

  

    

      

    

  




		

			I Hate You, Now Kiss Me


			People grow apart, Andy. Get over it.


			Their sordid history started before they were born, so in fifth grade when Lena severed her friendship with Andy, she started a war. For over six years, they lived to make each other miserable. That’s why no one was more astonished than Andy when Lena kissed her, not once, but twice, just before they left for college.


			Twelve years later, Andy’s unable to find love, Lena runs at the mere hint of emotional entanglement, and family has brought them back home for several weeks. Of course, it’s only a matter of time before they run into each other. Unbelievably, not only are they civil, but they fall into bed, discovering the missing parts of themselves in each other.


			Amid family drama and new beginnings, they help each other heal. Some things aren’t always what they seem, and others are exactly how they appear, even when they wish they weren’t. Will they let fear ruin what they’ve rediscovered?
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            Chapter One








			2012 Just Before Junior Year


			Andy Phillips clenched her teeth, walking as normally as possible, praying to any entity listening she didn’t look like a dork. Her toe pads screamed, raw from the newly applied slip tape covering the pool deck at the rec center. Danny, the rec center manager, and former World Cup of Surfing champion, had gone a little overboard with the gritty tape after Willa Shaffer slipped and knocked herself unconscious the week before. To be fair, she’d been running so it was her own fault, but Danny’s MO was “safety first.” He’d bubble wrap the entire facility if it protected the kids he oversaw. Only two weeks into the season, and Willa hadn’t been the first to slip. She wouldn’t be the last.


			Andy respected Danny’s precaution even if her toes didn’t appreciate it. She’d walk across broken glass if it kept Lena Holmes off her ass. Lena’s insults had been the soundtrack of her life the last five and a half years. This year, she’d hoped to at least minimize it by moving into a higher level, but Lena had moved up, too. So, she’d joined the diving team, something Lena wouldn’t do, being afraid of heights. Although Andy would never reveal her secret. But Lena was on the bleachers, even though she never stayed after practice. Try as Andy may, she just couldn’t get away from her. Even worse, Lena occasionally claimed Andy was stalking her. Lena wished.


			Finally, things seemed a little better after taking her best friend Talia’s advice to ignore her. It’d been hard at first, given they had half their classes together, and while she disregarded Lena outwardly, inside was a different story. Her awareness of Lena, no matter where she was, taunted her all the time. She didn’t think she’d ever get over Lena breaking up their friendship at the end of fifth grade. Pathetic. Five and a half years. She should have gotten over it five and five-sixths years ago. It didn’t help that Lena hadn’t let it go, either. But ignoring her, and not giving her the response she expected, drastically reduced the incidents.


			Lena being at the pool was suspicious. Swim practice had ended half an hour ago. Yet, there she was on the bleachers near the diving boards, hanging out with Crystal Peters, supposedly watching their boyfriends practice water polo. But they were at the other end of the pool. Yep. Lena was there just to effing mess with her.


			No one pushed her buttons more than Lena Holmes, even after five freaking years of hating each other. Andy was tired of crying in bathroom stalls. Tired of looking over her shoulder. Tired of missing her former best friend. Ignoring her didn’t work a hundred percent, obviously. Thus, her presence near the diving boards, probably thinking she looked all sexy in the bikini she’d changed into, knowing Andy would feel like an underdeveloped cretin in comparison. Of course, she kept it to herself.


			The sensation of Lena watching her, waiting for an opportunity to embarrass her, still made Andy uncomfortable. Not that she’d let on. No way was Lena going to see her react. They were mortal enemies. She hated herself for caring.


			“Your butt’s hanging out of your suit like usual, Andrea!”


			And there it was. Lena knew she hated being called Andrea, too. Only four more weeks and the rest of her summer would be Lena-free. She could ignore her that long. Probably.


			Climbing the diving platform ladder, she started her routine, clearing her mind. Something about throwing herself from high places exhilarated her. It was like dropping into a big wave when surfing. She missed mornings at the beach while she was at swim camp. But it would still be there in four weeks. The euphoria in the pit of her stomach from diving was worth the wait. Coach called her a natural.


			Naturally, swimming was her thing. Pools were her father’s business. The beach was only a few blocks from her house. Diving was new. Inspired by visiting her aunt and cousin in Colorado during spring break. They’d gone to Casa Bonita, and while their moms visited and drank margaritas, she and Gabby went down to watch the cliff divers. Standing near the indoor waterfall, eyes trained upward, she watched enthralled, as one-by-one, they plunged headfirst into the sparkling blue pool. Gabby had drooled over the six-pack abs on the guys, while Andy couldn’t keep her eyes off the only woman. The diver’s long brown hair cascaded down her muscled back, while Andy watched breathlessly as she performed dive after dive. Each time she climbed out of the pool, a tingle spread through Andy. The way the woman squeezed the water from her dripping hair, the tiny hoop in her bellybutton glinting, made Andy ache. She was the second prettiest woman Andy had ever seen.


			She already knew she liked girls. It was because her stomach flipped over the diver, she knew it wasn’t just one particular girl. Which was a relief. 


			Now, standing atop the ten-meter platform, the sting of her raw feet and the noise all around faded into the background. She still felt Lena staring, she always did, but she focused on the forward twisting dive she’d learned that morning, mentally going through the motions.


			“What are you waiting for, Andy? An invitation from the mayor?”


			The teasing voice of Mitch broke her focus. Ignoring him, she inhaled, shutting everything but Lena out again. The first running steps activated her muscle memory. Leaping forward, she twisted her torso, bending forward in an airborne somersault, while extending her arms, and unfolding her body. Perfectly vertical in a head-down dive, she plunged like a knife into the water.


			Everything felt good about that dive. She smiled as she took a few strokes toward the ladder and straightened the bottom of her one-piece suit before she climbed out of the pool. Intentionally projecting disaffectedness, she pulled her hair over her shoulder to squeeze the water out, secretly hoping that people had noticed her perfect execution. By people, she meant Lena. Most of the time, she hated attention, even when it came to academics or sports. After nailing the dive, Lena didn’t have a reason to—


			“Show off!”


			Hiding the sting she knew all too well, she headed for the locker room. She should have known better.
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        * * *


      


			Lena wanted to go home. Practice had been brutal. The rest of the team was so much better, and she’d had to kill herself to keep up. She should have stayed at the level she belonged, but she couldn’t accept being a level behind Andy. She’d always kept up. Sure, she had to train harder. But she had no choice. She didn’t care if Andy was better. She liked how her presence made Andy uncomfortable. Which was her primary goal in life. 


			“Have you two even kissed?” Crystal asked. She studied the ends of her hair.


			Lena nearly choked on her own spit. “What?”


			“Have you kissed Bronson yet?” Bronson practiced water polo with Crystal’s boyfriend, Kyle. Lena couldn’t stand either, but Crystal thought she and Bronson looked cute together. He was the best-looking guy in their grade, but Lena would rather kiss a snake, and she was terrified of snakes.


			“It’s not going to happen.”


			Crystal dropped the lock of hair. “Already? What about the double date? We’ve been talking about it for weeks.”


			For one week, actually, but Crystal wasn’t listening. Her eyes were back on Kyle already.


			Lena was trying not to be obvious about watching Andy. She wondered what she thought about up there on the platform. Andy pushed her soft auburn hair back and shook out her arms before taking a running start. Lena’s stomach lurched when she jumped. Long thick hair whipped around as Andy bent herself into geometric angles before she dove head-first into the water. It was over in seconds. Lena looked away as soon as Andy hit the water. She told herself not to turn back, pretending to watch the water polo team bob around in their ridiculous speedos and stupid swim caps. In her peripheral vision, she saw that Andy climbed out of the pool. She was even good at that. She was good at everything.


			Before she could stop herself, she shouted at Andy about her butt hanging out of her suit, even though it wasn’t. Why? It was probably more embarrassing to admit she noticed, than it was for Andy. At least Crystal didn’t say anything about her being obsessed again. For once, she was glad Andy didn’t glance her way. Well, mostly.


			“Give it some time. He’s so into you.”


			Crystal needed to stop.


			“Do you have a thing for him?” Lena was an expert at deflection. “It sounds like you do.”


			“As if. Kyle and I just hit six months. I’m not into anyone but him.” Crystal pushed Lena’s shoulder. “Let’s do a double date before you decide. It’s a free dinner at least.”


			Lena rolled her eyes. “Burrito Haven isn’t much of an incentive. Besides, my mother said not until I’m sixteen. That’s months away.” It was a lie. Her mother didn’t say it. Or notice. Or care. But her friends didn’t know it, and she worked hard to keep it that way. Especially from Andy, with her perfect parents and family dinner nights. Blech.


			“Stay at my house. Tell her we’re going to the movies. Just you and me.”


			Lena’s stomach churned. She didn’t want to. She’d given up sleepovers in grade school.


			“I’m just not feeling it.” Acting above everything usually worked. Not that she was conceited, but being pretty came with some benefits.


			Crystal rolled her eyes. “How many guys have you broken up with?” Lena glared. Crystal was smart enough to back down. “I know. I know.”


			Guys were stupid. Her dating-obsessed friends were stupid. And she was stupid to play along. She didn’t want to talk to guys, let alone date them.


			“Whatever. Do what you want. You always do,” Crystal said. Her attention was on the guys in the water again, which gave Lena the opportunity to watch Andy, who was on the platform again. She pretended to watch the lifeguard. It’s not like she cared. It was basically her full-time job waiting for Andy to do something stupid. It got tiring sometimes, but it was second nature after five years.


			Andy ran down the platform and did the same dive she’d been doing all practice. How did Andy make diving look so easy? Like it was no big thing. And the little pop when she hit the water? Hardly making a splash. It was sort of amazing, but boring. Lena huffed and coughed to cover it up. She didn’t need Crystal’s commentary. Of course she was obsessed. She and Andy had hated each other since fifth grade. And there she was, getting out of the pool like she thought she was some diving star. Walking all cocky and smug toward the bench, pulling her hair over her shoulder, effortlessly gorgeous, acting like she didn’t know it.


			“Show off!” she yelled. It was weak. She wanted to shrink away, embarrassed. Irritatingly, Andy didn’t even look. Lena didn’t care. Not really.


			











    

            Chapter Two








			“It’s called global warming, Lance. Look it up. Weather patterns across the globe are changing. No meteorologist is getting it right all the time.” Lena tried to keep her voice even.


			For the third time in as many weeks, Lance had sought her out with his whiney voice and unkept fingernails, which she couldn’t help noticing when he pointed his finger at her. She was going to break it one day. The finger, not the fingernail. Lance had no business being a producer at Insight Phoenix, the dominant television and digital network in Arizona. It had twice as many subscribers as the next largest news network in the region, more than half having signed up since she’d started working there three years ago. And Lance had the audacity to tell her she needed to up her game? She laughed at the little turd. She was the station’s highest-rated anchor ever. Lance could eat shit, but cannibalism was against the law. She laughed at her silent joke.


			Most of their new subscribers came from her personal channels, where she geeked out over meteorology, talking about anything that interested her. She could display her acerbic wit without getting her producers all up in a twist about “keeping with the brand.” Her subscribers loved it. They were loyal and steadily increasing because she made them feel like insiders. She could live off the sponsorship money she pulled in on her personal channels, but she truly loved being on-air. Therefore, Lance’s repetitive declarations about how she was causing the network to bleed subscribers was a joke. And getting old. Every meteorologist was struggling to read the unpredictable patterns. Yet, she still had a higher rate of accuracy than the overall average. Did Lena like when she got it wrong? No. But her subscribers understood. They loved hearing the reasons why the variations occurred. Lance could eat a bag of dicks. She sighed. It wasn’t worth the energy.


			Lance waved his hand dismissively. “The global warming bullshit again? Only gullible idiots believe it.”


			“Did you just call me an idiot?” The iciness in her voice gave even her the chills. He blanched. She enjoyed how much she intimidated him. 


			“I called you gullible. It’s ludicrous anyone believes such an obviously contrived theory. Spreading liberal propaganda and all that woke BS meant to distract from real issues.”


			“Strike two, Larry.” She intentionally said the wrong name. He squirmed. “It’s science. Do you believe the Earth is flat, too?”


			Arizona as a state was concerned with global warming but still had some deniers. Unfortunately, they were louder in their stupidity, which appealed to the less intelligent, less informed viewers who wouldn’t change their minds even if they were drowning in infallible scientific proof. Not surprisingly, Lance was one of those less intelligent, less informed viewers who should buy himself some arm floaties. Why was she even engaging with him? It had to be the feeling of unease she’d awoken with. Plus, it wasn’t yet seven in the morning, and she hadn’t had her coffee.


			“Science is subjective. Results are results. This is the third time you’ve been off with the forecast in the last month. If it happens again, well, you know.”


			She tilted her head. His voice trailed off. She was at least two inches taller even when she didn’t have her heels on. It gave her pleasure. A little kid with a paunch and a receding hairline. She didn’t appreciate his not-so-veiled threat. Loosening her shoulders to appear calmer than she felt, she managed a smile.


			“I know, what?” she asked.


			“Well, consequences.” He puffed out his chest in a display of what? Not intimidation, that was for sure. He couldn’t even meet her eyes.


			“Such as?” She smiled. He didn’t have the authority to issue consequences. He was an assistant producer. The general manager was the one who wielded that power. She had it on good authority Mike barely tolerated Lance. She wasn’t worried.


			“I guess you’ll find out the next time ‘scattered showers’ turns out to be torrents of flooding rain,” he said.


			“I guess I will, then,” she said.


			The overhead lights switched on with a thunk, as if to signal the conversation was over. Lance was a gnat, she reminded herself. A gnat related to the assistant general manager. But Mike was the boss. Lance was just swinging his inflated ego around. She sighed again. Insecurity brought out the worst in people.


			Three misses? She’d had one miss in the last three months. It had been mostly hot and dry with a few scattered showers. Nothing difficult to forecast. There’d been the low-pressure system triggering a haboob last week, but while predicting rainfall was tricky, Lena had developed an algorithm she used in conjunction with the National Weather Service data that resulted in a more reliable forecast, and she’d nailed it when all the others hadn’t. Of course, Lance had nothing to say about that. He also didn’t mention her two percent above average prediction accuracy over the industry average.


			

        

          

            [image: ornamental scene break]

          


        


        * * *


      


			Halfway through the afternoon, she needed coffee, but just before entering the break room, she heard her name.


			“Rory’s going to quit if he doesn’t get night anchor,” Lance said in his peevish voice.


			That was her spot. Rory was a friend. They shared an office. Why hadn’t he said something?


			“We already have the best in the business. Have you tried offering him the usual perks?” As general manager, Mike was fair and rational, and thought Lance was a douche, too.


			“Lena’s lost her touch. We’re bleeding subscribers because of her.” Again, with the lie. “Rory props her up. He gets more fan mail. People trust his forecasts more.”


			Lance was a lying bastard on every count, and she almost stormed in to say so. She did the forecasting for the entire station, including Rory. They’d all be off the mark if she was. Mike would set Lance straight. 


			“Look.” Lena heard papers shuffling. “She was off three times in the last month, when Rory has remained within the acceptable margins.”


			Lying sack!


			“What does Rory want?” Mike asked.


			“The night slot and ten percent. I think it’s reasonable. It’s less than what Lena makes by twenty percent.”


			“I don’t love these numbers. It’s not Lena’s normal. I’ll get back to you by end of day.”


			What the fuck? Why hadn’t Mike thrown the report back in Lance’s face? Gripping her coffee cup tightly enough to crack it, she had visions of stuffing the report up Lance’s ass. But she was a professional.


			The wind began to blow.


			Rory beamed his gorgeous smile when she sat down across from him in their office. “Good morning, sunshine,” he said even though it was afternoon. It was his trademark greeting to his audience every morning.


			“Did you tell Lance you were going to quit?” she asked without preamble.


			His smile dimmed. “Not exactly.”


			“Exactly what, then?”


			“I was going to—”


			“Quit if you don’t get the evening spot?”


			His brow creased as much as it could with all the Botox. “That’s your spot.”


			“What did you ask for?”


			“Five percent and an extended contract. That’s all.”


			That lying shit!


			“You deserve it. The evening spot, too.” She opened her laptop, feeling the wind at her back. She could easily retain her position, but the storm had picked up strength. She typed a short note and hit the factory reset. At the office door, she turned. “Take care of Bombo.” She glanced at the corn plant situated at the end of their desks. It was a small office, but she’d been happy here.


			“Please tell me you’re just taking the day off.”


			“I just told Mike and Lance to go fuck themselves.”


			“Whoa. Did one of them do something inappropriate?”


			She laughed. “Mike didn’t do anything. That’s the problem. Lance would be coyote food if he did. Maybe I’ll tell you over beer sometime.” She’d done this before. Just once. They deserved it, though. But she usually didn’t burn bridges. This time, she wanted the bridge burnt to embers. So there was no going back. Besides, she’d been feeling the need to run growing stronger. This time it didn’t feel so much like running away. More like running to. Shoot the flaming arrow and don’t turn back. “And, Rory? Don’t settle for less than twenty percent.”


			She closed the door behind her without saying goodbye to anyone else.
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        * * *


      


			The rattle of Andy’s cell phone against the stainless-steel countertop reverberated loudly for the third time in less than fifteen minutes, disturbing the scientists working in or near the simulated tide pools at Mary Hubbard Marine Laboratories in Monterey, California. Andy was certain she’d set it to do not disturb before she’d slipped into the shallow water to record the progress of the newest mollusks in their breeding collection.


			The fourth time the phone vibrated, Andy sighed but continued to ignore it. Heidi, one of the second-year grad students, looked up from an experiment. She’d been stealing glances at Andy all morning, which irritated her, but wasn’t new.


			“Want me to bring it, Andy Candy?” Heidi asked.


			God, Andy hated Heidi’s nicknames.


			“First, please stop with the candy thing. Second, I’ll get it when I get out.” She hated being so terse with Heidi, but she’d been warned once already.


			“You got it, boss.” Heidi gave her a wink.


			Andy gently returned the specimen to its previous spot. All the interruptions were annoying. It didn’t help that she’d been feeling anxious all morning for no reason she could identify.


			After exiting the pool, she removed her gear. When she finally looked at her phone, Heidi was watching with curiosity. Andy headed toward the door.


			Indeed, it was on do not disturb. Only three numbers could circumvent the setting. Her mom, her dad, and her doggie daycare. It was probably the latter. Billie, her seven-pound, sweet chiweenie, was on her final warning for bullying Todd, the Doberman, who literally handed over his tennis ball every morning as soon as Billie strolled in. At home, all she did was nap, preferably in a lap. If it was about Billie, she’d be isolated like the reactive dogs. In a single occupant dog run, she’d cry inconsolably. It was a torture Andy wouldn’t subject on her worst enemy, and even Lena Holmes probably couldn’t handle it. What? Where had that come from?


			Puffing out a breath, she saw it was her mother. Was a scammer with an unlisted number after her life savings? Granted, her mother had fallen for one years earlier and had given them her credit card number, but they’d caught it quickly and canceled the card. She’d been hypervigilant ever since. Hence the call. Normally, she called after work hours, though.


			Her mother answered on the first ring. “You know I hate calling during your workday.” The hair on Andy’s body stood up. “Your father is in the hospital.”


			Andy’s stomach dropped. He was only in his early fifties. “What happened?”


			“He fell into an empty pool at a job site.”


			“Is he okay?” Andy’s heart pounded in her ears. Of course he wasn’t. He was in the hospital. She made some calculations. It was ten a.m. Her father lived seven hours away. She’d arrive at five p.m. Damn. LA rush hour. Add two hours. If she left immediately, she could be there by seven, eight at the latest. But she had to pick up Billie and pack a bag. She had to call Talia to have her watch the house. Someone needed to cover her classes. Who—


			“Andy?” Her mom’s voice yanked her out of her head.


			“Sorry, Mom. I’m here.”


			“He’s getting x-rays and they’re testing him for a brain injury.”


			“Fuck,” Andy said, blowing out a breath, then remembered who she was talking to. “Sorry, Mom.”


			“Fuck, indeed. The situation warrants it.”


			Despite the almost flippant response, her mother sounded upset. Her parents had been divorced for over a decade, but they still cared about each other. Her mom had remarried. But her dad hadn’t. She worried he was lonely, but he insisted he liked living alone. Her grandma lived close, and he had friends, but he needed his family. They talked on the phone a lot, but she hadn’t visited in three years. A pang of guilt hit her. Phone calls weren’t enough. Her mother was still on a tangent about workplace safety. She had to interrupt her.


			“How did you find out?” 


			“Robert called right after it happened. He asked me to tell you.”


			“Robert Holmes?” She’d almost forgotten her dad was friends with Lena’s dad.


			“Yes. Can you go?” Her mother wanted to go out to see him, but she had summer school this year.


			“I’m already thinking about logistics.” The mention of Robert Holmes reminded her why she didn’t visit. Not him. His daughter. Too many bad memories and possible sightings. No, thank you. “I can work remotely for a few days if needed.” She had interns she could offload work to.


			“Call me when you get there?”


			“Sure, Mom. Give Lydia a hug for me,” Andy said, already planning what clothes to bring.


			She was going back to Oceanside, California, the hometown in which she’d spent the worst years of her life. Yay.


			











    

            Chapter Three








			2013—Junior year


			Things were bustling at the San Diego County science fair, where Lena had submitted what she was certain would be the first-place project. This year, she’d really gotten into meteorology, which showed in the project she’d chosen. Most years prior, she’d submitted various projects as her interests changed. She’d placed first in her category several times. She had an aptitude for science. In most subjects, really. She was smart and she owned it. But science was her thing, even if the science fair itself wasn’t. The event was highly competitive, but Lena wasn’t.


			When Andy competed in the same category, however, she made a concerted effort to win. Andy was her only real competition in academics. While she would never admit it, Lena enjoyed the rivalry, and when it came to Andy, losing to her in science was like Medieval torture. It wasn’t merely a disappointment, it was a mortal blow, complete and utter devastation. But, when she won, she felt invincible.


			Lena competed in the science fair every year. It was a way to exercise her mind during summer vacation, given she’d already completed any concurrent college classes she could take before she started actual college. To Lena’s frustration, Andy had taken the same college courses, but she only participated when her summer sports schedule allowed. This year, it did, and she’d entered the same category. The gloves were off, and Lena had come up with a concept far more interesting, unique, and complex than any of her previous projects. In her opinion, way better than any of Andy’s previous projects, too.


			The last day of the fair was judging day. As confident as she was, Lena’s anxiety increased as the day progressed. Half an hour before the announcements were made, she was so jittery, she had to take a break. Science projects from all over the county were displayed in the large space. When judges began to attach ribbons in other exhibits, she made her way back to her project, still anxious. Andy always caused her anxiety. Not that she would admit to it to anyone.


			Her project was a demonstration of a concept she’d been following in science journals. Obviously, weather forecasting wasn’t an experiment she could physically reproduce. So, she’d put together a visual demonstration using fiber optics and stop-motion animation, with a paper proving that solar flares increased radiation in the Earth’s atmosphere by micro amounts, thus causing micro-changes in the weather. Andy’s project about reef rehabilitation was interesting but nowhere near her unique topic. This was going to be her year.


			Confusion washed over her when she approached her section. Displayed on the top podium was Andy’s project, adorned with a blue ribbon. Her project hadn’t even garnered an honorary mention. She didn’t understand. It was still in the same spot it had been all week. She swallowed hard, trying to make sense of it. Looking for an explanation, she saw two judges across the display area. But they were talking to none other than Andy and her lapdog, Mitch. They made a few motions toward the projects on the winner’s table and to where her project was located, obviously talking about her. She ducked behind a partition, embarrassed and even more anxious, and waited for an opportunity to approach the judges on her own. Her chance presented itself a few minutes later, after Andy and Mitch left the area.


			“Excuse me. Can I please talk to you about a submission by Selena Holmes from Oceanside STEM Academy?” A small tremor sounded in her voice. Mortification swept through her about how close she was to crying. Losing was one thing, but crying about it was unthinkable.


			“Was that the solar flare?” the taller one asked a shorter man who consulted a set of papers.


			“That’s it,” Lena said.


			“Impressive presentation, however, we had to deduct points for incorrect data,” the shorter man said, referencing his notes. “It’s a stellar project. If you’d presented it as a model of a theory, the oversight in the calculations wouldn’t have factored in. I was aggrieved to mark it down. If the calculations had been correct, it would have assuredly been on the winner’s table. Probably first place.”


			Lena, fighting to retain composure, couldn’t breathe for a few seconds. Shaking, she found her voice.


			“What oversight?” she asked, while What the actual fuck? wanted to roll off her tongue.


			“The calculation of the pulse speed from the solar flare was incorrect. Another participant tried to argue its validity, but I verified it myself.”


			“That’s impossible.” Lena clenched and released her fists.


			“Judging is over,” the tall judge said. She hated his arrogant attitude.


			“Please verify it again.” Lena wasn’t about to go down without a fight. Especially when it gave the win to Andy fucking Phillips. Besides, she’d verified the calculations several times. They were accurate.


			“If you wish to contest the decision, I can provide information about how to do it.” The judge was beginning to look impatient.


			Lena certainly did want to contest it, but Andy had come over. Probably to gloat. Suddenly, Lena’s confidence slipped. Were her calculations off? Why was she was doubting herself? This was bullshit.


			“I’ll get back to you,” she said to the judges, not looking at Andy. It was all she could do to maintain a calm façade. She’d scream into her pillow later, when there was no one to hear.
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        * * *


      


			Impressed with Lena’s composure and pissed about the error the judges refused to fix, Andy watched her leave. As much as she despised her, Andy wasn’t into winning when she didn’t deserve it. Lena’s projects were always interesting. Not only were they scientifically advanced, but she also had a knack for making what could be dry information into an engaging display. Of course, she’d never tell Lena this. She wasn’t a masochist.


			When Lena’s project hadn’t even placed, she reviewed the judge’s notes explaining the points deduction. She didn’t have enough knowledge of the project. But she did understand advanced mathematics. After going over the calculations, Andy saw where the judge misinterpreted the order of operations, getting incorrect results. Andy could prove Lena’s work was correct. She’d gone to the judges with the proof, but he repeated what he’d told Lena. Judging was closed.


			She had no choice but to take it to the regional director of the science fair. Unlike the first judge, the director hadn’t been dismissive and agreed the reason for the deduction was incorrect. Either way, it should have been verified with others before being applied. However, because judging was closed, it needed to go through the challenge process. Before they left, Andy submitted the challenge, and the director promised a review of the situation. If the challenge was correct, an update to the annual science fair statistics would be applied, if applicable. It didn’t help Lena now, though, and Andy remained haunted by the look on Lena’s face when she’d left. 


			“She deserves to win,” she told Mitch when she returned to the display room. “Most of these projects are just models. They just report findings from other scientists. Hers was so much more. That judge couldn’t admit he was wrong.”


			“Why do you care? I thought you hated Lena.”


			“How I feel about Lena is irrelevant. And hate is such a strong word, anyway.”


			“I’m just going with what you’ve said.”


			Andy winced. It sounded so harsh. “We have our differences, but what that judge did was wrong.”


			Mitch shook his head. “You’re a better person than me.”


			











    

            Chapter Four








			It was good to be out of the car. Seven hours had turned into twelve when an accident stopped traffic on the 5, right after the 210 Exchange. Lucky her, the delay was so long, she’d missed LA traffic. By the time she arrived at the hospital, her dad was asleep for the night. She still went up to his room to see him with her own eyes, and after seeing he was sleeping soundly, she gave him a kiss before taking herself and Billie to his house. The day hadn’t been longer than any other day for her, but she was twice as tired than usual. Probably from the worry.


			In her dad’s driveway, she stretched next to the open door of her car, taking in the scent that infused all her childhood memories. She hadn’t been back in three years, but she knew the tapestry of scents and the feel of the night air like she knew her own name. If her eyes had been covered, she would have still known it was early June. That’s how distinct the smells and the heaviness of the air were in San Diego from season to season and time of day. People who grew up here were tuned into it with all five senses.


			Billie continued to sleep on the passenger seat while she quietly removed her suitcase and computer bag from the back of her Subaru. She took them up to the house, which hadn’t changed much at all. Inside and out, the house looked almost exactly how she’d left it when she’d gone to college twelve years ago. The Norman’s house next door had been torn down, and a two-story behemoth had been built in its place since the last time she’d been home, making her dad’s house look small in comparison. While it was being built, he’d kept her apprised of the “travesty in progress.” Their house, with its four bedrooms, two baths, and two-car garage, had originally been among the biggest on the block. Now it wasn’t even in the top ten.


			“Andy Phillips is that you?” a familiar voice called out. Mrs. Rafferty from the house on the other side stood on her driveway, hand shielding her eyes as if it would help her see better in the soft glow of the nearby streetlight. A rolling garbage bin was next to her, explaining why she was outside at the late hour. Her housedress, one of several similar garments Andy was pretty sure she’d worn since before Andy was born, fluttered in the mild breeze coming in from the ocean. 


			Andy stood at the edge of her dad’s driveway. “Hello, Mrs. Rafferty. How are you?”


			“Fair to middlin’, honey. Fair to middlin’. You here to see your father?”


			“Yes, ma’am. Just got here.”


			“As I ascertained from the suitcase you rolled into the house. Also, your car hasn’t been parked here, but five minutes.”


			“Fair point,” Andy said with a chuckle. “I guess I don’t need to tell you, Dad’s in the hospital.”


			Mrs. Rafferty nodded. “With quite a few broken bones, I hear. One of his crew knocked him into an empty pool. In the deep end. Nasty fall. He’ll be in the hospital for a few days, I imagine. I made a casserole. I’ll heat it up and bring it over tomorrow for your supper. It’s in the dish I borrowed just before Ella passed. You can give it to another neighbor sometime and we can call it the neighborhood casserole dish. But not to Gary on the corner. He keeps putting garbage in my bin without asking. That’s why I roll it out so late.”


			Ella was Mrs. Norman, who used to live where the behemoth currently stood. She passed two years ago and that’s when the developer bought the house, resulting in her dad’s consternation. “That’s very nice of you, Mrs. Rafferty.”


			“Well, I better get this situated and get back inside before I catch my death.” Mrs. Rafferty flopped a hand at the garbage bin.


			Andy doubted she’d catch anything in the perfectly mild seventy-two-degree weather as she closed the distance between them. “I’ll take it the rest of the way down.”


			“Oh, you don’t need to go to the trouble.”


			“I’d like to. You brought it this far. It’s just a few feet.” Andy rolled the bin the rest of the way down the driveway and aligned it with the sidewalk line and two inches from the curb in the precise way she remembered Mrs. Rafferty liked it.


			“Just like my Bruce used to line the bin up. You never got to meet him, Andy. He passed forty-one years ago. He was an Army man. By the book and neat as a pin. He liked angles and folds and precise edges. Everything had a purpose and a place. But when he closed the bedroom door, I tell you, that man didn’t give a whit about his hospital corners or bouncing a quarter on the covers. Whether it was just me or a few friends, he always had the bedding in disarray and the mattress askew by the end of the night. But everyone left the room more than satisfied, and as neat as they came in. That was my Bruce. He didn’t do anything halfway. He would have loved to have you as a neighbor, Andy. I’ll be by tomorrow.”


			And just like that, Andy was alone again, processing what she’d just heard and almost glad to be back. She’d missed Mrs. Rafferty, who always had a story to tell and a plate of cookies to share. Andy hadn’t heard her tell a story quite like that, but she’d lived a long and interesting life, and she reminded Andy how nice it was to have good neighbors.


			She’d always liked her neighborhood, aside from the traffic, but she had mixed emotions about growing up in Oceanside. Although she often glibly stated that the last half of her life in Oceanside had been the worst years of her life, they hadn’t all been bad. She’d had a lot of good ones, too. It was just that the last six and a half years were spent longing for the best friend she’d lost, and fighting the enemy who’d taken her place. The hard part was they were one and the same.


			Once she’d started, she couldn’t help but think about Lena. Like it or not, she’d been the center of her life for nearly the entire time she’d lived in Oceanside, and good or bad, she was part of every memory.


			Andy turned her thoughts to the reason why she was here. When she’d called the hospital, she’d caught the doctor on duty. Her dad was still sedated and sleeping. The doctor described the extent of his injuries, the worst being a severe concussion. In addition to that, both legs were broken, as well as a broken left arm and left clavicle. He also had a dislocated right shoulder, two broken ribs, multiple bruised ones, and several abrasions. She was thankful he’d avoided a TBI or a broken neck. Only the broken arm with the compound fracture had required surgery to insert two plates, multiple screws, and a rod. This meant he had casts or braces over much of his body ensuring he’d be immobile for eight to twelve weeks, after which he’d have several months of physical therapy. As it was, he’d need around-the-clock care, most of it attending to his lack of mobility. Aides would visit twice a day, leaving the rest up to someone who could stay with him. That someone probably meaning her. Her dad would be the decision-maker about it as soon as he was fully lucid again. But she already knew it would be her. Either way, she’d have to update her employer as soon as she had specific details.


			So, it appeared she’d be here for several months. She pushed her fingers through her hair, needing to think things through. Not tonight, however. She needed sleep. Ultimately, it came down to getting her dad through this. Nothing else mattered.


			Completely depleted, fully clothed, and not bothering to shut off the lights, she fell to the couch and immediately sank into a fitful sleep.
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        * * *


      


			Somewhere north of Calexico, Lena got the feeling that the derecho wasn’t chasing her, but something else was pulling her to her destination. She couldn’t imagine what it would be. After all, she’d spent the last third of her life avoiding the place. Equally mystifying was that her thoughts were leaning toward the things she missed, rather than the things she’d run from. Maybe it’s why her thoughts turned toward a certain girl, and she forgot how dangerous it was to let those thoughts catch hold, especially when she didn’t have anything to distract her from them. Fortunately, a billboard announced the world’s best jerky, soft serve ice cream, and spotless restrooms all in one place in only two and a half miles. Hell yes, she could really go for all of those, plus a cup of coffee and a bag of sunflower seeds. Looking forward to the convenience of bulk junk food was the distraction she needed. So she changed the station on her satellite radio and tried to decide whether to go out on a limb and get the teriyaki jerky or the black pepper.


			Right about the time she hit the desert town of Ocotillo, California, just over a hundred miles east of her hometown of Oceanside, California, Lena felt the atmosphere begin to change. That far from her destination, it was still desert. But it was Southern California desert, which was different than any other desert, including the Arizona desert she’d left five hours earlier. People who lived in the Arizona desert were people born of the desert life. They were part of the landscape, used to the climate, usually descended from generations of desert dwellers. 


			The people who live in the desert of eastern California, close to the Mexico border were people who seemed to live a tired life. Not enjoying their life in the hard scrap of arid badlands but not necessarily hating it either. Resigned was what the place felt like to Lena. It was definitely a California atmosphere. Just not one of the glamorous ones most people associated with California. This was where main characters had their cars break down and end up staying to learn the lesson written into their character arc before they could go home to the place they’d fled with a new kind of respect for it. It was one of the many drive-through towns along the 8, that were usually a beige blur on the way through to somewhere more interesting. 


			To Lena, it was one of her favorite places to stargaze. She didn’t think about that as she passed through, however. She was thinking about a kiss that had changed her on a cellular level twelve years ago. It seemed so long ago, but it had remained a vivid memory for her, albeit one she tried not to think about much. Keyword, tried. If it hadn’t been so fucking good, she might have succeeded. But it was good, which is why she might become one of those main characters with a broken-down car someday, with an arc written with a choice—accept it or stay and become a third-tier side character without a name, who people simply call the Meteorologist.


			About an hour later, when Lena reached the 805 Interchange in Mission Valley, the smell of the ocean welcomed her, and her body reacted to her return home on a more visceral level. Mission Valley to her, was a boundary from San Diego proper and the rest of San Diego coastal county. More city than town. She always associated it with shopping. When a person came in from the east, it was where the coastal ambiance became more evident. If one came down the coast from either direction, it felt several steps from the ocean. Lena took this in because she had no choice since her body was programmed to detect the nuanced changes experienced by those moving from one distinct San Diego setting to another. Her mind was still preoccupied with that kiss, though, so it was her lizard brain where her location detection operated. That kiss required most of her conscious mind and was all-consuming when she allowed herself to ruminate on it. Her body remembered the impact of the life-changing experience, and she was in its thrall when she merged onto the 805, barely aware of her surroundings and fully focused on the memory of those lips.


			It was when the 805 merged with the 5 that a true coastal San Diego vibe really hit, ripe with the cool ocean breezes, the smell of dank lagoons, eucalyptus, and highway oleander. The smells were an olfactory ambrosia, and it only added to the wistful memory of kissing Andy Phillips after their last swim meet before they left for separate colleges. Wistful turned to despair when she took the Cassidy Street exit into the neighborhoods of Oceanside, California, just to acknowledge that Andy didn’t live here anymore, just like her. And if she did, she would still hate her, so memories of kisses or not, there wasn’t a chance of take two of the kiss. It didn’t keep her from reexperiencing it like it was yesterday, which was what she was doing right now.


			The genius loci of Oceanside was a full body reset. Shedding the external shell made of the amalgamation of locations she’d traveled through or lived in over the last twelve years, her freshly revealed original skin was back in place and absorbing the special elixir only Oceanside possessed. Sure, most towns in California possessed their own miasma of sensory detail, but to Lena this was the blend that she called home. And it reminded her so much of Andy Phillips it made her ache. That’s why she had to lock it away again and refuse to pull it out. Because allowing that particular memory of the perfect kiss to mingle with the scents and energy of the place where it had occurred, was a torture she couldn’t endure. Especially when she looked forward to the agony of dealing with Helena Holmes for an indeterminate period of time. She refused to pollute her recollection of the best kiss of her life with new trauma she was sure to be afflicted with during this visit.


			What kind of masochistic self-flagellation had she wrought upon herself?


			She allowed herself a few more seconds of the memory as she coasted down her old street and tucked it away as she pulled into the driveway of the house she’d spent the worst years of her life in.


			Welcome home, Lena!


			











    

            Chapter Five








			2013—Junior Year


			According to rumors, Claire Esteban threw the best parties. This was the first one Andy had attended after Talia and Mitch had worn her down. Claire’s mom, who was the lead singer of a well-known metal band, and her dad who played banjo in a bluegrass band, were always touring with their respective bands. When both were out of town, Claire usually invited a few friends over. This time, it looked like half the junior class had been invited. Talia had told her to be prepared for something wild and lit.


			That’s how Andy found herself standing in the foyer at Claire’s house, on top of a hill, surrounded by avocado groves and kids milling around holding red Solo cups. She hadn’t even reached the porch, before Mitch dashed off in search of his buddies. The front door was open, spilling music. A guy from her French class walked by, making a show of checking her out, before giving his friend a fist bump. Yuck.


			“Hey, Andy.” Claire handed her a drink before giving her a one-armed hug. She looked her up and down. This one made Andy’s cheeks warm. “You look cute, as always. Welcome to the zoo.” Claire swept a hand through the air. The drink smelled like rubbing alcohol and Andy tried not to choke after a polite sip.


			“Half the school’s here,” Andy yelled over the music. Her throat continued to burn. The good news was she didn’t see Lena.


			Instead of moving on, as Andy would have predicted, Claire stood next to her, casually watching the crowd. Most of the kids held red cups, but no one danced on coffee tables or swung from light fixtures.


			After Lena had ditched her, splitting their friend group in half, and although Claire chose Lena’s group, she remained nice to Andy. They’d only drifted apart because Andy needed distance from Lena. 


			“Any plans for the summer?” Andy asked. Dad talk? Really?


			Claire shrugged. “Surfing and shopping, probably. We go on our family vacation at some point. I think it’s Bali this year. We’re staying in one of those huts built over the water.”


			“That sounds amazing.”


			She shrugged again. “It’s your last year, right? You’re graduating early like Lena? A couple of brain banks.” She raised her cup. “Cheers to escaping Osta,” she said, using the nickname everyone called Oceanside STEM Academy. 


			“Thanks.” She tapped her cup to Claire’s, who didn’t seem to notice she wasn’t drinking it. Judging by Claire’s glassy eyes and soft smile, she’d already had a cup or two. “This is wild.”


			“It’s pretty tame, so far.”


			“I’d be too worried about death and destruction to relax if I were you.”


			“My parents would totally revoke my party privileges over any deaths, but a service will come tomorrow to clean up the destruction.” Claire nodded. “Yeah, so no. The death part hasn’t happened yet. Knock on wood.” 


			Andy hadn’t heard right. “Your parents let you do this?”


			Claire put a finger against Andy’s lips. “It’s cool in Europe. Where do you think I get the alcohol?”


			Claire looked past her just before a wall of cologne enveloped her. Sweaty hands covered her eyes.


			“Are you glad you came?” She barely understood what Mitch said and ducked away. An empty plastic cup hung between his teeth. Had he already finished a whole cup?


			“I’m going to find Josh. He’s out there helping Logan make some sort of video,” Claire said, giving them a four-finger wave. “Have fun. That’s an order.” She pointed at Andy before going to find her boyfriend.


			Mitch moved to where Claire had just been. “Answer me, woman.”


			She gave a warning glare.


			He bowed apologetically. “Sorry. May I perchance elicit a response to my query regarding the quality of time experienced by you, thus far, m’lady Andrea?”


			“We’ve only been here fifteen minutes.” She gave his empty cup a meaningful stare. “Give me your keys.”


			He fished them out of his pocket. “Everyone’s here.”


			“Talia’s around somewhere, so you don’t have to babysit me.”


			“Maybe I like hanging out with you.” He stepped closer.


			“I’m going to find the bathroom,” she said. When he followed, she pushed him back. “I’ll find you. Now go.” He was like a duckling that had imprinted on her. Finally, he gave her finger guns and headed into the kitchen. She had to tell him.


			Abandoning her cup, she went to look for a bathroom she didn’t need.


			Talia nearly tackled her in the living room. “You’re here!”


			“I told you I’d be.”


			“You always say so and don’t show.”


			“I always say maybe.”


			“Whatever. I’m glad you’re here.” Talia took her hand, pulling her outside through a set of glass doors.


			A band was setting up in a gazebo at the edge of a sprawling lawn. Several people were in the pool. A few wearing clothes. Andy grimaced. What about their phones?
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