Mom has been giddy ever since I walked in the house with Shay, holding hands (another new stipulation). I half expected her to start jumping up and down like one of the cheerleaders when a touchdown is made, but she at least reined that in, though not much. She fawned over him all through dinner. Forcing seconds down his throat and making him his favorite dessert. I wanted to scream, but instead, I plastered my fake smile on my face and nodded my head in all the right spots, praying that dinner would go quick. It didn’t.


  “It was my pleasure, Mrs. Scott.”


  “Please call me, Mom. You’re going to be family.” Mom’s face is on the verge of exploding from happiness. If she grips her after dinner coffee mug any tighter, it is going to shatter. This is ridiculous and I’m on the verge of shouting just that when Shay speaks again, stopping the verbal meltdown by shock alone.


  “Since you brought up the wedding...” He turns to me briefly, throwing me his cockiest smile and grabs my hand that is resting on the table. Then, turning his attention back to my mom, continues. “Wyn and I were talking on the way here and she is really hoping you two could get started on the wedding plans. Right away.”


  This time, Mom’s head did explode from happiness. And the whole time it was happening, I was staring at Shay with my mouth hanging open. Does he even understand the viper pit he just threw me into? A normal mother planning a wedding could be stressful, but a gypsy mother planning the wedding of her only daughter would be nothing but a lace and crystal covered hell!


  After Mom pulls herself back together from her happiness explosion, she precedes to pull out every wedding magazine she’s ever seen in the super market checkout lines that she has collected in preparation for this very day.


  At the end of the night, my head is so full of cakes, dresses, colors, and favors that I think it’s going to explode. Heck, I hope it does so I can get rid of all the wedding thoughts floating around up there. The way it is at the moment, I’m certain I’ll be dreaming of big, fluffy dresses and cake toppers till I turn eighty.


  By the time I’m able to make my escape from the wedding planning, I’m so exhausted that I fall asleep before I can text Linc to let him know I’m alright.


  


  


  Chapter 15 – Linc


  ~In A Perfect World~


  “I’m not afraid of him!” I’d spent most of the night and this morning waiting to hear from Wyn, anything to let me know she’s alright. I knew how bad we’d messed up yesterday. And after hours of no response, I’d convinced myself they’d taken off with her and I was never going to lay eyes on her again. She’d be like a dream haunting me the rest of my life.


  Then she showed up to school this morning, riding in that asshole’s truck and I knew I wouldn’t be able to talk to her until lunch. Those were the longest four hours of my life. And they lead us up to now.


  “You may not be, but I am. I’ve seen what guys like Shay are capable of and I don’t want that to happen to me. And I definitely don’t want that to happen to you.” Tears are streaming down her face. Normally I’d be pulling her into my arms to soothe her, but right now, I’m so upset that I can’t calm down enough to touch her.


  She’s pushing me away. Trying to end what we have, to protect me. I’m trying to make her see that I’m not the one who needs the protection, but she’s dead set on playing the martyr.


  “NOTHING IS GOING TO HAPPEN TO ME!” I scream and slam my hands down on the library table. We’re hiding in the corner where we normally meet for lunch. But with the noise I’m making, it won’t be long before we have an audience.


  “Please, try to understand.” Wyn pleads through her tears. She’s looking at me with those bright green eyes that are now shinning brighter because of the tears staining them. Normally I can’t tell her no, but this isn’t something I can willingly give in to.


  “There’s nothing to understand. I will not give you up without a fight.” Like I predicted, a group of people start trickling in to the little area we’re hiding in to watch the show I’m creating.


  Wiping at her eyes and taking in our audience, Wyn whispers. “Maybe we should go somewhere else.” Reasonable Linc knows she said this because she’s not comfortable being the center of attention, but pissed off Linc is in charge and he has other thoughts.


  “Are you that ashamed of being in love with me, a non-gypsy, that you can’t be seen with me?”


  Her face softens and she sighs. “You know that’s not true.” She surveys the crowd again and then hesitantly gets up and comes closer, placing her palm against my cheek. “You know I love you.”


  “But it’s not enough. Is it?” I ask, grabbing onto the wrist of her hand that’s touching my face.


  “Linc.”


  “You could choose me, Wyn. You could leave that life and him behind.” I pull her closer to me, placing my free hand in her hair.


  “But my family.”


  “You mean the family that’s forcing you to marry a guy you don’t love? Fuck them!” Surprisingly, our audience has stayed extremely quiet during our show. Hell, even the librarian is watching without disrupting us. This is probably better than her favorite romance novel.


  New tears start streaming down Wyn’s face and I release her wrist so I can wipe them away. Then, placing my forehead to hers, I whisper my plea again. “Choose me.”


  “I love you, Linc. And in a perfect world, I would choose you. God knows I want to choose you, but this world isn’t perfect and I can’t. I’d have no one. Nothing. Nowhere to go. I’m not strong enough for that.” She pulls herself out of my hands and grabs her bags off the table, then turns and pushes through the crowd, leaving me alone with my shattered heart.


  I pick up the lamp from the center of the table and with a scream worthy of a Scottish warrior, I throw it against the wall. Once I get started, I can’t stop. I grab everything in my reach and throw them at the wall. The books off the table, the bottle of juice I’d been drinking, my cell phone. I’m on the verge of throwing a chair when arms slip around me from behind, caging me in. I’m trying to fight the person off when he speaks and I relax back into his arms.


  “Calm down, Cuz. I’m here.” Nate. I’ve never been more relieved to hear his voice. He’s one of the few people who could’ve reached me in my angry haze.


  As the anger leaves my body, it leaves me drained and I have to drop to the ground, taking Nate down with me. The tears come not long after I hit the ground and through my heartbreak, I hear Nate promise. “We’ll get you through this.” Then I hear him shouting at the crowd. “The show’s over. Get the hell out of here.”


  Through my tears, I see the librarian crouch down in front of me. She stretches out her hand, offering me a tissue. I shake it off and use the back of my hand to scrub my eyes dry instead.


  “I’m sorry, Lincoln, but you have to go to the principal’s office. I hate doing this after what you just went through, but you destroyed some school items.”


  *****************************


  “Suspended for a week and I have to replace a lamp and several books. Was she worth this?” Mom asks as she turns to me after setting her purse on the kitchen island. The principal called her in after my library meltdown and handed down his sentence. Mom ripped me up one side and down the other in the school parking lot, then told me to drive straight home and she’d meet me there. I knew the ripping would continue when we got home, but I didn’t care. I’m numb. The moment Wyn walked out and left me in that library, it started. And by the time I was wiping the tears from my eyes, I couldn’t feel a thing. I’m numb to everything around me, so getting ripped by my mom isn’t going to hurt me. Nothing will ever hurt me again. You have to have a heart to be hurt. And since mine got torn from my chest today, there’s no fear of me ever being hurt again.


  “I don’t want to talk about it.” I tell her from my seat at the kitchen table. I’m staring out the kitchen window, wondering how the sun can be shinning on a day when my world has crumbled. I can’t discuss Wyn with my mom, not today, maybe never. I may be numb to everything around me, but the pain inside from losing her is too much for me to bear. And discussing it will be like throwing salt in my still open wound. I can’t do that yet. I fucked up big time. I love her, but I knew she wasn’t ready to choose and I forced it on her, causing her to run from me. From us.


  I hear my mom suck in a deep breath and then release it. She’s gearing up for a big motherly lecture. “Lincoln, I know you really liked this girl…”


  “Love.” I correct, turning my gaze from the window to her.


  “You haven’t known her long enough to love her.” I can see in her face that she’s trying to soften her words because she sees that I’m hurting, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve been through too much today for anything to calm me.


  “It doesn’t matter if it’s only been two weeks, two months, or two damn years. I love that girl and I told you I don’t want to talk about this shit. I’m done for today, Mom. D. O. N. E. DONE!” I get up and storm out of the kitchen, bound for my room. I faintly catch her giving me hell for cussing, but I’m so far gone that I ignore her as I shut myself in my room and lock the door.


  I throw myself on to my bed, pull out my cell, and send a text to Wyn. She doesn’t reply back.


  


  


  Chapter 16 – Wyn


  ~It Got Serious~


  “You need to back away from the oven. You have baked enough cupcakes.” Dani teases, trying to lighten the mood. I called her after the blow up with Linc and she picked me up from school early. She brought me to her trailer to hide out after we made a quick stop at the supermarket to buy cupcake making supplies.


  I scan the counter that’s now covered with no less than four dozen cupcakes. Not only my favorite sprinkle kind, but seeing as the situation was so awful, I made some chocolate too. Chocolate fixes everything, right? Lord, I wish it could be as simple as that, but I know it’s not. I grab the bowl of chocolate batter and take a seat beside Dani.


  “He asked me to choose.” I tell her. Using the spoon, I take a big bite of the batter.


  “Choose?” She asks, watching me closely. I can tell she’s worried. I never leave school early and definitely not over a guy.


  I swallow the batter then answer. “Him.”


  She’s so shocked that her eyes grow to the size of saucers. “As in him over Shay and the family?”


  I nod my head and stuff another spoon full in my mouth.


  “Oh. My. Gosh.”


  “Yeah.” I agree around the spoon still stuck in my mouth.


  “Enough.” Dani jerks the spoon out of my mouth, tosses it in the bowl and removes it from my lap, placing it out of my reach. “Seriously, you can’t use a sugar coma to get rid of this.”


  “Hey! It’s my problems! I should know what will help.” I whine as I cross my arms, but I don’t make a grab for the bowl because somewhere deep down, I know she’s stopping me for my own good.


  “I’m saving you from yourself. Now what did you tell him?” She asks, turning to face me.


  “If I gave him good news, do you think I’d be here hiding and gorging on cupcake batter?” I grumble, standing up and grabbing one of the finished cupcakes.


  Standing up, taking the cupcake from me and setting it back on the counter, Dani asks. “Are you okay?”


  “I have to be.” I answer, picking the cupcake back up and stripping it of its wrapper and taking a huge bite before Dani can take it again.


  “It’s ok to be upset about this. You cared for him.” Her voice is so soft, but her eyes are laughing at me, probably more over the cupcake than the issue at hand.


  “I love him.” I correct around a mouthful of cupcake.


  She falls back on the couch in shock. “You never told me it got this serious.”


  I swallow the bite in my mouth and then sit down beside her. “It got serious.”


  “Did you, you know?” She turns to me with her eyebrows raised.


  It takes me a moment to realize what she means. Then shaking my head like my life depends on it, I answer her. “I don’t have a death wish.”


  “That’s good.” She lets out the breath she’d been holding. “Shay, your brothers, and your dad would kill him, and you, if you had.”


  “That’s why I ended it. Shay found out I was hanging around a Gorger boy. He doesn’t know for sure who he is, but he saw the Challenger so it won’t be hard for him to find out if he wants.”


  “Oh, Hades! When did this happen? You’ve been holding out on me.” I tell her about everything, starting with Christmas when Linc and I exchanged gifts and ending with what happened in the library today. To Dani’s credit, she stayed quiet through my retelling. I could tell by her face that it was hard on her. She’s always been the one to tell me how it is and I knew she was itching to lay some truth on me.


  “Necklaces, first kisses, blow-ups. Darn it! You’ve so been holding out on me. Where do I even start with this one?” She stands up and starts pacing in the small living room/kitchen area of her travel trailer.


  “I didn’t want to drag you into my problems any more than I already had.” I explain, waiting on the advice I know my friend is preparing to lay on me. At least I’m hoping she is; I need some good advice.


  “Do you want me to be honest with you or take it easy on you?” She asks as she stops pacing to look me square in the eye.


  “Honest.” I answer, taking a deep breath, preparing for what she’ll tell me.


  “On one hand, I think you were selfish.”


  “I…” I start.


  She holds up her hand to stop me. “Let me finish. You were selfish. You knew you couldn’t offer Linc more than a few months, yet you still let him get his hopes up that you could be more. The gift, the dates, the kissing and declarations of love. What were you thinking?” Apparently that’s a rhetorical question because she holds her hand up to stop me from answering. “Then, on the other hand, I know what you were thinking. You found your first love, maybe even your only real love. Because you and I both know you’ll never be able to be the real you with a gypsy boy. They won’t understand all that is you, but Linc does. And how can you turn from that, even when you know you’re going to be engaged to Shay.”


  “What do I do?”


  “I think the right question would be, is Linc worth you leaving your whole family behind? You have to choose, Wyn. And I know you gave him an answer in that library, but you need to take your time and really think about what you want before you give your real answer.” She sits back down beside me and takes my hand in hers. “I don’t want to lose you, but I also don’t want you to be unhappy the rest of your life. Take some time. Spend some time with Shay. Maybe you’ll find out that you care for him too. If not, I think you’ll have your real answer.”


  “If I can’t care for him, what will I do? Where will I go?” I ask, scared of what my future might hold if I choose to turn from my family.


  “You’re the smartest person I know. So I have faith that if that’s the route you choose to take, you’ll figure something out.” She gives my hand a reassuring squeeze and then releases it.


  The trailer door opens right then, causing me to jump because I’ve been so caught up in our conversation that I didn’t hear a vehicle pull up. Adam and Shay walk in, taking in Dani’s and my faces, then the cupcakes on the counters. “What’s wrong?” Adam asks, looking back at us.


  Darn it!


  If there was ever a time I wished Adam didn’t know me so well, now would be it. I look at Shay as I answer. “I had a bad day at school. Failed a test, so Dani’s trying to cheer me up.” The boys stare at me for five full heart beats. They know I’m lying. I’ve never failed a test, but thankfully, Adam doesn’t push me for the truth. And by Shay’s face, I think he has an idea of what’s really wrong.


  “So…are you guys ready for our double date?” Dani asks as she changes the subject.


  “I think the better question would be, are you two ready?” Adam asks, helping Dani to her feet so he can give her a kiss.


  “Yeah, I only need to slip on some shoes. Then we can go.” She returns his kiss and moves to pick out a pair of high heeled boots. She may be pregnant, but she refuses to sacrifice her fashion sense. Swollen feet, be damned.


  Standing up and grabbing my coat and purse. “I’m going to wait outside. Shay, you want to join me?”


  He nods his head and follows me out the door.


  I set my purse on the hood of his truck as I button up my coat. I know he’s standing behind me, waiting for the truth about what happened today. As much as I hate it, Dani’s right. I need to give Shay a chance if I’m going to make the right choice, so I need to be honest with him. Well, mostly honest with him. He doesn’t need to know everything that’s been going on with Linc and me. And he definitely isn’t getting Linc’s name from me.


  “What happened?” He asks my back. He’s so close that I can feel the heat coming off his body.


  “I ended it with him.”


  Shay circles his arms around my middle, pulling my back against his chest and putting his face close to my ear. “You made the right choice.” I’m not going to correct him and tell him the choice hasn’t been made yet.


  Instead, I turn in his arms so I’m facing him. “I want to take things slow. Can you give me that?”


  “How slow?” He asks suspiciously. I can’t blame him. He did catch me with another guy when I’m wearing his ring.


  “Not the wedding plans. I mean us. We need to get to know each other.”


  “We’ve known each other since we were kids.” He chuckles.


  “I know, but we don’t know each other as a couple. That’s what I want to take slow.” I explain.


  “Do you think I’d force myself on you? Is that what this is about?” He asks, truly surprised.


  “Well, you did exactly that yesterday.” I remind him, attempting to push out of his arms.


  My attempts fail because he pulls me into a hug, laying his head on the top of mine. “I’m sorry about yesterday. You know I don’t normally act like that, but finding you how I did, pushed me over an edge.”


  “And I’m sorry about that, but you can’t do that again if this is going to work. I need time to get use to us.” I whisper against his chest. I don’t hate Shay, but having his arms around me doesn’t feel right. He’s not Linc, but I’m determined to give Shay a chance.


  “Then I’ll give you time, but it’s not going to be time alone.” Shay says, then kisses the top of my head before releasing me.


  I hear my cell phone go off, letting me know I have a new text message. The ring tone lets me know it’s from Linc. I decide for tonight, I need to ignore it. I need to talk to him, but I can’t do that and give Shay my full attention. And tonight, I’ve promised myself to make Shay first.


  


  


  Chapter 17 – Linc


  ~Make This One Count~


  “There’s a party tonight.” Nate is sitting beside me on the living room couch. I’m staring at the TV, but I don’t know what’s on. I can’t wrap my head around anything, even if it’s only a mindless reality show. It’s been two weeks and one day since the blow-up in the library. Two weeks and one day since I’ve had alone time with Wyn. The suspension was over a week ago yesterday, and the grounding my mom handed down is finished today, but I don’t care. I’m still numb to everything, well everything except Wyn. The memory of her still sends pain and pleasure shooting through my soul. It might always be like this (very likely), or I might be over it next week (highly doubtful). I don’t know, but it’s gotten worse.


  The day after the fight, she finally texted me back letting me know she needed a break, time to find out what she really wanted. I want her to choose me, but I don’t want her to doubt that five, ten, twenty years from now. So I’ve agreed to give her the time she needs, but it’s killing me because I know it’s time I’m giving her with him.


  Fuck! I don’t know the guy, but I hate him all the same.


  “Earth to Linc. Do you want to go or not?” Nate asks, calling me out of my thoughts.


  “No.” I don’t look at him as I answer.


  “Damn, Cuz, you need to get out of this house.” He grumbles, leaning forward to pick up the remote and shutting off the TV.


  “I was watching that.”


  “The fuck you were. You have as much interest in some bored housewives as I do in Math class. And you know I fucking hate that shit.”


  “What do you want, Nate?” I ask, standing up and walking towards the kitchen to grab a soda.


  “For you to get the fuck over this girl and stop moping around like a little pussy.” He rumbles as he follows me.


  I stop in my tracks and turn slowly to glare at him.


  “I see that’s going to be a long term goal. So tonight, I’ll settle for you coming to the party with me.” He moves around me and takes a seat at the kitchen table, completely ignoring my death glare.


  I continue to the fridge, grab a can and pop the top, taking a large gulp before I set it down on the island. “Not happening.”


  “It’s been two weeks. It’s time to get out of this house and show that girl you’re moving on too. We all know she is. We see that guy in the silver Dodge who picks her up every day.” Yeah, I’d seen that too, but I’m giving her space. Maybe I should take this time and space and check out my options too.


  “Fine, I’ll go.”


  “Oh, hell yeah!” Nate says as he jumps up. “Those chicks are going to be dropping their panties at the sight of both of us being there. You’re guaranteed to get fucked tonight.”


  Shaking my head, I ask. “Why do I hang out with you?”


  “Because you know there isn’t anyone as cool as me in this town.” He says, coming over to me and throwing his arm around my shoulder.


  “Replace cool with stupid and that might be an accurate statement.” I elbow him in the side to get him to remove his arm.


  “You know you love me.” He says, rubbing his side where my elbow connected.


  “Only because Mom makes me and I kind of feel bad that no girl ever will.” I tease.


  “I’ve had plenty of girls love me.” He grins, wiggling his eyebrows.


  “Lust and love are two different things, Cuz. And I pray that someday, you’re lucky enough to know the difference between the two.” I bring my can of soda back up to my lips, preparing to take another gulp, but pull it back and add. “I also pray that you’re not riddled with STD’s when that day comes around.”


  “I only go the distance with the classy chicks.” Nate throws out in his defense.


  I give up on taking another drink and set my can back on the island as I turn to my cousin to explain something to him. “Nate, if they were classy chicks, their asses wouldn’t be hanging out of their short ass skirts and you definitely wouldn’t be getting lucky at some trashy ass party in some stranger’s bedroom.”


  “You say trashy, I say classy. We’ll have to agree to disagree on this one. You know not everyone can score with a sweet piece like Arwyn Scott.”


  I slam him up against the fridge, my arm at his throat. “Don’t ever talk about her that way.”


  “Fuck, back up.” He says, trying to push me back.


  “Nate.” I warn on a growl.


  “Fine. She’s off limits.” He agrees so I back up, releasing my hold on him. His hands shoot to his neck and rub at his throat.


  I pick up my pop and throw the almost full can in the trash and say. “I need something stronger.”


  “Then let’s go do this damn thing.” Nate smiles, already forgetting about the scene moments before.


  **********************************


  I take another swig from the bottle of Jack I’ve been drinking by myself since we arrived at this party. I thought it would only take a couple drinks to get her out of my head for the night, but this bottle is almost empty and she’s still there. It’s like she’s been burned permanently on my brain so I’ll never be able to forget her. Maybe a second bottle of Jack will help. I take a gulp, downing the remainder of the bottle in my hand and then throw it toward the trash can in the corner of the kitchen. It misses and smashes against the wall.


  I stand up and grab another bottle off the counter where all the alcohol is set out.


  “Cuz, maybe you should slow down.” Nate’s leaning against the island with his arm around some red head. She looks vaguely familiar. I think she’s one of the cheerleaders for the football team. But seeing as I’ve paid little attention to any of the girls at our school other than Wyn, I can’t be sure.


  I twist the cap off the new bottle and fling it towards the shattered remains of the first bottle. “Maybe you should worry about your fucking self.” I tell him and then take a swig.


  “At least give me your keys. I don’t want to worry about you trying to drive like this.” Nate holds his hand out, expecting me to give my keys over without a fight. He should know me better than that.


  “So you can use my car as your love shack for the night.” I eye the red head, her face flushes at my words and she turns her face into Nate’s shoulder to hide her embarrassment. “Fuck that!”


  “Dammit, Linc! You’re leaving me little choice here.” Nate warns.


  “What the hell is that suppose to mean?” I ask, leaning my back against the counter opposite of the island and taking another drink.


  “You’ll see.” He says, pulling out his cell phone and sending a text.


  “Well, aren’t you the cryptic one. Who’d you text? My mom?” I ask, once he puts the cell back in his pocket.


  “Nope. I hate to do this to you, Cuz, but I can’t take the chance you’ll do something stupid in your current state.” Nate says, shaking his head at me and putting his arm back around the red head.


  “Like what? Fucking some girl I don’t care for at some party, knowing I’ll ignore her at school on Monday.” I say, moving my eyes to the red head. I should feel bad for bringing her in to this, and maybe tomorrow I will, but tonight, I don’t care about hurting this random girl. I guess I could be taking out my pain on the first girl I saw since I can’t take it out on Wyn, not that I’d do that anyway. Even in my drunken state, I don’t want to hurt her; I just want her.


  Fuck!


  I take another swig. Nate pulls the bottle from my hand and sets it on the island behind him. “Pull it together. Damn, I should’ve let you stay home.”


  “I’m guessing I won’t be invited to the next party.” I say, moving around him to grab the bottle of Jack. “I better make this one count.” I take another big gulp, and then I smile at Nate and wink at the redhead before I walk out of the kitchen and into the back yard. The guy throwing the party lives in the more expensive part of town in a huge house that’s perfect for these kinds of parties. The back yard isn’t really a back yard, but a pool area complete with a hot tub and swim up bar.


  The area is empty except for me; no one else wants to battle the cold of a January night to hang out by the pool. Lucky for me, the liquor I already have in my system has warmed me enough that I’m barely feeling the biting cold. I take a seat on one of the lounge chairs and lay back to admire the stars and enjoy my new bottle of Jack. I don’t know how long I’ve been lying here enjoying the stars. But when I hear the back door open, I hold up my bottle and see I’ve already made it half way through my new bottle. Figuring it’s Nate, I say. “I’m not giving you the bottle. So save your breath.”


  “You can keep the bottle if I can have your keys.” The soft voice that replies is the last one I thought I’d hear tonight and it causes me to turn my head in her direction to see if she’s really there or if I’ve moved on to the hallucinating point of the night.


  “Wyn?” I ask, shocked to see her standing mere feet away from me.


  “Nate texted me.” She explains, and it pisses me off and pleases me at the same time. What the hell was he thinking?


  “Why the hell did he do that?” I say, putting words to my thoughts.


  “He was worried about you.” She says as she eyes the bottle of Jack in my hand.


  “I’m fine.” I grumble, bringing the bottle to my mouth for another drink. Her eyes follow the bottle’s path and I notice they linger on my mouth even after I take the bottle away.


  Damn! She shouldn’t look at me that way unless she’s ready for me to kiss her. I really look at her for the first time since she showed up. Her hair is pulled up in a messy knot on top of her head. She has her normal coat on, but I spy a purple tank top underneath. She’s wearing purple and pink stripped pajama pants that are way too thin for this weather and a pair of running shoes. She was ready for bed, or already asleep, when Nate texted her and she still came. But how did she get here? She doesn’t drive.


  “You look it, but I’d still prefer you give me your keys so I can drive you home.” She says, taking her eyes away from my mouth and sticking out her hand, waiting on me to hand over my keys. Why do they all think it’s as easy as them demanding and me giving? They both know me better than that.


  “How’d you get here?”


  “Dani, I was staying with her tonight.” She explains, sighing and keeping her hand stuck out.


  “You don’t have a license.” I point out a big reason why I won’t hand my car keys to her.


  Digging in her coat pocket, she pulls out a small rectangle card and holds it up for me to see. “I got it Tuesday.”


  “Why?” I ask shocked again.


  “I decided even if it was a limited freedom, I wanted it.” I sit up and stare at her for several minutes. Neither of us says anything. We both know this was a huge step for her. And if she can take that step, there’s hope she can take another step with me. I finally break the silence by pulling out the keys to the Challenger and tossing them to her.


  “You can drive me home.”


  


  


  Chapter 18 – Wyn


  ~Options~


  For someone who’s working on his second bottle of Jack, Linc seems rather unaffected. He stumbled a couple times on the way to the Challenger, but he isn’t slurring his words. He’s not hiding his emotions very well, but like I said, he’s had almost two full bottles of Jack so it had to hit him somehow. I get him in the passenger seat and then before getting in myself, I go to Dani’s car to let her know what’s going on.


  “I’m going to drive him to his house and make sure he gets in alright. You follow, then once I have him settled, we can head home.” I explain, crouching down to talk to her at the driver’s side window.


  “Are you sure you’ll be okay riding with him? He is smashed.” She asks, watching the Challenger closely, as if it’ll give her the warning she needs to pull me in her car and take off without having to help Linc.


  I place my hand on her shoulder, drawing her attention back to me. “I might not act like a normal gypsy, but I still am one. So I’ve handled a lot worse than this. Plus, this is Linc. He’d never hurt me.”


  Dani places her hand over mine. “Hate to break it to you, but he already has.”


  “That was my choice, Dani. You know that.” I pull my hand back and shove it in my coat pocket.


  “Fine, let’s get him home so we can get back ourselves.” She grumbles and rolls up her window, ending our conversation. She’s mad at Linc for the spot he’s put me in. She was fine with him at first, but I think seeing me be the good little gypsy fiancée with Shay has pushed her towards blaming Linc. She doesn’t like seeing me as anything but myself. And these past two weeks, I haven’t been myself. I’ve been playing my role. A role I hate.


  I straighten up from the crouch I’m in and let out a sigh. Time to get this over with.


  “I’ve missed you.” Linc blurts out as soon as I have the car moving down the road. I let the pain wash over me at those three little words. I’ve missed him too, more than I can tell him, but he knows where we stand at the moment.


  “Linc,” I sigh.


  “Tell me you don’t miss me, Wyn. Tell me this forced separation isn’t hurting you just as much as it’s hurting me.” He demands. I can’t tell him that I miss him like crazy. And if I tried to form those words, he’d see them as the lie they are. So I stay quiet, focusing on the road in front of me.


  He takes my silence as his answer and decides to switch from demands to questions.


  “Why can’t you choose me?”


  “Linc.” I sigh again, hoping he’ll hear the pain in my voice and leave it be.


  “No, I deserve to know. If you’re going to throw our love away as easily as you would last week’s trash, I deserve to know why. This doesn’t only affect you.” He slams his fist against the dash to emphasize his words.


  “Other than the fact that if I choose you I’ll never see my family again.” I turn my eyes to him for a second and see him watching me intently. God, I’ve missed those eyes. I let out a sigh and then I continue, “I won’t have anywhere to go. I don’t have my own money, so where would I live, Linc? How would I eat? What kind of future would I have?”


  “Damn it, Wyn! Do you think I’d ask you to do this and not have your back?”


  “Linc, you’re leaving for basic training at the end of the summer.” I point out what should be obvious, but apparently he needs the reminder.


  “And you could stay with Mom and Dad until I’m back. Then, once I get my station, you can live with me in the base housing.” He apparently has thought this out, but his plan has holes the size of Texas.


  “Linc, they won’t let you move your girlfriend on the base with you.” I point out, shaking my head.


  “They’d let my wife.” The air leaves me at his words. Did Linc just propose?


  Fudge!


  Double Fudge!


  “Linc-” I start, but he cuts me off.


  “No, I don’t want to hear the next excuse. You have options. I’m your option! You can marry me instead of him. I’ll make sure you have a home over your head, food in your stomach and anything else your heart desires.” He pulls my right hand off the wheel and into his.


  “I love you, Linc.”


  “I love you too.”


  “But I don’t want to be married at eighteen. I don’t want to depend on someone else to take care of me. I want to go to school and learn how to take care of myself.” I thought this would hurt his feelings, but Linc being Linc, he doesn’t let it faze him. Well, at least he doesn’t let it show if it does.


  He gives my hand a reassuring squeeze and says. “Fine, we won’t get married at eighteen. You can stay at my parent’s house until we get you in a college. But I will marry you someday. If you don’t want it to be at eighteen, I can handle that, but it’s going to happen.” He sounds so sure of those words. So sure that it makes me think it could all be that simple. I could go to school, live at his parent’s house until I can afford my own place. Then, when the time is right, I can marry Linc. Can I do this?


  He must sense my nervousness because he gives my hand another squeeze and says. “You don’t have to decide tonight, but I wanted you to know you have options. Please, consider them.”


  I pull in to his driveway and put the car in to park. Then I release my seat belt and turn to look at him. I want to throw myself in his arms and tell him that’s exactly what I want, but I need to keep my head and think this over. “I’m going to think about it, but I have to keep up this show with Shay and my parents while I do it.”


  He places his hand against my jaw and uses his thumb to rub my cheek. “I don’t like it, but I understand why you have to. But if I’m going to wait for my answer, can I at least see you while you’re thinking about it?”


  “It’ll be hard. Shay’s my ride to and from school now, and Mom’s made me stop the volunteering so I can focus on the wedding plans. But we can see each other at school and I’ll try to find a way to see you other times. We’ll have to be careful though.”


  The smile that lights up his face at my words makes me happy I’m giving in to him. I’ve missed that smile. “We’ll be careful. I don’t want to mess this up again.”


  “I don’t want to either.” I whisper back. Dani flashes her lights behind us, reminding me we need to get in gear. I sigh and say. “We better get you inside.”


  “Ok, but one more thing first.”


  “What?”


  He moves his hand to the back of my neck and pulls me closer, pressing his lips to mine for a gentle kiss.


  Pulling back just enough that our lips are no longer touching, he asks. “Have I mentioned that I miss you?”


  “Once or twice.” I smile against his lips.


  “I better get inside.” He pulls back smiling himself.


  “Do you need me to help you?”


  “Nah.”


  “You know for a guy who’s supposed to be drunk, you don’t act it.”


  “I’m not drunk, maybe a little tipsy, but not smashed. Though, I can’t say I’m upset about Nate texting you. It made going to that party worth it.” His smile turns into his signature knee weakening grin.


  “I can’t say I disagree with you.”


  *************************************


  “So?” Dani asks as she backs back out on to the road.


  “I missed him.” I sigh, laying my head back against the head rest, turning my neck so I’m facing her.


  “Tell me something I don’t already know.” She shakes her head.


  “He pretty much told me he’d marry me if I choose him.”


  She stops the car in the middle of the road and turns to me with her mouth hanging open.


  I lean forward and using my knuckles, I push her mouth closed. “I told him I don’t want to be married at eighteen, but he did give me some things to think over.”


  “Did you completely forget you’re already planning to be married at eighteen?” Dani points out, turning back around and putting the car in drive.


  “Like I could forget.” I mumble, turning my head to look out the passenger window. The night sky is clear and the moon is shining down and guiding our way. I’ve always enjoyed this time of night. When the road’s clear of other cars, it makes me feel as if I’m one of a few people left on the planet. It’s peaceful, perfect for thinking over life changing decisions. I find the brightest star in the sky and close my eyes, sending up a quiet wish for guidance.


  “What are you going to be thinking over?” Dani asks, drawing me back into the car and out of my thoughts.


  “He gave me some ideas of what I could do if I chose him.” I tell the window instead of looking over to see what her reaction is. If I’m honest, the biggest thing keeping me from choosing Linc is the thought of losing Dani. I hate the idea of losing Adam and my un-born niece too, but mostly Dani. She’s been my best friend since I knew what a best friend was and I don’t want to turn my back on that. I don’t know if I can turn my back on that.


  “He’s taking it seriously.” She whispers to herself. I can practically hear the wheels turning in her head. She probably thinks I’ve already made my decision.


  “Dani, I haven’t decided yet.” I feel the need to reassure her.


  “Uh-huh.” She mumbles. I look over at her and see the tears shinning in her eyes.


  “I swear. I have a lot to think over, but I haven’t decided anything.” I reach across the seat and rub her shoulder to reassure her I’m still here.


  “Wyn, I know you don’t love Shay. You can barely stand him. So I don’t have high hopes.” She takes one hand off the wheel to wipe at the tears spilling out of her eyes.


  “You have the first part right, but you’re forgetting something.”


  “What else could be so important that you’d marry someone you don’t love?” She asks on a sob. Her hormones have taken over and she’s full on crying now.


  I drop my hand from her shoulder to her pregnant belly. “I have a little namesake on the way that’ll need me to teach her how to be awesome.” I look up at Dani and continue. “And a best friend who I wouldn’t know how to live without.”


  She covers my hand on her belly with her own. “I don’t know what I’d do without you either.”


  “Well, you wouldn’t be as awesome; that’s for sure.” I tease.


  She pushes my hand off her belly and then grumbles. “I think you have that backwards. Kind of like you think my child is going to be named after you.”


  “Hey, the middle name counts as naming her after me. She will forever be Lil Wyn.”


  “You do realize she isn’t here yet, so I could change my mind about doing that.”


  “You love me too much to change your mind.” I point out smugly.


  “Hmmph. I’ve changed my mind; you should choose Linc.” She grumbles as she rolls her eyes.


  “Oh hush, you know you love me.” I reply on a chuckle.


  “Only on days that end in Y.”


  


  


  February


  Chapter 19 – Linc


  ~Help You Get Through~


  “Let me make sure I have this right. You want your sort of girlfriend to move in with us while she tries to find a college so she doesn’t have to marry the man she is engaged to?” Mom’s sitting across the kitchen table from me. She was trying to enjoy her morning coffee when I joined her. It’s been around three weeks since the party that brought Wyn back to me and I’m just now gathering the courage to bring my plan up to Mom for approval.


  “I guess you could say it that way.” I murmur, elbow on the table, head lying against my propped up hand.


  It’s Saturday and she hasn’t changed out of her robe and pajama’s. This is one of the few days she doesn’t have to rush out of the house to be at Aunt Kelly’s (her sister) bakery first thing in the morning. She’s been helping there since we moved to town at the beginning of the school year and I know she loves it, but she also loves her down time at home. Hence it being almost ten a.m. and her still being in her night clothes, just now starting her first cup of coffee.


  She sets her coffee cup down and straightens herself, pulling her robe tighter. “Lincoln, I don’t really know if this is a healthy relationship for you to be in.”


  I sit up straight in my seat. “Mom, you don’t know her. If you did, you’d see what I see in her. She’s been put in this difficult situation. She doesn’t want to marry him, but if she doesn’t, her family will turn her out. Can you imagine how hard that would be for a seventeen year old girl?”


  “I feel for her, but why do you have to be the one to save her?” Her grey eyes are appraising me.


  “I don’t look at it as if I’m saving her. I like to think it’s me giving the girl I love a chance to be who she wants to be.” I explain, holding her stare with the golden brown eyes I inherited from my dad.


  She holds my stare for several more beats, then looks away running her fingers through her dark brown hair, the same color she passed down to me. “Are you sure this is what she wants? She could be leading you on for a last hooray before she gets married.”


  “This was my idea, not hers. I can’t tell you she’s made the final decision about what she wants, because she hasn’t. She’s afraid to turn her back on her family because she loves them. But Mom, she also wants a different life for herself. She’s torn and it breaks my heart to see it and know I can’t fix this for her. The only thing I can do is show her she has options.”


  She picks her coffee mug back up as she sighs. “Fine, see if she can come over so I can meet her. We’ll talk more about it after that.”


  I rush to her side of the table and give her a tight hug. “Thank you so much. She’ll be over in a few hours.”


  She hugs me as she grumbles. “I guess I need to get out of my night clothes then.”


  *******************************


  I meet Wyn outside when she arrives. I take her hand as soon as she’s out of the car, pulling her into a hug. She trembles and I pull back to look at her face. “Are you alright?”


  “Nervous.” She says, giving me a hesitant smile.


  “She’s going to love you, so don’t worry.” I pull her back against my chest, giving her another hug.


  “I hope so.” She says, slipping her arms around my waist to hug me back.


  “Are you ready to go inside?” I ask as I step back after I feel her relax against me.


  “First, do I look alright? I wasn’t sure what was appropriate to wear the first time you meet a guy’s mom.” She holds her arms out from her body and does a slow spin so I can see her whole outfit. Her curly hair has been worked into an intricate braid. Her four leaf clover charm rests against her chest. She has on a dark red sweater, that isn’t tight but somehow still shows her curves, over a chocolate brown skirt that falls around her knees, and high heeled boots the same color as her skirt that come to right below her knees. Like always, she looks beautiful.


  “You’re beautiful.” I tell her my thoughts, take her hand in mine and lead her into the house.


  Mom is in one of the chairs in the living room waiting on us. She gets up and greets Wyn with a hug. “I’m happy to finally meet you, Wyn. I’ve heard so much about you.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Mrs. Tatman.” Wyn tells her, hugging her back.


  “Oh please, call me Kate.” Mom says as she releases her from the hug.


  “Yes ma’am.”


  Taking her hand, Mom leads Wyn to the couch to sit. “Like I said, Linc’s told me about you and he’s told me about your situation, but I want to hear more about you.”


  “I’m the youngest of six kids, the only girl. I volunteer at the children’s center close to the school twice a week and tutor once a week, but I’ve had to put those on hold because of the…” She stops herself and looks to me nervous about how to explain the reason she stopped.


  I sit on the opposite end of the couch as Mom, beside Wyn, and take hold of her hand. “Mom knows. It’s okay.”


  She squeezes my hand, then turns back to Mom and looks at the floor. “I had to stop to work on the wedding plans.” She explains.


  I watch Mom examine Wyn. Then she leans in and places her hand to her jaw, bringing Wyn’s eyes to her own. “I’m not here to judge you, sweetie. I just want to understand everything that’s going on. Now, why don’t you tell me some more about you. How do you like school?”


  “It’s my favorite part of the day.” She looks at me and smiles. “And not just because I get to see Linc.” Then she turns back to Mom. “I’ve always enjoyed reading and learning new things, so I try to absorb as much as my teachers can offer me. It’s probably the reason I’m at the top of our class.”


  I’m so shocked, my eyes about pop out. “You’re what?”


  She faces me again, biting her lip. She releases it and says. “I’m ranked first in our class.”


  “You never told me that.”


  “It’s not something I tell people. The only people who knew up till now were me and the school faculty.”


  “Wyn, with your rank and volunteer work, you have a good chance at getting scholarships.” I explain, not hiding my excitement at this new revelation at all.


  “I’ve applied for a few, but I won’t hear back till at least next month.” She confesses quietly.


  I jump up off the couch; I’m so excited. “This is great. You can get a scholarship to help with school and you won’t have to go through with the wedding.”


  “Lincoln Andrew, calm yourself and take a seat. If you can’t do that, then you can go do it in the kitchen so Wyn and I can continue talking.” Mom chastises me. I stop my celebration and look at Wyn, who’s still sitting beside Mom looking completely uncomfortable about my outburst.


  “Sorry.” I say, rubbing my hand over the top of my head as I take my seat again.


  Mom turns her attention back to Wyn and asks. “If you don’t mind me asking, why haven’t you shared any of this with anyone else?”


  “It’s not the gypsy way. The woman stays home and takes care of the house and kids. We marry young, normally not finishing school. Me finishing high school is unusual, college is unheard of.”


  Mom nods her head in understanding and continues to ask Wyn questions. It feels so surreal sitting here on my parent’s floral printed couch while my Mom and Wyn discuss Wyn’s life. I feel almost like I’m in a dream. I’ve wanted them to meet for so long and I can tell they’re hitting it off, but I never had a doubt they wouldn’t. Wyn’s hard not to like and Mom has a soft spot a mile long. Though she thinks she can hide it, she never does. I don’t have any doubt she’ll agree to let Wyn move in after graduation. The only thing I don’t know for sure is, if that’s the choice Wyn will make.


  Wyn stays for another hour talking and then I walk her out to her car. Mom invited her to stay for dinner, but because of her arrangement with Shay, she has to decline. I watch the SUV she’s driving until I can no longer see it. Then I go back in to Mom, who’s made her way into the kitchen to start cooking.


  “So?” I ask, leaning against the island and watching her pull out the ingredients for spaghetti.


  “I’ll talk to your dad. If he agrees, we’ll offer her a place to stay if she needs it.” She tells me while filling the pot with water at the kitchen sink.


  My head drops and I let out a sigh. “Thank you.”


  She turns off the water and looks over her shoulder at me. “Son, you need to keep in mind that she might not choose to leave that life. She loves you, but she loves her family too. That’s a hard decision for someone so young to make. I don’t want you to get hurt if this doesn’t go your way.”


  I wish I could smile and convince her I’ll be fine, but I know I can’t pull it off so I don’t even try. I look up and she turns so we’re face to face. “I don’t think there’s a way to stop that from happening if her decision goes that way.” I tell her.


  She nods her head in understanding. “Then I’ll be here to help you get through it.”


  “Love you, Mom.” I whisper, because God knows, I do, and I hope she realizes just how much.


  “More than the moon and the stars.” She replies back on a smile, repeating the words she’s added on to “I love you” since I was a baby.


  


  


  Chapter 20 – Wyn


  ~The Show Stopper~


  My head is pounding. I want nothing more than to run from this room and never return. But like always, what I want doesn’t factor in. So, I continue to smile and pray this goes fast. I’m sitting in the waiting area of Mrs. Dallas’ Custom Designs with my mom, Dani, Marley (Aidan’s wife), Cara (Aldon’s wife), Ali (Alec’s wife), and Jenna (Aaron’s wife).


  The walls are a bright orange and there are touches of zebra print throughout the room. Racks of dresses as vibrant as the orange, line two of the walls and most of the floor space. The third wall has fitting rooms, a reception area, and the door that leads to the back where the dresses are created and private fitting rooms for special clients are located. The fourth, of course, is the entrance, the display windows of the shop, and a small sitting area.


  Thee Mrs. Dallas walks out of the back wearing pointed-toe black heels, hot pink slacks, and a zebra print blouse (if you can’t tell, she loves zebra print). A bunch of black and pink necklaces cover her neck and her midnight black hair is fashioned into a high pony tail on the top of her head. She catches sight of us and calls. “Come on you gorgeous Scott women. I’ve been waiting forever to show you what I’ve come up with.”


  She doesn’t wait to see if we’re following before she turns on her heels and struts (seriously, it’s a strut, like what you’d see a model do down a runway) back towards the private rooms. We follow of course, me bringing up the rear of our little group because I am not looking forward to seeing the contraption they’ve come up with for me.


  We walk into a room about half as big as the front of the shop. The same interior design as out front has flowed back here, but instead of orange, it’s an electric blue. There are several fitting rooms lining the back wall and I can see garment bags hanging in each stall. Across from the stalls are plush Victorian couches, chairs all done in zebra print, and a black oval coffee table topped with refreshments. There are mirrors covering the far side wall.


  I take a seat in one of the chairs after picking up a bottle of water off the coffee table. Removing the lid, I bring it to my lips for a sip.


  “Do you want to see yours or the girls' first?” Mrs. Dallas asks me from her position by the fitting rooms.


  “I think I want to see the girls in their dresses first.” I say, bringing the bottle away from my mouth and replacing the lid. I want to put off my torture as long as possible.


  “Save the best for last, good decision.” She smiles at me and claps her hands together. “Alright ladies, come find your dress. Your names are on the garment bags. Your shoes are in their boxes under the bags. Put everything on and come out for us all to see.”


  The girls and Mom, minus Dani whose dress has to be made last minute because of her due to give birth the month before the wedding, head to the stalls to follow Mrs. Dallas’ directions. She stays by the stalls so she’ll hear them if they need help getting zipped up, and Dani takes a seat in the chair beside me.


  “How are you holding up?” She leans in to whisper so I only hear her.


  “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” I ask back, eyeing her pregnant belly. She may not be due till April, but she looks like she could go into labor at any moment.


  Her hand reflexively comes to rub her stomach and she smiles. “I’m perfect, swollen ankles and all. But today isn’t about me, it’s about you and I want to know how my best friend is dealing with this.”


  “I’m here, soldiering through like always.”


  “How did it go yesterday at you know who’s house?” She quietly asks, trying to lean forward to grab a bottle of water and cookie off the coffee table.


  I grab them for her and hand them over. I look at the dressing rooms and Mrs. Dallas to make sure no one has emerged to overhear us before I answer. “Good. Great even. His Mom seemed so understanding and even invited me to stay for dinner, but I couldn’t because of it being date night with Shay.”


  “And how are things with Shay?” I pretend like I don’t hear the hope in her voice when she brings him up. But I’ve learned over the last few weeks, Dani is holding out hope that I’ll fall madly in love with Shay so she won’t have to worry about losing me. She knows me falling for Shay is a pipe dream, but I let her have it because if the roles were reversed, I’d be hoping for the same thing.


  “I must say, he’s persistent. He comes around about every day and makes me spend time with him, but my feelings for him haven’t changed.”


  Dani doesn’t even try to hide her frown so I lean in and give her a hug.


  Marley comes out of her dressing room first and walks over to the mirrors. Mrs. Dallas designed the dresses so they’d each be a different shade of purple from lavender to a deep eggplant, and each would have a different design. Marley’s is the lavender with a beautiful braided racer back. It clings tight to her till it hits her waist, then it falls in loose waves to where the hem ends at mid-thigh. The bodice is covered in a swirly crystal design and the skirt has a few scattered throughout. The lavender goes perfectly with her light blonde hair. Out of all my sister-in-laws, I’m closest to Marley (after Dani of course). But since I don’t get along with Aidan or agree with what he’s doing behind her back, I’ve been keeping my distance. I wish I didn’t have to. Heck, I wish I could tell her the truth without having to worry about Aidan blowing his gasket, but I can’t.


  She doesn’t deserve to put up with Aidan’s crap. She’s drop dead gorgeous with legs that go on for miles and a body sent straight from the heavens, but she doesn’t realize any of that. If you asked her, she’d describe herself as the plain girl from next door. When in reality, she’d only be the girl next door if you were living next door to a Hollywood starlet. She’s seriously that beautiful and to top it all off, she has a heart made of pure gold. How the heck Aidan got her, I don’t know, but he sure as heck doesn’t deserve her.


  After scanning herself in the mirror, she turns to us and asks. “Does it look okay?” See, she seriously doesn’t get how beautiful she is.


  “Beautiful.” Dani and I say at the same time that Mrs. Dallas says. “Perfection.”


  Cara, Ali and Jenna come out at the same time. Their dresses are almost identical, short (hem at upper thigh), tight, and coated in crystals. Cara’s is a strapless pale violet number. Ali’s is a true purple, one shoulder design. And Jenna’s is a plum color with a halter top. When Dani’s is finished, it will be a dark eggplant with a design closer to Marley’s.


  While Cara, Ali, and Jenna are admiring their designs in the mirrors, Mom comes out in her mother of the bride dress. A fitted silver dress covered in purple crystals that pushes up her breasts and shows about as much leg as Cara, Ali, and Jenna’s dresses. I knew she wouldn’t tone it down, but still, the dress shocks me.


  I school my features when she turns to me with a big smile on her face, waiting to hear my opinion. “Gorgeous, Mom.”


  Strutting to the mirrors, she does a little shimmy, turning this way and that to admire herself. “Your Dad is going to love it.”


  Her and the gypsy triplets (seriously, those three look like they could be triplets in those get ups) stand there praising each other’s dresses for I don’t know how long. Finally, Mrs. Dallas speaks up. “Alright darlings, while you all get fitted by the seamstresses, I’m going to steal the bride to be.” Holding her hand out to me. “Time to see the show stopper.”


  Looking at Dani and Marley, I roll my eyes where only they can see. They cover their mouths to cover their giggles as I take Mrs. Dallas’ hand and follow her out of the room. I requested a flowing Grecian style gown, but Mom nixed that idea. So realizing, once again, that my opinion didn’t matter, I let her take over the design. Not what a normal bride would do, but heck, I don’t even want to be the bride so what do I care what I walk down the aisle in.


  My first look at the monstrosity displayed on the mannequin makes me regret that decision, big time. Mrs. Dallas is gushing about how the dress is her most fabulous piece to date, but I’m only hearing every other word as I stare in shock. Do they really expect me to wear that?


  I come out of my daze and slowly move around the dress, so I can take it all in. And trust me, there’s a lot to take in. It reminds me of those Barbie cakes that little girls request for their birthday, except the skirt is at least twice as puffy. I won’t even be able to walk in the dang thing. Not to mention, it’s wider than the freaking aisle. I take in a deep breath and release it to control my growing anger. Taking in the rest of the dress isn’t the best way to wrangle it in, but it must be done, so I move my eyes away from the skirt to look at the bodice. A strapless, corseted, lingerie type bodice covered in the same swirly crystal design as the bridesmaid dresses meets my eyes. The mannequin is wearing a long crystal covered veil with a tiara so large that it would make a beauty queen envious.


  “How… Why?” I mumble to myself.


  “Don’t worry your pretty little self. We’ll help you get into it today and on your wedding day.” Mrs. Dallas tells me as she places her arm around my waist. She’s so excited about the dress and has always been so nice to my family. But right now, I wish she was a raging witch so that I could tell her how the dress has me throwing up in my mouth without feeling bad.


  Instead, I paste my fake smile on, once again, and say. “That’s great!”


  A good forty-five minutes later, I am strapped into the contraption and standing in front of my mom and sister-in-laws. Mom is crying her eyes out of course, the gypsy triplets are gushing about how much they love it, and Marley and Dani are covering their mouths, trying to stifle the laughs I can tell they’re dying to release. I’m half tempted to start ripping off crystals to throw at all of them. And of course, spending the better part of an hour being strapped into my nightmare come to life dress has not improved my already bad mood.


  Mom finally takes a deep breath and starts wiping up her tears. Once she’s calmed herself, she maneuvers around my enormous skirt and grabs both of my hands into hers. “This must be like a dream come true for you, baby girl. You look so beautiful.”


  “Thank you, Mom. But I thought you’d design something a little closer to what I told you I liked.” I whisper, trying not to make a scene and embarrass her in front of everyone.


  She straightens her back, releases my hands, and cocks her hip. Oh heck, here comes the gypsy sass she’s famous for. “Arwyn Elizabeth, don’t start with me. That dress you showed me was just so…boring.”


  “Just because it wasn’t covered in miles of tulle and pounds of crystals, doesn’t mean it was boring. Simple can be beautiful too, and that’s what I wanted.”


  “You’re seventeen. You don’t know what you want.” She throws out as if I’m still a little girl who needs help picking out her clothes.


  This is the point where the anger that’s been building in me since we arrived hits nuclear level. Looking at Dani, I ask. “Did she really just say that to me?”


  “Umm…” Dani stutters, her eyes the size of saucers.


  “Arwyn.” Mom warns.


  “No!” I growl. “If I’m old enough to be married off, against my wishes I might add, then I’m definitely old enough to decide what kind of dress I want.”


  The color drains from her face and she whispers. “You love Shay.”


  “No, you love Shay. I tolerate Shay because you and Dad have given me no other choice.” I say as I throw my hands up in frustration, knocking the tiara off my head.


  “We…we’re… Fine! It’s your dress; do what you want with it.” She throws her own hands in the air, turns on her heels, and storms out of the room. Of course she doesn’t address the fact that they’re forcing me into marriage.


  The triplets shuffle after her, Dani and Marley stand there in shock, and Mrs. Dallas being used to her clients throwing fits, doesn’t miss a beat.


  “Alright, gorgeous, tell me what you’re really wanting.” She picks the tiara up off the floor and sets it back on the mannequin.


  “I’m sorry.” I say, embarrassed by my outburst. “It’s a pretty dress; it’s just not me.”


  “I see that now.” She gives me a genuine smile. “Come on, let’s get you out of this one so you can tell me how you picture your dream dress.”


  


  


  Chapter 21 – Linc


  ~Surprises Can Be Fun~


  I want to wait for Wyn outside, but I can’t do that. So I thought I’d wait at her locker, but then I realized there’d be too many prying eyes. It’s hard keeping us a secret. I want to stake my claim, let everyone know she’s mine. But the truth is, she’s not only mine. I’m sharing her with the jackass who’s put his ring on her finger. And if we’re going to continue to see each other, we have to keep it a secret.


  I shove my books and bag in my locker, like I wish I could do with the thoughts running around my head. I hate the jealousy that’s consuming me today. Well, not only today. It’s always there in the back of my mind, waiting to get out and consume me with doubt. Usually, I’m able to hold it back. But today of all days, it’s driving me mad. Valentine’s Day! Who the hell thought up this holiday anyway?


  Okay, so maybe I’m in a bad mood. I can’t help it though; I want to be able to take Wyn out tonight like a normal couple. A nice dinner, flowers, chocolates, a kiss on her door step, but I can’t. She has plans with him.


  I can’t even give her flowers today because she’d have to explain to him and her parents where they came from. I hate him and I’m really starting to hate her parents too. I shouldn’t be like this; it’s awful of me to hate people I don’t really know, but still, I can’t stop myself. He’s trying to steal the girl that belongs with me and they’re his accomplices.


  “I see steam.” Nate says as he walks up beside me.


  “What?” I ask, closing the door of my locker and securing the lock.


  “You’re thinking too hard. It’s causing steam to come out of your ears.” He’s watching me closely. He leans his back against the locker and crosses his arms over his chest, giving him a good view of the cheerleaders whose lockers are right across the hall from mine. Will he ever change? Probably not, but at least he doesn’t have to hide his relationships like I do.


  When I don’t respond to his comment, he sighs and says. “Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this.”


  “Tell me what?” I ask worried.


  “It’s not in your best interest, after all.” He keeps mumbling, more to himself than to me.


  “Nate.” I growl in frustration.


  “Fine, but I’m not picking up the damn pieces of you afterwards.” He says, pushing off from the locker to get closer so no one but me will hear. “Arwyn Scott asked me to tell you that she’s waiting for you in the Challenger.”


  I don’t even wait to see if there’s more to the message. As soon as I hear Wyn’s name and where she is, I turn and run down the hall and out the front door. Full force, until I’m at the front of the Challenger, staring at Wyn sitting in the driver’s seat. I take a moment to catch my breath and then I climb into the passenger seat.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Feel like skipping today?” She asks with a grin.


  I want to shout “hell yes”, but that would come across way to eager. So, trying to play cool, I ask. “What do you have in mind?”


  “It’s a surprise.” Her eyes are twinkling, not with mischief though, with hope. It takes my breath away with how much that look warms my heart and fills me with my own hope. The jealousy of earlier is stomped down, once again, and all I can think of is how much I want to see that look in her eyes more. This whole mess has taken its toll on her, just as much as it has me, and I sometimes forget that.


  “Surprises can be fun.” I tell her, pulling my keys out of my pocket and handing them over to her.


  She gets on the highway, taking us away from our small town. I spend the time quiet, going between watching the world zoom by outside my window and watching how comfortable Wyn has become behind the wheel of a car in such a short time. No offense to Mother Nature, but watching Wyn is way more captivating.


  For the first time since I’ve seen her, she’s wearing plain blue jeans. Okay, maybe not completely plain. They’re skinny jeans that have holes shredded in the knees. But for a girl who’s usually decked out to the nines, this is probably as dressed down as she gets. Her top is a plain white tank, but she’s topped it with a peach colored cardigan that has an intricate embroidered design across her back. Her feet are surprisingly missing her heeled boots that I’ve come to think of as her signature footwear; instead, she paired the outfit with dark brown ballet flats. Her four leaf clover charm is hanging from her neck, right where it’s been since I gave it to her for Christmas. Even when she was pushing me away last month, I noticed she never took it off. It was one of the few things through that time that put a smile on my face.


  Reaching out, I wrap one of her curls around my finger. “Are you going to give me any clues?”


  “Nope.” Her eyes stray from the road to catch my pouting lips which causes her to grin.


  “Not even one little one.”


  “We’ll be there soon. I think you can wait till then.”


  I unfasten my seat belt so I can get closer. Pressing a kiss to her neck and trailing my lips up to her ear, I whisper. “I bet I know how to get you to spill your secrets.”


  “I have no doubts about your skills at getting me to spill secrets.” She says on a breathy moan.


  “So where are we going?” I ask, pressing another kiss right below her ear.


  “Mmm…a place.” She moans.


  “Tell me where.” I command, sucking her ear lobe into my mouth.


  She sucks in a sharp breath. I’m so focused on my task of getting her to spill her secrets that I haven’t even noticed we’ve come to a stop.


  She turns into me, replacing her ear with her lips. She takes her sweet time, kissing me slowly. Deeply. There’s a need there each time she does this, for her and for me. She’s burning these times into our memories, in case we can’t make anymore later.


  She pulls away. “You do have some good skills.”


  Licking her watermelon flavored lip gloss off my lips. “So do you.”


  She blushes at my words. “Too bad you decided to use them too late.”


  “How so?” I ask, my eye brows pinching together in confusion.


  She shakes her head, grinning at my confusion. Placing her hand against my cheek, she forces me to look out the front window. “You’re too late because we’re already here.”


  I stare in shock at the brick buildings connected by sidewalks and patches of grass. Shaded areas that would be ideal for sitting under in the spring are planted here and there. Most people are hurrying to get out of the cold. But when the weather warms up, I imagine the lawn will be packed with guys and girls. I face Wyn again and ask. “Are you serious?”


  Removing her hand, she looks away. “This isn’t my answer, not yet.” She takes a deep breath and releases it, then turns back to me. “But if I’m going to consider what you’ve offered, I need to do research. That’s why we’re here.”


  “Can we just walk around?”


  “I’m not sure, but we don’t have to. I’ve scheduled us for a campus tour.”


  Truly surprised, I ask. “How long have you had this planned?”


  “Only since yesterday. I got Mrs. Mandevers to arrange it; so truthfully, we’re not skipping. We’re taking advantage of our college visit days the school lets us take.”


  “This is a great idea.” I say as I climb out of the car, forcing her to follow suit to continue our conversation.


  “You’re not disappointed?” She asks, joining me at the front of the car.


  I wait as she buttons up her coat and then I grab her hand. “Not at all. This shows me that you’re really considering what I’ve offered.”


  “I don’t deserve you.” She says as she kisses my cheek.


  “I think you have that backwards, but we won’t argue about it right now. We probably have an appointment to make, right?”


  She looks at the time on her phone. “Oh gosh, we’re going to be late.” She puts her phone back in her pocket and rushes towards one of the closest brick buildings, pulling me along by my hand.


  


  


  Chapter 22 – Wyn


  ~Sinking In~


  Linc is sitting across from me, grinning from ear to ear, trying to hide it by keeping his cup of hot chocolate close to his mouth. I set my caramel Frappuccino on the table and say. “Don’t get your hopes up, yet.” But even as I’m saying the words, I can’t stop myself from smiling. This college is perfect and the tour only helped to emphasis that point; a top rated nursing program, excellent student housing, and to top it all off, only an hour away from home. So I’d be able to see Linc when he’s on leave.


  “I know, I know. But you have to admit this place is almost perfect.” He sets his own drink on the table.


  “I’ll admit that, but I don’t know if I’ve been accepted yet. And then I have to worry about paying if I do.”


  “You’ll get a scholarship.” He states as if it’s already a done deal. If only I could be that confident that everything will work out.


  I change the subject, not wanting to jinx myself. “Let’s go look through the school store. We still have some time before we need to be back at the school.”


  He picks his hot chocolate back up and in one large drag, downs the remainder. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Without a word, he drags me out of my seat and in the direction of the store. I somehow manage to grab my Frappuccino before he has me too far from the table.


  *****************************************


  I snuggle deeper into my new hoodie. It’s not my usual style, but dang if it isn’t cozy. And the fact that Linc bought it for me, makes it my favorite item in my wardrobe. This is the reason Linc was so pumped about looking through the school store. Well, not this specifically, but the idea that he could buy me something for Valentine’s Day. Not your typical V-day gift, but in my eyes, a heck of a lot better. I could have picked out anything there and he would’ve bought it for me. But as soon as my eyes locked on the white zip up hoodie with the school name across the back, I knew I wanted it. I planned on buying it for myself, but Linc wouldn’t even let me open my purse. I tried to buy him something in return, but he wouldn’t let me do that either. Though, he did get himself a baseball cap with the school name across the front. The hat upped his already hot self from smoking to on fire, so I was pretty darn thrilled when he decided to buy it.


  Overall, this day has been perfect. The school taking responsibility for a small part of the perfection, and the time spent with Linc taking up the rest. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Linc silently shaking with laughter.


  “What?” I ask.


  “You act like you’ve never worn a hoodie.”


  “This is my first.”


  “Seriously?”


  “I’ll have you know, Lincoln Tatman, I am normally a girl of fashion.” I say all high and mighty, causing his silent laughter to turn audible.


  “That’s hard not to notice, but you do add a touch of class to the casual college student look.”


  I roll my eyes at his comment and push my hands into the pockets. “I have to admit that this thing is super comfy. If I could wear it every day without freaking out my mom, I’d so do it.”


  “Where are you going to tell them it came from? I don’t want you to get in to trouble.” He asks as he flips on the turn signal to merge into the next lane. He decided he’d drive us back to the school and since it’s his car, I decided not to argue. Instead, I’m sitting back in my super soft hoodie enjoying the ride, and the view of Linc in his new hat. Which by the way, he wears turned backwards, which might up the hot factor from on fire to molten.


  “I’ll tell them there were college recruiters giving out freebies at the school today. They won’t think anything about that because it’s happened before. I just didn’t get sweet hoodies those times.” I grin.


  He shakes his head and smiles. “You’re a goofball.”


  “Well, I’m a goofball you love. So what does that say about you?”


  “That I must be a goofball too.”


  “Yep.” I nod in agreement.


  All too soon, we pull into the school parking lot. The carefree feeling of earlier in the day gone and in its place is the uncertainty that’s shadowed our whole relationship. I know my indecision is the cause of it and I want to give him an answer, the answer he wants. But like always, the thought of turning my back on Dani and Adam causes a knot to form in my stomach. I don’t want to live without Linc, but I can’t live without them either. I’m facing a double edged sword with this decision and either way I go, I’m going to hurt and be hurt.


  I look at the time on my cell to make sure there’s time before school lets out. We don’t need another incident with Shay. He’ll be here soon to get me, but we still have a few minutes.


  We’re both leaning against the Challenger, side by side, in silence. Grabbing his hand, I give it a little squeeze to get his attention. It works because he turns to look at me. “Thank you for today.”


  “I should be thanking you; it was your surprise for me after all.” He releases my hand so he can slip his arm around my shoulders, to pull me tighter to his side.


  I slip my arms around his middle to hold tighter to him. “It may have been my surprise to you, but you could’ve refused. And you agreeing to go, made my day. So thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” He whispers against my hair right before placing a kiss there. We stand there wrapped around each other in silence for several minutes. Finally, I break the silence by whispering. “I hate that I have to leave you to go to him.”


  His arms flex tighter around me and I don’t think he’ll respond, but finally, I hear him whisper back. “Me too.”


  Sighing, I push away from his side and move to face him. His beautiful face that had been smiling and happy a short while before is now sad and closed off, I cause this. Each day I hold off on my decision, I hurt him. Someone should slap me for what I’m putting this boy through. He may not be perfect, but he’s pretty darn close and I’m dragging him through the ringer. I don’t deserve him, but he says he loves me and I know without a doubt that I love him. So I can’t let him go. Not yet.


  I lean in and kiss him, soft and sweet. His hands automatically go to my waist to hold me to him as he kisses me back, eyes closed. I don’t close my eyes this time so that I can take in his face. The kiss wipes away a little of the sadness, but not all. I pull back and give him a sad smile when I tell him. “I better go.”


  His fingers at my waist tighten. Then he releases me with a nod of his head. It’s the only acknowledgement I get from him so I turn and walk up to the school to wait on Shay. As soon as I’ve taken a seat by the front door, I hear the Challenger roar to life and take off.


  Not even ten minutes later, the Dodge pulls up. He looks me over, taking in the jeans and flats, and then his eyes come to rest on the hoodie. Finally, his eyes come to mine and his left brow arches in question.


  “School recruiters came today and gave out freebies.” I explain, handing him my book bag to carry.


  He gives me a chin lift in understanding, throws my bag over one shoulder, and then takes my hand to guide me to the truck.


  He’s quiet the short drive to my house, where he drops me off with orders to get changed and be ready by six p.m. One quick kiss on the cheek later (him kissing my cheek) and I’m out of the truck and in the house.


  Two obscenely large bouquets of roses are sitting on the kitchen counter. Both sets are a red that’s so dark, they’re almost black. I by pass them, figuring they’re the first step of Dad’s always outrageous Valentine’s Day plans for Mom. He goes all out each year. And the next year, he has to try and top himself. But no matter how much he grumbles about it, I know he loves the big show he makes, not to mention the look of pure love that he sees on her face when she finally gets to see her surprise.


  You see, Mom and Dad are a typical gypsy couple. But unlike my unwanted arranged marriage to Shay, they wanted to be together. So much so that they got married in a big gypsy wedding when she was fourteen and he was seventeen. They haven’t had a perfect marriage. He’s a strong willed gypsy man and she’s a hot tempered gypsy woman. And at times, that’s a very volatile combination. But thankfully, as hard as they fight, they love twice as hard. That’s the nature of their relationship and somehow it works for them, and has for twenty-six years.


  Mom walks into the kitchen as I’m walking out to head to my room. She’s grinning from ear to ear and carrying another large bouquet; this one is with yellow roses. “Three bouquets this year? Dang, Dad’s starting out good this year.”


  Her brow pinches in confusion for a second before it smoothes out and she smiles. “These are mine.” She holds up the yellow roses, then points to the red. “Those are yours.”


  I walk back to the bouquets on the counter and pluck the card out of its holder. I don’t open the card in front of her. She’ll expect me to be head over heels excited by the show Shay is creating for me, and I can’t make myself put on a fake smile for her. Our relationship is still strained from our blow up at the dress fitting.


  Once I’m in my room with the door shut, I pull the little card out of its envelope and scan over the words. No poems or huge declarations, he simply signed. “Love, Shay”. I haven’t told him those words in return, but he’s been telling me them more and more. So far, he hasn’t expected me to return the sentiment, but it won’t be long before he starts pushing the issue.


  With a sigh, I flick the card at my dresser and head to the closet to pick out a dress to fit the plans that Shay has made for us. I’m not sure what they are exactly, but knowing him, it’ll probably be over the top like my dad’s. So I need a dress to match without giving away too much of myself.


  A deep red dress calls my name so I pull it out and lay it across my bed. I dig out the black heels that flatter it perfectly; then I begin to strip off my casual clothes from today. I lay the hoodie across the bed, right beside the red dress. I look back and forth between the two. One a symbol of my relationship with Shay – flashy and stunning, but uncomfortable. The other, a symbol of my relationship with Linc – simple, comfortable…right. I run my finger along the soft material of the hoodie, deciding I’ll wear it to sleep in tonight. Then I finish undressing and redressing in the red number. I pile my curls on top of my head with bobby pins and freshen up my make-up. After a once over in the mirror, I go to the living room to wait.


  I hear Mom in her bedroom, going through her own dressing routine. Just like Dad goes all out with her gifts, she goes all out making sure she looks perfect for him. So I know it’ll be at least another hour before she’ll be done. Right now, she’s probably in the middle of applying her make-up. Then she’ll move on to her hair. And even though she had a dress created for tonight, she’ll still try on no less than three others before she’ll put on the one she had made.


  Dad joins me in the living room; he learned years ago that he’d have to wait on Mom to get ready. And though he may grumble, he doesn’t complain because just like she loves his gifts, he loves the way she looks. And if it takes her two hours to look that way, so be it. A pale blue gift bag sits on the coffee table; his next step in the Valentine’s Day extravaganza he has planned.


  He changes the plans up a little each year, but he does have steps he follows. First, the flowers. Second, jewelry. Third, dinner at an expensive restaurant. Then he ends the night with some huge gesture. One year it was a surprise honeymoon for just the two of them. Another time it was a hot air balloon ride at sunset. My dad may be a badass gypsy man, who can take a guy out with one punch, but when it comes to my Mom, he’s a romantic to the tenth degree.


  “So what’s the bling this year?” I ask as I gesture to the gift bag.


  “Emerald and diamond necklace.” I saw the dress Mom had made for tonight and it’ll match it to perfection. He really did think of everything.


  He sees me smiling at him and gives me a knowing smile in return. I shake my head.


  Without knocking, Shay walks in. He’s traded his jeans for black dress pants and he’s got on a white button up shirt with black vertical stripes. He’s carrying a gift bag almost identical to the one Dad has set out for Mom. He must be following Dad’s playbook for Valentine’s Day because I know those bags are only available from the jewelry store in town. My hand flies to my four leaf clover charm hanging around my neck. I don’t want what’s in that bag, but I really don’t want it if it’s a necklace because I’ll have to take off the one Linc gave me.


  “Don’t be shy because I’m here. Go greet your fiancée.” Dad prompts when I don’t immediately stand and rush to Shay’s side.


  I give him an awkward hug and whisper my thanks for the flowers. He hands me the bag with a grin on his face. “That’s only the start of what I have planned for tonight.” Yep, he’s totally following my dad’s playbook for tonight.


  Opening the bag, I tell him. “You really didn’t have to do all of this.”


  “I know, but I wanted to.” He smiles, watching me open the jewelry box.


  I close my eyes at the relief of seeing earrings instead of a necklace. He got me large square cut diamond earrings. To be polite, I take them out of the box and put them on.


  “They’re beautiful.”


  He reaches out and touches my cheek. “I’m glad you like them.” We stand like that in uncomfortable silence, him touching my face, me trying not to jerk away from his touch.


  Thankfully, Dad speaking up breaks us apart. “You kids have a good time tonight.”


  Shay pulls away from me to turn to Dad. “We will, sir.”


  The next step of Shay’s surprise for the night was a limo that drove us to a five star Italian restaurant. We order our food and then sit in uncomfortable silence at the beautifully laid out table, lit with tea lights in little red vases. I begin picking at an invisible piece of lint on the white table cloth to avoid his eyes. He downs his glass of water in three big gulps and then takes on the task of devouring the bread basket.


  Nibbling at his second bread stick he asks. “Why were you meeting with a college recruiter?” Well, that explains why he’s been so quiet.


  “They meet with all the seniors. It’s no big deal.”


  “You know you can’t go, right.”


  “I’m not dumb, Shay.” I say, meeting his eyes.


  Setting down the bread stick he sighs. “I didn’t say that. Why is everything with you a fight?”


  “Well, fighting is inevitable when the person you’re with is being forced to be with you.” I glare at him.


  “We’re getting married. I’m going to work to care for you, and you’re going to take care of our house and kids. This is happening, Wyn. The sooner you let that sink in, the sooner you accept it and we can start working towards being happy together.” His forearms are lying on the table and he’s leaning in to get closer, trying to hammer his point home. But my thoughts get stuck on one word. Kids.


  So that’s what comes out of my mouth. “Kids?”


  His face softens and he reaches out to grab my hand. I pull it back so he can’t. He sighs. “Of course I want kids. Lots of them. I was hoping we’d start right away after the wedding.”


  Kids with Shay? Lots of kids with Shay? Little boys and girls with his blonde hair and my curls and green eyes? I close my eyes and swallow the lump that forms in my throat. In my head, the blonde children fade away and a little girl with my curly brown hair and Linc’s golden eyes take their place.


  “Oh my.” I whisper softly at the thought of a child with Linc.


  “I see it’s starting to sink in.” Shay grins, apparently taking my response as a good sign for the two of us. Poor guy has no clue how far from the truth he is.


  “Oh yeah, it’s sinking in.” I mumble. I believe I’ve finally made my decision, now to find the right time to break it to Linc and Dani.


  


  


  March


  Chapter 23 – Linc


  ~The Letter~


  I’m pounding down sodas and pretzels with Nate. It’s Saturday and we’re watching the Ohio State vs. Syracuse game. There’s a little less than six minutes left in the second half. Ohio State is in the lead and Nate’s pissed because someone from Syracuse just missed a three pointer (he’s a Syracuse fan, while I’m an Ohio fan). The doorbell goes off and we look at each other.


  “Who could that be?” Nate asks, turning back to the TV.


  “No clue.” I say, standing up to go answer it. I know it can’t be our moms because they’re out having lunch and shopping. I pull the door open and find Wyn standing there and looking all adorably nervous, her fingers latched in a death grip on a little envelope.


  I grab one of her hands and pull her out of the cold, closing the door behind her. “What’s going on?”


  “Who is it?” Nate hollers from the living room.


  “I’m so sorry; you have guests. I can come back later. I didn’t even think. As soon as I saw it came, I drove straight here.” Wyn breaks in before I can answer Nate.


  “It’s only Nate, and don’t be sorry. You’re welcome here anytime. We were just watching the game.” I tell her and ask. “What came?”


  She holds up an envelope for me to see. “A letter from the school we visited last month.”


  “And?” I ask, maybe a little too enthusiastically.


  Looking at her shoes, she explains shyly. “I don’t know yet. I was hoping you’d open it for me. I was too nervous to do it myself.”


  Taking her hand, I guide her into the living room. I tell Nate. “We’re going to my room.”


  He looks up from the game long enough to take in Wyn. He flips out his hand says. “Fine. I’ll record the last part for you to watch. Hi, Wyn.”


  “Umm… Hi, Nate.” She replies back as I guide her down the hall towards my room. Once we’re inside and I shut the door, I sit her on my bed and take the envelope from her.


  I wave the envelope around and pace the floor in front of her. “Now, you have to promise me that if we don’t get the response we want from this school that you won’t give up. This school might be the ideal location, but there are others and I don’t want you to give up hope.”


  “I promise, Linc.”


  I stop my pacing to take her in and the sight of her on my bed nearly brings me to my knees. As always, she’s stunning. But like the day we visited the college, she’s dressed casually. A pair of worn in skinny leg jeans, a light purple long sleeved sweater that hangs loose, and a pair of black flats. God, she’s beautiful. And she’s in my room. On my bed!


  “Linc?” She calls when I continue staring at her.


  “God, you’re beautiful.” I tell her, causing her eyes to warm and a smile to crack across her face.


  “The letter.” She prompts softly.


  “Oh, yeah.” I finally remember the reason we’re in here. I rip open the end and pull out the small stack of papers inside. Wyn closes her eyes as I scan the top sheet.


  “Open your eyes, honey.” I gently command.


  Her eyes flutter open and I can see she’s fighting back tears. “It’s ok. I applied to some other schools.”


  “You got in.”


  Her eyes widen in surprise and then once it fully sinks in, she jumps up from the bed and into my arms, wrapping her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. She doesn’t give me a chance to say anything else before she slams her lips down on mine in a rough and demanding kiss. I, of course, submit and let her take the lead in this sensual celebration.


  When both of us are out of breath, she pulls back just enough to place her forehead against mine and gather herself. Her breathing returns to normal and she smiles. “I got in.”


  I tighten my arms around her and confirm. “You got in.”


  “I don’t care if I have to work four jobs to support myself and pay. I’m going.” She states the steel of her determination in her voice.


  I walk us over to my bed, put my knee on it and lay her down. I lay myself between her legs, my upper body propped up on my hands. I stare down at her and ask. “Are you saying what I think you are?”


  Wyn nibbles the corner of her lip as she searches my face. Finally, she releases her lip and nods her head.


  “I need to hear the words, baby.” I tell her, lifting a hand to run along her hair line, pushing the stray curls back in place.


  “I choose you.” Her words cause a warm feeling to shoot right through me. I roll us over so she’s on top, straddling my hips.


  “You choose me.” I repeat her words, more so they’ll sink in than anything else.


  “I choose you.”


  “You choose me.” I say in awe.


  “I think we covered that.” She giggles at my reaction.


  I run my hands up her back, making her lean closer to me. “I was trying to savor those three little words that just made my dreams come true.”


  “Well I can be quiet and let you continue.” She moves to get off me. “Or I could leave and give you a little time to get yourself together.”


  I tighten my hold on her back. “The hell you will. I like you right where you’re at.”


  “I guess it’s a good thing I’m leaving my world, otherwise I’d be in trouble for being in this position with you.” She says, appraising our position.


  I reposition us on our sides so we’re facing each other. “Better?”


  “Much. Thank you.”


  “I never want you to feel uncomfortable with me.”


  “Not possible, but thank you for being so considerate.” She replies, placing her hand against my chest.


  “When do you want to go get your stuff? Now? Later? I can’t wait to have you under the same roof as me.”


  “Linc, if we don’t want to cause a whole lot of problems, we have to wait till I’m eighteen.”


  I flop onto my back. “I don’t like that idea, Wyn.”


  She leans into me and lays her chin on my chest. “I’m sorry, but this is the safest way. I’ll have to keep pretending I’m going along with their plans or they might try to move it up and make me drop out.”


  “I really hate the idea of you being around that guy.” I grumble, running my fingertip along her bottom lip.


  “I’m not thrilled with the idea either.” She closes her eyes at my touch.


  Seeing her reaction to my touch spurs me on. I continue to trace her lips with just the tip of my finger. “I don’t want him touching you here.” I let my finger fall to where her neck and shoulder meet, drawing invisible swirly patterns against her skin. “Or here.” I pull her hand up to my mouth and kiss each fingertip. “Or here.”


  She lets out a contented sigh and opens her eyes so we’re looking at each other. “He doesn’t get me like you do. No one does.”


  As soon as those words leave her lips, mine close the distance. I slide my tongue along the seam of her lips and she spreads them, allowing me entrance. Her hand slides under the hem of my t-shirt. Her tiny hands run up and down the hard muscles of my chest and stomach. I slip my own hand up the back of her sweater to feel the smooth skin of her back against my hands. I could easily move my hand around to the front, but I don’t want to push her too far too fast. Though it’s taking all the will power I have to stop myself.


  A knock on the door causes us to jump apart. Wyn literally jumps off the bed and moves across the room. Her cheeks are flushed and her lips are swollen. She moves quickly, pushing her shirt back into place. She looks so damn good, I want to pull her back to me and finish what we’ve started. Instead, I call out. “Yeah.”


  “Cover up. I’m coming in.” Nate calls from the other side of the door.


  I roll my eyes and Wyn giggles, taking a seat back on the edge of the bed. I pull her back beside me, against the head board and call. “Coast is clear.”


  Nate pushes in and surveys the situation. “Two things. One, I finished recording the game.”


  “Who won?” I ask as I thread my fingers around some of the curls at Wyn’s shoulder.


  “Ohio.” Nate grumbles.


  I hold out my hand, palm up. “Pay up.”


  He pulls his wallet out of his back pocket and pulls out a twenty. He stomps across the room and slaps the bill into my outstretched hand. I tuck the bill into my own wallet and then ask. “So, what’s two?”


  “Oh, yeah.” He pulls out his cell and looks at the time. “Your mom will be home in…well, it was ten minutes, but now it’s more like two.”


  Wyn and I both jump out of the bed. She grabs the acceptance letter off the floor and I take her hand as I guide her out of my room. I shove Nate’s shoulder as we pass him. “Dumb ass! That should’ve been number one.”


  “Yeah, but what fun would that be.” He chuckles as he follows us back to the living room. I turn around, deciding he might need some sense knocked into him, but Wyn pulls on my hand to make me sit by her on the couch instead.


  Nate flops down in the recliner, still chuckling, while I seethe with my arms crossed. “I’ll get my revenge.” I grumble.


  Wyn rubs my knee to calm me and I look over to see she’s reading the rest of the acceptance packet. At that moment, Mom walks in. Her hands are filled with shopping bags. She drops them on each side of the recliner and allows herself to fall back in to the chair. “Hey, Boys.” She takes in Wyn and smiles. “Hi, Wyn.”


  Wyn looks up from the letter and returns Mom’s smile. “Hi, Mrs. Tatman.”


  “Kate, please.” Mom urges.


  “Yes, ma’am. I mean Kate.”


  “Good.” Mom beams and then notices the letter. “Good news?”


  Wyn looks at me and I slip my arm around her shoulder, squeezing her reassuringly. She looks back at Mom with the smile still on her face. “Great news! I got accepted early and they’re offering a full scholarship.”


  I turn her to face me. “Really?”


  She’s beaming with excitement and she giggles at the surprised look on my face. “Yeah, you must not have read past the first line.”


  I pull her into a hug. “That’s great news.”


  Mom comes over and pulls Wyn away from me so she can hug her too. “Congratulations, Wyn. That’s wonderful news.”


  “Congrats.” Nate throws out from the recliner. He’s commandeered the remote and is flipping through the channels.


  “Thank you.” Wyn catches the time on the TV and grabs the letter. “I didn’t realize it was so late. I need to get home.”


  I stand up and take her hand. “I’ll walk you out.”


  “See you later, Mrs. Tat…I mean Kate.”


  “Drive careful, Wyn.” Mom tells her in way of goodbye.


  “See you at school, Nate.”


  “Bye.” Nate responds back, not taking his eyes away from the reality show he’s found on TV.


  I walk her out and once she’s situated in her car, she rolls down the window so I can lean in. “Remember, only I can touch you.”


  She rolls her eyes at me. “I believe we already went over this.”


  “Just a little refresher for the road.” I explain and pull her closer so I can kiss her. “And don’t forget you can call me anytime. I don’t care if it’s three a.m. and I went to sleep at one a.m. If you have something going on or just need to talk, you call me.”


  Her hand cups my jaw as she looks up at me with smiling eyes. “I love you too.” I guess my worrying makes my feelings pretty obvious. Thank goodness she finds it adorable, rather than annoying.


  “Be careful.”


  “I will.” She promises.


  “Text me when you make it home.”


  “Linc.” She sighs.


  “Okay, okay. Bye, Wyn.” I straighten from the car.


  “Bye.” She blows me a kiss and then rolls up the window and takes off.


  


  


  Chapter 24 – Wyn


  ~Blame Disney~


  My legs are crossed and my foot is bouncing. Mom is sitting across the little white bistro table from me, sending texts. We’re doing our best to ignore each other. So far, we’ve accomplished this, but today we’re forced to be together for the cake testing. I hate that her and Dad are spending all this money on a wedding I don’t plan on going through with, but I can’t tell them I’m leaving. I tried to talk them into a smaller wedding, to cut some costs, but they weren’t hearing any of that. So my hands are tied.


  Dani waddles in. Seriously, she’s a month and a half away from her due date and that’s the best way to describe the way she’s walking at this point. She takes the last seat at the table as she rubs her belly. “Bring on the cake. Lil Wyn is kicking me; she’s so excited about this.”


  Mom arches one of her perfectly manicured eye brows at the baby’s nickname, but doesn’t respond. I reach over and touch Dani’s belly, trying to feel my niece kick. I catch her movements and smile up in awe. “She is excited.”


  “I told you. She’s not even here yet and she’s already acting like you.” Dani teases.


  “Let’s hope that changes when she arrives.” Mom mumbles under her breath, but still loud enough for Dani and me to hear.


  I take a deep breath and release it before responding. “Just because I don’t want this wedding, Mom, doesn’t mean I’m a bad daughter.”


  “I’ve dreamed of planning your wedding since the day you were born and you’re making it miserable. When you and Shay have a daughter, you’ll understand how I feel.” She whines, setting her phone down so she can turn her full attention to me.


  “Didn’t you think I’d have my own ideas about my wedding? Maybe even have a say in the man I marry?” I snap back, ignoring the pain in my gut at hearing Shay’s and my name associated with kids.


  “That’s not how our people do this and you know that. This is the way you were raised, Arwyn Elizabeth.” She rolls her eyes to the ceiling and asks herself. “Where did I go wrong with her?”


  “Blame Disney. All those darn fairy tales made me believe in real love and happily ever after. What were they thinking? You may be able to sue them for messing up your daughter’s perception of love and marriage.” I say as I look at Dani and roll my eyes.


  “Don’t be smart.” Mom warns as she rolls her eyes back down to glare at me.


  “Or what? You’ll make me marry someone I don’t love? Too late, that’s already planned.”


  Grabbing her phone and purse, Mom stands. “I’m fed up with your ungrateful attitude, little girl. You can handle the cake by yourself. And when it turns into a mess, don’t come crying to me.” She turns on her heels and storms out of the bakery.


  Everyone in the room stares at her departing form, then back at me. I feel my face flush. The cake designer walks up with a forced smile. Great, now I have to deal with the fallout from Mom’s adult sized hissy fit. I let out a sigh and put on my own smile to reassure her. “Don’t worry about her. I know you do beautiful work.”


  “Umm…thanks.” She says hesitantly as she takes the seat Mom just vacated. She sets plates with sample cakes and icings in front of Dani and me and pulls a pad of paper out of her frilly half apron. She points out the flavors of each cake and icing, then sits back and lets us sample each one.


  “Oh my gosh. This chocolate fudge cake with the raspberry chocolate ganache is ah-mazing!” Dani sighs right before taking another big bite and humming her approval.


  The cake designer, Kylie (somewhere between the chocolate cake and the vanilla, I asked her her name), smiles at Dani’s compliment of her work and then asks me. “What’s your preference, Wyn?”


  “My vote’s for the vanilla cake with the vanilla icing and fresh strawberries, but maybe we can do a couple tiers in each. That way, the chocolate and vanilla fans are both covered.” Even if there won’t be a wedding, at least they’ll have two delicious cake options to drown their disappointment in.


  “Perfect.” She writes down my choice and then asks. “What kind of design are you wanting?”


  Okay, I hadn’t really thought that far. If Mom was here, I was going to let her take the reins at this point. I look at Dani, wide eyed, quietly pleading for help.


  “Can you do a purple ombre going down the tiers and put some kind of sparkly embellishment on each?” Dani asks as she takes over.


  “We can do that. It’ll be so pretty.” Kylie answers, not taking her eyes away from the notes she’s taking.


  “Perfect.” I smile at Dani in thanks. She covered my taste and Mom’s in one swoop and didn’t even have to take time to think it over. Kylie finishes her notes and says her goodbyes. I go to the counter and order two hot chocolates for Dani and myself. Then join her back at our table where she’s finishing up the samples on her plate.


  “Want mine too?” I ask, setting her cup down and sliding my plate towards her.


  She looks up, searching my face, then asks. “What’s wrong? Well, other than the scene with your mom.”


  “What makes you think anything is wrong?” I ask as I take a sip of my drink.


  She sets her fork down, pushes both plates away, and steeples her hands together on her belly. “The fact that you’re turning down cake of any kind might as well be a huge flashing sign pointing at you with the words ‘not right’ printed on it.”


  I set my drink down and avoid her gaze by tracing the scroll work on the table with my finger. “Umm…well…I got some news the other day.”


  “What kind of news?”


  “I got accepted into my top choice of school with a full scholarship.” I say quietly.


  I hear her gasp in surprise. “I didn’t even know you applied anywhere.”


  I gather the courage to look at her and explain. “I did it months ago, because the counselor pushed me too. I didn’t think I’d be able to go or that I’d even get in.”


  “So I take it that you’re bringing it up now because it’s helped you make a decision?” She asks with tears forming in her eyes.


  I nod my head because I don’t want to say the words. She takes in my nod and the tears start to fall from her eyes. Seeing her cry causes me to cry too.


  I grab her hand. “I’m so sorry, Dani. I don’t want to leave you.”



  She pulls her hand out of mine and wipes at her eyes. “But that’s exactly what you’re doing. Do you hate this life so much that you can turn your back on all of us? Your niece, your brother, and me?”


  “You know why I have to do this, Dani. I wish I could still be around you all, but they won’t let me.” I plead with her to understand.


  “You’re doing this for him. He’s more important than your family. What are you going to do when he gets bored with you and throws you away? You won’t be allowed back in.”


  My hand flies to my mouth to cover my shock at the hatred in her words. I grab my purse and stand, needing to get out of here and away from her.


  She reaches for my hand and I pull away. “I’m sorry, Wyn. I didn’t mean that.”


  “I thought out of everyone, you understood me enough to know why I need to do this, but apparently I was wrong.” She tries to call me back, but I ignore her pleas as I rush out of there.


  


  


  April


  Chapter 25 – Linc


  ~She Thinks You Are~


  I take in all the cars lining the street around my house. It was no secret to me that Mom was planning a party for my eighteenth birthday, but I didn’t want to ruin all the work she’s done so I’ve been pretending to be clueless. Now if I can pull off a good surprise face for her. I walk up to the house hand in hand with Wyn; she’s been Mom’s distraction today, keeping me out of the house so everything could be set up.


  I push open the door and everyone shouts. “Surprise!” Wyn and Mom are both grinning like fools, thinking they’ve pulled off their surprise. I grab both of them to me and hug them, kissing Mom’s cheek and then Wyn’s.


  “Happy birthday, baby boy.” Mom says as she squeezes me around the middle and then releases me. As she moves away from me, I feel a strong hand grab my shoulder from behind. I spin around and my mouth falls open. The tears spill out of my eyes before I can even try to stop them. I grab him in a bear hug, fisting my hands in the back of his fatigues.


  “Dad!” I sob into his neck.


  His hand rubs the back of my head and the other is hugging me tight to his chest. “Happy birthday, kiddo.” He’s holding back his tears, but I can tell by the shake of his voice that he’s barely doing so. I pull myself together and release him from the hug. Mom takes my place, slipping her arms around his waist and leaning her head against his chest. I admire the ease they have with each other even after being separated for so long. I smile at them and then remembering Wyn, I pull her to my side and introduce her.


  “Dad, this is the girl I’ve been writing you about. Wyn, this is my dad, Andrew Tatman.”


  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Tatman.” Wyn says as she holds out her hand for Dad to shake.


  Instead, Dad uses her hand to pull her into a hug. He whispers something in her ear that causes her to smile up at him and nod her head. I look at Dad in question and he winks at me, but doesn’t explain.


  “You have good taste, son.” Dad says. He releases Wyn who moves back to my side. I slip my arm back around her shoulder.


  “Something you passed down to me.” I reply grinning.


  Dad looks down at Mom and smiles. “I do believe you’re right.” Then he leans down and kisses her.


  “Well, I believe that’s our cue to join the rest of the guests.” I tell Wyn.


  “Smart kid.” Dad chuckles and adds. “We’ll catch up more after the party, Kiddo. Enjoy yourself.”


  The party goes by in a blur. I make my rounds with the guests, introducing Wyn to my family. I blow out the candles and make my wish. I open my presents: a car cleaning kit from Nate, money from my parents and most my relatives, and Luke Bryan tickets from Wyn. Then the last of the guests leave, including Wyn and Nate.


  I’m settled on the back porch with Dad. A bottle of beer in his hand, a glass of sweet tea in mine. It’s a perfect spring evening; mid-seventies, sun slowly fading, and a George Strait song coming out the kitchen window where Mom is straightening up. Dad takes a swig from his bottle as he watches the sky.


  “I like your girl.” He says, breaking through the comfortable quiet.


  “Me too.” I reply as I take a drink of tea.


  “I told your Mom I’d be okay with her staying with us. It takes an awful lot of courage to turn your back on the only life you’ve ever known. And I’m proud of you for supporting her through this. She’s going to need that when the time comes to leave them.”


  “I’m afraid I won’t be enough.” I tell him the truth, what’s worrying me.


  “And you might not be, but all that matters at this point is that she thinks you are.” He sets his beer down and scoots closer to me, putting his arm around my shoulder. “Whatever happens, I want you to remember that she does love you. I saw it in her eyes tonight and even if she can’t leave them, at least for a little while, you got to experience a real version of that. Some people never do.”


  But will that be enough to keep me going if she leaves me? I take another drink of tea and watch the back yard instead of putting that thought into words. I’m afraid of the answer I’ll get and the worry that answer will cause my parents.


  Chapter 26 – Wyn


  ~Born Fighter~


  My phone goes off for the third time. I hit ignore and throw it back on my night stand. It’s Dani, again. She hasn’t talked to me in three weeks and now she thinks she can call me like nothing happened. After the blow up, I needed the time to cool down. Her words hurt and scarred me, but I can’t help thinking what if she’s right. What if I leave my family and then Linc realizes he doesn’t love me? I’ll have no one. My family won’t take me back; they’ll be too ashamed by my betrayal. I have no friends outside of my gypsy life, other than Linc. If our relationship goes bad, I’ve got no one and nowhere to go.


  I believe the gamble’s worth the risk because this is the life I want with the guy I love. But I’m going to lose Dani. She was hurt and hormonal and that’s why she said what she did, but it still burned. And even after three weeks, it still does. I’ve always supported her and now when I need her support the most, she doesn’t give it. I understand how hard it’ll be not seeing each other. Hell, she’s one of the only reasons I even considered going through with the marriage to Shay, but she has Adam and the family to help her when I’m gone.


  The phone goes off again. I hit ignore, again, and turn off the ringer.


  I decide I need a cupcake and a glass of milk to lift my spirits, so I roll out of bed and head to the kitchen. I pass Mom and Dad in living room; they’re cuddled up on the couch watching a movie.


  “Want anything from the kitchen?” I ask as I pass. Mom still isn’t talking to me, so she doesn’t respond. Dad looks over his shoulder and gives me a weary smile. “A beer, please, baby girl.” The strain between Mom and me is upsetting him, but he won’t step in because he thinks it’s a woman thing we need to fix on our own. His words, not mine.


  “Can do.” I throw back.


  I grab Dad’s beer and walk it back out to him, then head back into the kitchen. I pull out a glass and the jug of milk, pouring some, then putting it back in the fridge. I take my glass to the island counter and pop a fresh cupcake out from underneath the cake stand. I’m two bites in when I hear Mom’s cell phone ring.


  She walks in the kitchen with the phone to her ear, eyes on me. “Uh-huh. One second.” Then she speaks to me for the first time since the cake tasting, knocking me for a loop. “Dani’s in the hospital in labor. Adam’s out of town working and is trying to get back. He said Dani couldn’t get ahold of you and had to ask a neighbor to take her.”


  Not needing to hear anymore, I race out of the kitchen and grab my coat, purse, cell, and shoes. I’m in the car and on my way not even five minutes after the words left Mom’s mouth. I didn’t even take the time to change out of my pajamas. Dani needed me tonight. And because I didn’t let our stupid argument go, I wasn’t there for her. If something happens to her or the baby, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.


  At the hospital, I head straight to labor and delivery. The nurses at the desk direct me to Dani’s room and I hesitate at the door. What if she’s mad at me? She might not want me here now. If she doesn’t, she’ll tell me, but I’ll show her I’m here in case she does.


  I knock and push open the door, peeking my head around it. “Can I come in?”


  Dani’s and a nurse’s eyes both flicker to me. Dani is doing some weird breathing exercise as she grips on to the rails of the bed. But between breaths, she manages to say. “It’s about time you got your butt here.”


  I walk over to stand by her bed. “I’m sorry I didn’t answer.”


  “You’re here now and that’s all that matters to me.” She reaches for my hand and I give it to her freely.


  The nurse moves to the end of the bed. I focus on Dani’s face because I do not want to see what’s going on down there. Her face scrunches as the pain hits her again. I rub her back with my free hand as she squeezes my other.


  “It’s time.” The nurse says as she pulls off her gloves and heads out of the room. “I’m going to call for the doctor.”


  Dani looks at my eyes wide with fear. “No! I’m not ready. Tell them I’m not ready! It’s too early. She’s not supposed to be here for another three weeks.”


  “Too late to stop it now, but don’t worry, I’m here with you.” I try to reassure her, though I’m just as scared for her as she is for herself.


  “I don’t know what I’ll do when you’re not around anymore.” She says, her voice trembling with both pain and sadness. I don’t get a chance to respond, not that I had a good enough response, because the nurse walks back in with the doctor and another nurse.


  I stand my ground, holding Dani’s hand and wiping her brow, encouraging her when needed for the next hour. Lil Wyn finally makes her appearance into the world at 11:33 p.m. One of the nurses takes her over to be cleaned up and the doctor stays at the end of Dani’s bed doing whatever in the world he has to do down there. Dani’s smiling, looking in the direction the baby went; I’m smiling, watching her be so happy.


  “Doctor, we need you over here, now.” The nurse calls, shattering our happy little bubble.


  “What’s wrong?” Dani calls out, but gets no response. The nurse rushes out of the room with the baby in the warmer and the doctor comes back over to us.


  Dani is broken when she asks. “What’s wrong with my baby?”


  “We believe she has infant respiratory distress syndrome. We’re putting her on oxygen and an IV and we’ll be monitoring her closely. Usually, with the right treatment, this clears up in a few days.” The doctor explains gently.


  “Can I see her?”


  “We need to get you finished here and moved to a regular room. Then, when they have her stabilized, a nurse will take you to see her.”


  Dani nods, tears coming down her face. The doctor moves to finish what he started at the end of the bed. Dani looks over at me. “Can you call your brother and let him know what’s going on?”


  “Of course. I’ll be right back.” I give her hand a squeeze and release it.


  I find my parents and Dani’s in the waiting room. I explain what’s going on to them. Dani’s Mom heads to her room to be by her side and I excuse myself to call Adam.


  Once I’m outside in the cool night air, I take a seat on the curb and dial the number. He picks up on the second ring. “Does my baby girl look like me?”


  “Where are you?” I ask instead of answering.


  “On the road. I’m still about four hours away.” He gets quiet for a second and then asks. “Did something go wrong? Is Dani and the baby alright?” I take in a lung full of the cool air, release it, then I explain what’s going on. I hate that he’s driving when I do it, but I know he wouldn’t pull over for me to explain. That’s why I didn’t even waste the breath asking.


  His voice is shaky when he responds. “You stay with my girls and watch over them, Winnie. I’ll be there soon.”


  “I will, Addie. Don’t speed. You need to be safe.”


  “I need to get to my girls.”


  “Yeah, and they need you here in one piece so don’t do anything stupid.” I remind him.


  “Sorry, you’re right. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I don’t even want to find out. If it wasn’t for you, Dani would’ve had to go through this with only our parents. And you know how fucking crazy they are.” I know he meant this as a thank you, but it’s like he stabbed a knife in my heart and twisted it for good measure. I can’t leave my family. I love Linc and I want to be with him, but look what happened tonight when I turned my back on Dani. She almost had to go through delivering my niece alone. She wouldn’t have had anyone by her side when she found out about the baby’s health problems. I can’t leave them. We support each other. That’s what Dani and I have always done. I was just complaining about how she wasn’t supporting me and look at what I was planning on doing, leaving her without her best friend’s support for the rest of our lives.


  I lean my head down against my knees and let the tears come from the realization that I have to let go of Linc, and my dream of college, and for my tiny niece who is upstairs fighting for her life.


  An arm snakes around my shoulders and my head snaps up to find my dad beside me. I wipe at my tears and he squeezes my shoulder. “They’ll be okay. Don’t forget that little girl is a Scott which makes her a born fighter.”


  I lean into his side, laying my head on his shoulder. “She gets that from you.”


  I feel him kiss the top of my head. “Ah, some would say she got it from you too.”


  Tilting my head back I ask. “How so?”


  “You may not have fought with your fists like the rest of us, but you’ve been fighting since you were a kid. You fought all of our ideas of what was right for you to be the girl you are today. And though I didn’t support some of those decisions you made, I know they were right for you. Because I couldn’t be prouder of the woman you’ve grown to be.” He wouldn’t be proud if he knew that I was planning on leaving and not marrying Shay, but I guess now he’ll never have to deal with that truth about his daughter.


  “Thanks, Daddy.” I whisper.


  He scans my face and I have to wonder if he’s seeing more than he should. “You done crying, baby girl?”


  “Yeah.” I say, knowing it’s a lie.


  “Then let’s go back inside. They moved Dani to a room so hopefully we’ll be able to see Lil Wyn soon.” He stands and holds out his weathered hand to help me up. Hand in hand, we make our way back into the hospital. And I don’t leave Dani’s side again until Adam arrives three and a half hours later.


  A week later, Alana Arwyn Scott is released from the hospital with a clean bill of health, weighing in at five pounds three ounces and measuring seventeen and a half inches. With her head full of red hair, just like her momma’s, and blue eyes, just like her daddy’s. She leaves wearing a pale pink dress I gave her. For everyone else, it’s a happy moment. But for me, it’s bitter sweet. I’m happy knowing my niece is healthy and I’ll be in her life, but I’m sad knowing that being in her life means I won’t be in Linc’s.


  Now all I have to do is break the news to him. He’ll never forgive me for pushing him away again. Not that it should matter since doing so means I’m giving into a future with Shay, but still, I hate it.


  


  


  Chapter 27 – Linc


  ~The Last Piece~


  Wyn hasn’t been at school for a week because she’s been at the hospital with her family keeping an eye on the baby. I’ve talked to her through texts and something didn’t seem right, but I chalked that up to her being worried about her niece. But last night, she called me to tell me the baby was being released and asked if we could get away and go to the cabin today. I want to believe she needs to get away for the day because of the week she’s had, but my gut is telling me it’s something else. Something I don’t want to put words to because my heart can’t handle it.


  She meets me at my house and we take the Challenger. She holds my hand the whole way there and when I talk to her, she responds, but I can tell her head is somewhere else. I don’t ask where because I know before the day is through I’ll find out.


  At the cabin, we unload our supplies from the trunk: a picnic basket, a throw blanket, and fishing supplies. It’s unusually warm for a late April day and I thought I’d take advantage of it by introducing Wyn to something she’s never done before, but mentioned she’d like to try. Wyn takes the throw and basket and I carry the poles and tackle box. Together, we walk down to the lake and set up on the bank.


  I prepare the poles and teach her how to cast them out. She gets hers caught in the reeds the first try. But on the second, she does a beautiful cast that reaches the middle of the lake. She looks at me with pride in her eyes and a genuine smile on her face. That smile erases some of the worry that’s pooling in my stomach, but not all.


  The lines in the water, she focuses on laying out the blanket and our picnic. There’s leftover fried chicken my mom made the night before, homemade mac n’ cheese, biscuits, apples and strawberries with chocolate dipping sauce for dessert, and a thermos of sweet tea. We tuck into the food and when both of our bellies are beyond full, we lay back on the blanket and watch the clouds, listening for any movement on the lines.


  Still looking up at the sky, she threads her fingers through mine. “Thank you for bringing me up here today. I needed this.”


  “I’d do anything to put that smile on your face.” I tell her, bringing our joined hands to my lips and kissing them.


  “I know.” Is her only response and I note how sad it sounds. I’m gathering the courage to ask her what’s wrong when I hear her pole clicking.


  “You got a bite.” I jump up, grab the pole, and hook the fish. “Come here and you can reel it in.”


  She’s standing a few feet away from me with a look of fear. She waves her hand in my direction. “Oh, no. You’ve got it so go ahead.”


  I suppress my laugh and urge her. “Come here, Wyn. I’ll be right here to help you.”


  “Fine.” She huffs and comes over. I guide the pole into her hands and show her what to do. I stand at her back with my hands on her waist while she wrestles the fish in. When it’s close to the bank, I grab the fishing net and scoop it out of the water. She drops the pole and squeals. “I really did it!”


  Removing the hook from the fish’s mouth I tell her. “I knew you could.” Then I look up at her with my grin in place and ask. “You want to hold him so I can take your picture?”


  She scrunches up her nose in disgust and asks. “Can I kneel beside it instead?”


  “Yeah. Get down here and I’ll get my phone.” I tell her, not even trying to stop my laugh this time.


  She kneels down by the fish and I snap a couple shots. I hurry to get the fish back in the water. I set up her pole again and she casts it back out. This is how the rest of the day passes; One of us catches a fish, we take a picture, release it, and set the pole up again. In between, we lay on the throw blanket and talk about this and that, but never anything of importance. In the fun of the day, I manage to push down my worry to the point where it’s forgotten.


  As the day wears on, the light blue sky grows darker and darker. We ignore it, not wanting to leave our fun. But when the fat drops of rain start pouring down on us, we pack up. We make a run back up the hill to the cabin, laughing and slipping in the wet grass the whole way; we’re drenched by the time we get inside.


  My laugh catches in my throat when I take in how Wyn’s thin shirt is clinging to her. “Umm…I’ll start a fire to warm us up and then I’ll go see if I can find some clothes for us to change in to.”


  Her eyes are locked on my chest (my white shirt has to be see through), but at my words, she drags them to my face and nods.


  Upstairs, I find an old pair of my dad’s pajama pants for me and I change quickly so I can continue looking for something for Wyn to put on. I finally uncover some of my mom’s pajamas and make my way back down stairs. I’m not paying attention when I walk in the room, trying to make sure the wet clothes I’m carrying don’t touch the dry pajamas I found. When I make it into the great room, I look up holding the fresh clothes out. “I found these for…” My words die on my lips and I drop the pajamas and my wet clothes on the floor, no longer carrying if they touch. Because Wyn, my sweet innocent Wyn, is standing in front of the large stone fireplace in nothing but her black lace bra and matching panties.


  I swallow and start to say something. “Wyn…”


  She walks over to me, wraps her arms around my neck, presses her lips close to mine, and pleads. “Please, Linc. I want this.” She doesn’t give me a chance to respond because she closes the last of the distance between our lips and slips her tongue into my mouth. I pick her up in my arms and cradle her to my chest. I contemplate the floor in front of the fireplace, but even though it sounds romantic, I don’t want her first time to be on a floor. So I turn and carry her up the stairs to the master suite.


  I lay her out on the bed and cover her body with my own. My hands slide up her side, hers feather against my chest; our lips meet and we lose ourselves. Her bra and panties end up on the floor, followed not long after by the pajama bottoms I had on. Our hands are everywhere. Neither of us is getting enough, even though we’re on the verge of getting everything.


  I raise up on my hands, braced over her, looking directly into those green eyes I love. “Are you sure?”


  She reaches out, placing her palm to my cheek and whispers. “Yes.”


  I cover her mouth with mine and as gently as I can, I push into her. Connecting her to me in a way she’s never been with anyone before.


  ***********************************************


  As much as I wanted to stay at the cabin all night, so I could hold Wyn in my arms, we had to leave. So after we dried our clothes, we packed up our supplies and did just that. On the way, she held my hand the whole time. But also like earlier, she didn’t say much and the smile she had on all day was gone.


  At the house, I walk her to her car. She doesn’t get in right away, but turns and leans against the driver’s door. Thanks to the street lights, I can see the tears shinning in her eyes. I know now what today has been.


  “Why?” I growl my question.


  “What kind of person would I be if I could turn my back on my family?” She asks, her voice trembling.


  “The kind that grows up and finally puts herself first.” I say, throwing my hands up in frustration.


  “I tried, Linc. I pushed Dani away and ignored her. And do you know what happened?” I should’ve known this was about Dani and the baby.


  “That wasn’t your fault, Wyn.” I reach out, wanting to reassure her, but she holds up her hands to hold me back. That hurts. She’s never not allowed me to touch her and after what we did tonight, I didn’t think she ever would.


  “No it wasn’t, but she could’ve lost her and I wouldn’t have been there for her. Dani would’ve had to face that loss without her best friend. I would’ve had to live the rest of my life knowing I wasn’t there for her when she needed me most.” Her eyes plead with me to understand, but nothing she says is going to accomplish that.


  “It didn’t happen though.” I try to reason with her.


  “But it could have. And I can’t live my life knowing that one of the people I love the most won’t have me to turn to in times like that.”


  I thump my hands against my chest. “What about me? I love you and I thought you loved me. But you can do this to me?”


  “I do love you.” Her voice is broken. “But I have to think of everyone else this will affect.”


  “Then what was today?” I demand, pointing at the Challenger that still holds the supplies from what I thought was our perfect getaway today. “Why give me that beauty when you knew you were going to take it away?”


  She wraps her arms around her middle in an effort to stop herself from trembling from holding back her tears. “I wanted to give you the last piece of me I had to offer. I need the memory to get me through.”


  I pull her into my arms so I can hold her. “Damn it, Wyn. Please don’t do this.”


  She buries her face in my neck and lets the tears loose. I continue to hold her as she cries. I wish I could say something that’ll change her mind, but I know her mind is set. So I dread when her tears run out, because when they do, I’ll have to let her go.


  She moves back enough to reach up and touch her lips to mine. “Please remember that even though I have to do this, I love you and always will.”


  I frame her face with my hands and pull her lips back to mine. Where her kiss was gentle, mine was hard and demanding. If this is going to be the last time I feel her mouth against mine, I’m going to make it a memorable one. “I’ll always love you, Arwyn Scott.” I vow against her lips.


  “Goodbye, Linc.” She whispers right before she pulls out of my arms and climbs into her car. When her car is out of sight, I fall to my knees with the realization she’s really gone. Leaving me with a heart shattered into pieces so small and damaged that it’ll never heal.


  May


  Chapter 28 – Wyn


  ~Done~


  “You look beautiful.” Marley whispers into my ear, hand on my shoulder, her eyes on mine in the dressing table mirror. I know she can see the blank look in mine. The fire they use to hold, went out the day I walked away from the life I wanted with Linc. We’ve avoided each other at school the last few weeks, so I haven’t seen him since that day. I really wish things would’ve turned out different, but they didn’t. And this is my life now. The soon to be wife of a gypsy man I don’t love. Maybe my parents are right and the love will grow in time. Though seeing that I’ve experienced the real thing, I highly doubt it. It’s just not there with Shay and me.


  I place my hand over hers and work up a weak smile. “Thanks to you.” She beams at the compliment and tucks a stray curl back into place.


  “I had a lot to work with.” The girl is a savant with hair and make-up and she definitely worked her magic on me. My curls are piled into an elaborate up-do of curls, twists, and braids. It compliments my Grecian style gown perfectly. My make-up alone should be shot and hung in a museum, seriously a work of art. She did smokey eyes with a pop of purple, went light on the blush, and nude lipstick topped with a clear gloss. The dramatic touch to my eyes makes the green color seem almost unearthly. I inherited my looks from my mom and done up like this makes that blaringly obvious. I could pass for her clone or at the very least her younger sister.


  At the thought of my mom, I look for her. She’s sitting with the gypsy triplets, chatting away. All four of them are already dressed and ready to go. I expected her to be all up in my face today, helping me get ready, shouting orders. But surprisingly, she’s stayed away and kept quiet.


  Marley squeezes my shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. She’ll realize what she’s missing out on and then she won’t give you a second of peace.”


  “Yeah, you’re right.” I turn around in my seat and look around. “Where’s Dani?”


  “She took Lil Wyn out to change her diaper and probably to check on Adam.” She informs me as she moves to gather up her make-up and hair supplies. My beautiful, little niece has been doing great since she was released from the hospital. The whole family has been spoiling her with attention, me included. If we keep it up, she’ll be a spoiled gypsy princess by the time she starts talking. My relationship with Dani has gone back to the way it was before our fight. We spend the majority of our time together. She tried to bring up Linc a couple of times, but I stopped her immediately. My heart isn’t ready to relive everything that happened, and it might never be.


  Once Marley has all her supplies packed up, she gathers it into her arms. “I’m going to go ahead and take these back to the car. Try and relax. You look like you’re going to be sick.”


  “I might be.” I tell her honestly. My stomach has been rolling since I woke up this morning. Not from happy butterflies, but my body telling me not to do this, obviously. But there’s no way of stopping them. I might have them for the rest of my life after I go through this. I’ll be nauseous the rest of my life, a symptom of my self-inflicted heartbreak.


  “I think I have some peppermints in the car. Do you want me to bring you one? It’ll help settle your stomach.” She offers sweetly.


  “Yes, please.” I answer, already knowing a peppermint won’t be the cure to my problems. She walks out and I glance at the time. Half an hour. Half an hour till graduation starts. Half an hour till I walk down the aisle to marry Shay. Half an hour till I officially give up on every dream I’ve ever had.


  The room suddenly becomes unbearably hot. I stand, moving towards the door, needing air.


  “Where are you going?” Mom calls, acknowledging me for the first time all day.


  “I’m going to get some air. I’ll be right back.” I answer back, looking over my shoulder, my hand on the door knob.


  “Alright, but make sure you don’t run into Shay. It’s bad luck for him to see you before the ceremony.” She warns.


  “I know. I’ll be careful.” I promise her and continue out the door. I follow a hall that leads out the side of the church. Figuring I’ll be least likely to be seen there.


  I pace back and forth on the sidewalk, taking in deep breathes and releasing it. It doesn’t help so I give up and walk over to the side of the stone church and lean against the corner. I don’t care if the dress gets dirty. By my society’s standards, I already am.


  The shade from the trees has kept the stones on this side of the church cool and that coolness is soothing against my bare arms. I’m taking in the silence around me and trying to sort out all the thoughts running around my head when I hear voices coming from the back of the church.


  I recognize Shay’s first, and figuring that’s my cue to head back in, I move to do just that. But catching the second voice stops me in my tracks. Aidan. They’ve never been close so I don’t know why they’d be having a heart to heart right before our wedding. I highly doubt my brother’s finally decided he loves me and is giving Shay the talk about treating me right. If anything, he’s telling Shay to make sure to smack me around daily to keep me in line.


  Curiosity gets the better of me and I slip off my heels so I can move closer without the click clack sound giving me away.


  “I have to thank you. If you hadn’t suggested this, I never would’ve asked for your sister’s hand.” I hear Shay say. What the hell! Aidan is the reason Shay did this?


  “You’ll be good for her.” Aidan grumbles. You can tell by his tone that he doesn’t care if he’s good for me or not; he just doesn’t care. At this point, I start to see red. My own brother is the reason I’ve been so miserable.


  “I hope so.” Shay responds wistfully. If I wasn’t so pissed, I’d feel bad for the guy; he’s been talked into thinking this is a good thing for him, for us.


  “Just make sure you keep her in line. Don’t let her walk all over you. A girl like Wyn needs to be tamed; otherwise, she’ll be in all kinds of trouble.”


  “You asshole!” I growl, storming around the corner in plain view. I throw my heels at his head, but they miss him so I stomp right up to my brother and pound my fists against his chest. “It’s your fault.”


  He grabs both of my wrists in his hands to stop my assault and sneers. “Someone had to make sure you realized your place.”


  “What’s going on?” Shay asks, completely shocked by our show.


  We both ignore him and I ask, struggling against Aidan’s hold. “Why? Do you hate me that much?”


  “Yes!” He growls, leaning into my face, tightening his grip on my wrists. “You’ve always thought you were smarter than the rest of us, better. It was time for you to see you’re not. You’re nothing but a mouthy little bitch. And now you’ll have a husband to knock that out of you.”


  I gasp in shock. He releases me, satisfaction written across his face. I want that look gone, so I pull my hand back and with every bit of strength I have, I slam my palm across the side of his face.


  He jerks back in surprise, and maybe a little in pain. His hand to his cheek, he yells. “You bitch!” And makes a lunge for me. Shay grabs him around the chest, holding him back.


  "Wyn…” Shay begins.


  “No.” I say, stopping him. I move closer to the two of them, getting right in Aidan’s face. “It’s done. I’m done!” I look over his shoulder at Shay, trying to soften my words even though I know no matter how soft they go, they’ll still sting him. “I’m done with both of you.”


  I don’t even wait on either of them to react. I pull up the hem of my dress and run. I hear Aidan yelling, Shay shuffling to keep a hold on him. But I’m so far gone, I don’t look back.


  At the front of the church, I finally glance back to make sure Aidan hasn’t broken loose and isn’t following me. But not paying attention to where I’m running causes me to run right into someone. They grab on to both of my arms to steady me, but I jerk back ready to fight them off. I whip my head around and come face to face with Adam. Dani is standing by him, holding Lil Wyn in her arms.


  “Winnie, what’s wrong?” Adam asks, his face scrunched in concern.


  I look his face over, trying to memorize it because I know this could be the last time I ever see him. He’s been one of my best friends and protectors from the moment I came into this world, but I have to go. It’s the best decision for me. I kiss his cheek without saying a word. Then I move to Dani and the baby. I kiss the top of Lil Wyn’s head and then look up.


  “I’m sorry, Dani. I can’t do this. I tried to go through with it, but I just…can’t.” I kiss her cheek and hug her and the baby gently to me. Releasing them I whisper. “You’ll always be my best friend. I love you.” I look at Adam. “I love you, both.”


  A sob breaks through Dani’s lips, but I don’t let it stop me. Without another word, I turn and continue running away.


  In the parking lot, I catch site of Marley by her car. I run up and grab both of her hands. “Please, get me out of here.”


  She takes me in, stopping at my feet, scrapped up from running without shoes. Then comes back to my face that I know is flushed with anger from the fight with Aidan and eyes that I know are holding back tears from having to say goodbye to the people I love.


  She rounds the hood of her car and climbs into the driver’s seat, motioning for me to climb in too.


  Once we’re speeding out of the parking lot, she asks. “Want to talk about it?” And I do, so I spill. I tell her everything, from how I met Linc at school and how it all started, to his plan so I can go to college. I even tell her about our night together. She knows our whole story and I expect her to look at me with disgust, or at the very least, disappointment. But when I look at her face, all I see is understanding.


  She takes one hand off the steering wheel to grab mine and squeezes it. “You can’t help who you love.” A smile lights up her face and she adds. “I think we have a graduation to get you to.”


  I let out a breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding and say. “I think you’re right.”


  As she pulls us into the packed parking lot of the school’s football field where graduation’s taking place, I decide as her friend, I need to tell her what I know. She’s too sweet to be treated by Aidan this way.


  I twist in my seat as she puts the car into park. “Marley, I need to tell you something.”


  She twists too, so we’re facing each other. “You better make it quick or you’ll miss your graduation.”


  Maybe saying it quick will help, liking removing a band aid. I take a deep breath, release it, and say in a rush. “Aidan’s cheating on you and the girl’s pregnant with his baby. Due anytime.”


  Her mouth drops open for a moment, then she snaps it shut and growls. “I love him, even though he’s a complete jerk and he does this to me.”


  I reach out and place my hand on hers. “You’re too good for him, Marley. Leave him and make him pay for doing this to you.”


  “Do you know what my parents would say if I got a divorce?” She asks shocked.


  “Probably the same thing mine are going to say about me walking out on my wedding to Shay. But you can do it. You deserve someone who truly cherishes you. Not someone like Aidan who’ll take your love and stomp on it.” I grip her hand tighter. “Promise me you’ll find that for yourself, Marley, or I’m not getting out of this car.”


  Tears spill down her cheeks and she whispers. “I don’t know if I can.”


  I pull the blue handkerchief out of the top of my dress (my something blue) and wipe at her tears. “You can and you will. And if you need support, I’ll be there for you. Now promise me.”


  “I promise.” She whispers.


  I hand her the handkerchief and pull her into a quick hug. Letting her go I say. “Now, I better get my butt out on that field before they finish graduation without me.”


  “Knock their socks off!” She calls as I take off.


  


  


  Chapter 29 – Linc


  ~After Everything~


  The graduation speaker just finished his speech and I barely managed to keep my eyes open. The principal is back at the podium and I’m not even paying attention to what he’s saying. All I want to do is get that little piece of paper, take some pictures with Mom and Dad, and get my ass on the road. I need to get away from this town and the memories it holds.


  When Wyn left me shattered in pieces again, I decided I needed to get away. So I planned a road trip. Well, not really planned so much as got a map, packed my bags and told my parents I’d be spending my summer wasting my savings on gas. They aren’t thrilled, but they understand my need to get away so they aren’t arguing with me.


  Gasps and murmurs spread through the crowd, bringing me out of my thoughts. I swing my head around in the direction everyone is looking and my breath rushes out of me so fast, it feels like I’ve been punched in the gut.


  Wyn!


  Wyn strolling down the aisle, decked out in her white wedding dress, looking like an avenging goddess from Greek mythology. Her eyes are locked on the podium, mine are locked on her. She ascends the steps of the stage and walks right up to the principal who is staring at her in shock. He gathers himself and you can hear him clear his throat before he introduces her. “We didn’t think she’d make it here today to give her speech, but as you can see, she did. Here is our valedictorian, Arwyn Scott.” He’s clapping his hands with the rest of the crowd as he takes his seat.


  Wyn steps up to the mic, takes a deep breath, and releases it. Then she looks out at the crowd. When her eyes find me, she smiles. I smile in return because I know she didn’t go through with the wedding. She’s here; she did choose me after all.


  She looks away from me so she can address the crowd. “I’m sorry I don’t have on my cap and gown like the rest of my fellow students, but until about 30 minutes ago, I didn’t think I could be here. As most of you already know, I’m a gypsy. And today, I was supposed to get married to a man my parents chose for me.” She looks back and talks directly to me. “But I couldn’t go through with it because I’ve already given my heart to you, Linc.”


  She takes a deep breath and wipes away a tear that spills out of her eye and then focuses on the crowd again. “So, I’m here and I’m supposed to give you all a speech that’ll inspire you to go out into the world and make your mark. But seeing as I only gathered the courage to be here a little bit ago, I don’t have that all inspiring speech prepared for you. But what I can tell you is what I’ve learned this year. Maybe you’ll be able to take it and it’ll help you, and maybe it won’t. But what Linc taught me this year was to follow my heart. I know it may sound cheesy and it’s better suited for a Harlequin novel than a graduation speech, but it’s the truth. At least for me because I followed mine and I fell in love. And because of that love, I found the courage to be here with you today. I’m facing one of my greatest fears, turning my back on everything I’ve ever known so I can finally be me and be happy. So good luck, Class of 2012. I hope you follow your hearts and find the same level of happiness that doing so has brought me.”


  She walks away from the podium to a loud burst of applause. I leave my seat and run to meet her in the aisle, lifting her, and swinging her around. I sit her back on her feet and pull her into my arms. “You chose me.”


  She wraps her arms around my waist and looks up at me. “Are you sure you still want me after everything I put you through?”


  “Without a doubt.” I smile at her, then lean down and take her lips in a kiss. She’s smiling too when I pull back.


  A cough echoes around the field and we both look up at the stage. The principal is watching us with a grin on his face. “If you two will take your seats, we can finish the ceremony.”


  “Yes, sir.” I respond, taking Wyn’s hand and guiding her to our seats. I make Billy Sears, the boy who should be seated between Wyn and me during the line-up, switch me places so I don’t have to let Wyn’s hand go.


  Thirty minutes later, we’ve both crossed the stage and have our diplomas in hand. Wyn’s holding my other hand in a death grip. We’re looking for my parents in the crowd and she’s worried they’ll hate her. “They still love you. Stop worrying.”


  “I wouldn’t love the person who broke my son’s heart.” She grumbles as I guide us through the crowd. The thought of Wyn pregnant with my baby hits me and I stop in my tracks, causing her to run into me. I know we aren’t ready for that step now, but damn if I’m not looking forward to when we are. “What’s wrong?” She asks, pulling on my hand to get my attention.


  I shake my head to clear the thoughts out. “Nothing at all. Let’s find Mom and Dad.”


  “Too late, we found you.” I hear Dad’s voice call. He hugs me and whispers. “Proud of you, Kiddo.”


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  He releases me and turns and hugs Wyn. I watch her visibly relax in his arms and it warms my heart knowing I was right. My parents still love her.


  “Give your Mother a hug.” Mom calls, holding her arms out to me.


  “Yes, ma’am.” I say, doing just that.


  She releases me and looks at Wyn. “You look stunning, Wyn.”


  Wyn’s face flushes and she looks down at her feet. “I-I-I’m sorr…”


  Mom stops her. “No, you don’t have to say that.” She wraps Wyn in her arms and tells her. “Sometimes you have to take the wrong steps to get to the right path. And you’re on that path now.”


  “Winnie?” The voice calling causes Wyn to pull away from Mom and look over her shoulder.


  “Addie?” Wyn asks in surprise. I’ve seen her brother before, from a distance, but I’ve never met him. I move back to Wyn’s side and place my hand on the small of her back as a show of support.


  Adam’s eyes watch me closely, but I can’t tell if he’s angry or not. He looks back at his sister. “Dani told me everything.”


  “I’m sorry, Addie, but I’m not coming back.” I feel her straighten her back. She’s standing her ground. I couldn’t be prouder.


  “I know. I just wanted to let you know I won’t turn my back on you and I won’t make Dani either.” He says, walking closer.


  “But Dad and Mom?”


  He cocks one eye brow and smirks. “When have I ever done what they wanted?”


  She throws herself into Adam’s arms and he holds her tight. “Oh God, thank you.”


  He eyes me over her shoulder and releases her asking. “Is this the guy?”


  Wyn faces me and her smile has reached sun levels; it’s so bright. “Yes.” She makes the introductions and Adam shakes my hand.


  “Make her happy.” He commands.


  “That’s my goal.” I tell him, looking him square in the eye.


  He accepts my answer with a nod and then focuses back on his sister. “I better get back. Dani’s dealing with the mess back at the church. She said to tell you she loves you and she understands why. And that she’ll get your things from Mom and Dad’s house for you.”


  Wyn is so chocked up with emotion, she can’t respond verbally so she nods her head. I place her in my arms so she can let out everything and tell Adam. “Thank you and please tell Dani thanks for me too.”


  “Can do.” He says, taking in Wyn and me with a grin.


  I watch him disappear back in the crowd and I ask Wyn. “Are those happy tears?”


  “The happiest.” She answers between sobs. I pull her tighter to me, her face in my neck, my hands rubbing her back.


  I shake my head and chuckle. “Great. You’re even adorable when you cry. My heart didn’t even stand a chance against you, did it?”


  “Not a snowball’s chance in hell.” Dad laughs as Mom snaps a picture of me holding Wyn.


  


  


  Epilogue


  “Do you see him?” I ask, hopping up and down on the balls of my feet, trying to see over the sea of people in front of me.


  “Not yet.” Mrs. Tatman says as she tries to look over the heads. Turning her attention to me, she laughs. “Calm down, Wyn. You’re going to hurt yourself. He’ll be here soon.”


  “I know, I know. It’s been a long nine months though and I miss him.” I confess softly.


  Mr. Tatman puts his arm around my shoulder and squeezes me close to his side, while we both attempt to wait patiently. “We all miss him.”


  On a day in May, seven years ago, I ran away from the traditions of my family to follow my heart. My Mom followed through with the threat of not speaking to me. My Dad held up that threat for about three months before he gave in and forgave me. I attempted to mend my relationship with Mom. But after a year of trying, I realized that nothing short of coming back and marrying Shay would work and that wasn’t something I was willing to do. I’d found the freedom I’d been looking for with Linc and it was too beautiful of a life for me to give up.


  Adam stayed true to his word and him, Dani, and Lil Wyn never turned their backs on me. We talk daily and we see each other as often as our schedules allow. Lil Wyn turned out just like I predicted she would, a spoiled gypsy princess. But honestly, I wouldn’t have her any other way. Like I did, she’s driving her parents mad by bucking her gypsy traditions and loving school. She’s determined she’s going to be a nurse just like me and I couldn’t be prouder of her. And even if Adam and Dani don’t come out and admit it, I know they are too.


  Linc and I spent that summer after graduation driving across the country. We said we were taking tours of possible colleges, but honestly, we were doing nothing more but enjoying being young, in love, and free. We took a tent and slept in the national parks along the way and we’d stop at roadside stands to eat. At night, we’d lie on our sleeping bags that were zipped together and talk about what our future would be like. We could never pin point for sure where we’d live or what we’d do, but we knew without a doubt that we’d be together and we’d be happy. And for both of us, that was enough.


  During the day, we’d find small lakes and spend the day splashing around in the warm water before packing all of our stuff back into the Challenger and heading off for our next unknown destination. It was the perfect carefree summer we both needed after the months we spent worrying.


  When summer started to fade into fall, we came back to the real world. As soon as we pulled into Linc’s parent’s driveway, Mrs. Tatman came out and greeted us both with hugs. She informed me that she’d fixed their guest room up for me to move into. That’s the day we started to form a bond way beyond that of a girl and her boyfriend’s mother. I loved her for standing beside her son and I when my Mom would’ve and did turn her back on me. And she loved me because she could see how much Linc meant to me. Over the years, our relationship grew stronger than either of us could’ve hoped. When Linc’s away for work and I need someone, she’s the first person I call. When there’s good news to share, I can’t wait to call her. And when I can’t stop the tears from coming, she’s there to help me dry them. And I’m there for her just as much. She became the mother I never really had, but desperately needed.


  The day I moved into my dorm, Linc and his parents helped. And two days later when Linc went to the recruiter’s office to enlist, he had me and his parents in tow. I lost part of my family over the decisions I made, but I gained a whole new part who loved me because of those choices. I still have moments where I miss my mom and other brothers, but I know I wouldn’t go back for all the sprinkle cupcakes in the world.


  Surveying the hanger again, I take in all the other wives, mothers, husbands, fathers, and children eagerly awaiting the return of their loved ones. My nine months mean nothing to some of these people who’ve waited a year or more for this moment. The hanger may be scorching hot and we may be waiting for hours, but I know that any of us would choose this over the alternative.


  My eyes fall onto the red, white, and blue flag hanging from the rafters and I take a deep breath to fight the tears that threaten to spill at the thought of the families who received a pine box and a folded up copy of the same flag instead. It could’ve happened to any of us, but we were lucky…this time.


  The screams, cheers, and cries break me out of my quiet contemplation. Mr. Tatman is squeezing my shoulder tighter and pulling me with him as he tries to move through the sea of people who are now crashing with the sea of men and women in their army fatigues. I scan the sea of tan, gray and green clad soldiers trying to find the face that I’ve been longing to touch and kiss for nine long months. We continue to maneuver around the people who are now clinging to their loved ones, going deeper and deeper into the sea.


  Finally, I catch site of a pair of familiar golden brown eyes and I let go of months worth of tension that I’ve been holding in my body. That delicious grin that weakens my knees every time, crosses his face and I know he sees me. Mr. Tatman’s arm and the rest of the sea disappear as we run at each other. I throw my arms around his neck and he bends, linking his arms under my legs and around my neck, to scoop me up against his chest. I don’t give him a chance to say a word, mashing our lips together so I can enjoy the feel of his rough sun chapped ones against my much softer ones. I don’t want to move my mouth from his, but eventually, the need to breathe pulls us apart.


  “God, I’ve missed you beautiful.” He whispers as he scans my face. I know he’s trying to memorize every detail because I’m doing the same with his. He stands me back on my feet so he can continue his scan down my body.


  “Not as much as I missed you, husband.” I whisper, fighting back another round of tears. He stops his scan to lock his eyes with mine.


  “Did you keep my ring safe, wife?”


  I pull the necklace he gave me that first Christmas out from underneath my shirt. Both of our wedding bands and my engagement ring now lay snug against the charm on the fragile chain.


  “I kept it close to my heart the whole time.”


  He reaches out to finger the four little objects that have been symbols of our love. His hands slide up my neck and circles around to the back to unhook the chain. He slides his band off the chain into his hand and then transfers it to my palm. Holding out his left hand he asks. “Will you do me the honor?”


  I slip the ring onto his finger without a word and once it’s firmly in place, I pull his hand to my mouth and kiss the band.


  “Why aren’t you wearing yours?” He asks, eyeing the necklace he’s still holding in his other palm.


  “My fingers are too swollen for them to fit right now.” I explain, releasing his hand to drop my own to my very rounded, pregnant belly. His eyes flicker down and his grin widens even more. He unhooks his dog tags and transfers my wedding rings to their chain before placing the chain back around his neck. The he returns my chain to my neck.


  “I’ll keep them close to my heart until I can put them back on your finger.” He explains at my questioning look.


  Then dropping down on his knees, he leans in to kiss and touch my rounded belly that’s holding our unborn child.


  “Thanks for staying in there long enough for daddy to make it home, little one.”


  Linc – Ten Hours Later


  “Come on, Wyn. Focus on me. Deep breathe in.” I suck in a lung full of air. Then releasing it, I tell her. “Now, let it out slowly.”


  “Shut it.” She screams, gripping my hand hard. I watch as the contractions rip through her body, causing her to shake from head to toe. The nurse gave me a cool cloth, so I use it to wipe her sweat covered brow and then place my lips to her forehead for a quick kiss.


  “You’re doing so good, baby. The nurse said it won’t be much longer. Just hold on.” I whisper against her brown hair.


  Several hours earlier, I was basking in the feel of having my wife cuddled in my arms when I felt her body tense and a cry slipped from her lips. The tension left her body after several very long minutes and she rolled to face me with her explanation. “The baby’s coming. My water broke.”


  In my line of work, you have to be able to think and act quickly in deadly situations. Gun fire, bombs, hostage situations, I’ve handled them all, but none of them rattled me as much as those words coming out of Wyn’s lips. I didn’t move; hell, I couldn’t move. My body had chosen that moment to glue itself to our cotton sheets. What do I do now, I thought.


  Wyn leaned into me and kissed me firmly on the lips, then awkwardly rolled her rounded body out of bed so she was on her swollen feet. She eyed me from her position beside the bed and when I still hadn’t moved, she chuckled. “Lincoln Tatman, get up! We got a baby to bring into this world.”


  She turned on her heels and headed out of the room mumbling. “Silly boy, I’m going to go brush my hair. There’s no way my baby’s going to see her mom with a rat’s nest in her hair.”


  I physically shook my head to clear the billions of thoughts running through it and I stormed into action. I changed out of my pajamas, threw Wyn’s overnight bag over one shoulder, the diaper bag over the other, and grabbed my car keys off the dresser. Walking into the living room, I found Wyn sitting in my recliner, her purse at her side, and her phone in her hand. Her fingers were flying across the screen, probably letting Mom, Dad, and Dani know it’s time. She hit the send button and then looked up and asked. “Are you about ready to go?”


  “Me? I have everything. The only thing holding us up is you.” I grumbled.


  She laughed and then directed her gaze to the floor and said. “Honey, you don’t even have your shoes on.” I followed her eyes down to the floor and saw that she was indeed right; I had forgotten my shoes. I dropped the bags and stomped over to the door to slip on my boots. Once they were firmly in place, I walked over to Wyn and helped her out of the chair, scooped the bags back up, and got us and our supplies into the car and on our way.


  Every time a contraction would take Wyn, my foot would push harder on the pedal, projecting us faster into the night. It was by pure luck that we didn’t get stopped by the cops before we reached the hospital.


  Now here I stand by her side as the contractions grow closer and closer together. The four drab beige walls have faded away. I can no longer smell the chemical smell that all hospitals seem to have. I’m focusing all of my energy on watching my wife and listening to the beeping sound that tells me my baby’s heart is beating steadily. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the doctor and nurses at the foot of the bed, but I ignore them so I can watch my Wyn.


  Her green eyes are lighted with the pain of the delivery and I can’t look away. Her face scrunches up each time she pushes. Her head rolls back against the pillow for a few seconds of rest. Then she pulls it back up to repeat the process all over again. All the while, I hear nothing but the steady beep, beep, beep of the machine. Wyn’s head falls back against the pillow a final time and with the last of the energy left in her strained body, she turns her face to me and smiles as our son’s first cry slices through the room.
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