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INTRODUCTION

When we first came up with the idea of an anthology of stories tentatively entitled Ill Winds and Wild Weather, we’d been motivated by the news. There were wildfires, droughts, flooding, earthquakes, tornadoes, and hurricanes. Parts of the world were dealing with record high temps, and others were dealing with record lows. Places that never had snow, were getting snow. Lightning seemed on the increase.

We never tell our authors what to write, we just present them with a theme and let them take it from there. We didn’t get the stories we expected, but as usual, our authors did not disappoint.

We think you’ll enjoy these eighteen stories. They address all the different elements of weather and weather forecasting, from a variety of different angles. Some of them are dark, some of them are funny, some of them are sweet, many of them are a bit weird. We begin with A Lesson on Fronts, a lesson on weather, entwined with some life lessons. We work our way through some weather-assisted murders, a sweet story of loss, some funny takes on 'routine' weather forecasting, and a few tales of truly wild weather. And we conclude with a wonderful story entitled The Nefarious Gray Comma and its Ilk, that is not to be missed.

Whether you take the “Read on the Run” title to heart and read these stories while waiting for the doctor’s appointment, or eating lunch, or as a quick bedtime story before going to sleep, or you sit down and consume the entire anthology in one sitting, these eighteen short stories are worth your time, and worth reading.

As always, each story in the Read on the Run series of anthologies is short, to suit your busy lifestyle. If you enjoyed this Read on the Run, consider checking out our other Read on the Run titles.
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A LESSON ON FRONTS
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Ashley-Ruth M. Bernier

Cold Front

The thing about cold fronts, you explain, is that they’re simple and brutal. They slide in, unbothered and uncaring, spreading their chill and spawning storms. They barge. They push. They displace. There’s no way to ignore a cold front, you tell the group of seventh graders slumped into a semicircle of folding chairs that had been set up in the back of the studio. No way to stop one, either. The only thing to do when one rolls in is brace and observe. Wait it out.

“Well, that’s a fun way to start things,” Lorraine says from where she stands at your left. She flashes her TV grin at the kids, a slightly toned down version of the one she beams at the cameras every day as she lays out the weather for the greater Charlotte area. Everyone knows her as ‘Right as Rain’ Lorraine. Problem is, she’s beginning to believe it, too. You finish your introduction to cold fronts, and she slaps down that comment like it’s a winning poker hand, emphasizing “fun” just to make it crystal clear she means the exact opposite. She adds a little laugh right afterwards. Maybe with you, maybe at you. All these years with Lorraine, and it’s still hard for you to tell the difference. “Starting with all the scary stuff, Lei? Might be a lot for our friends to handle, don’t you think?”

What you think is that they’re seventh graders, and they see a hell of a lot worse on TikTok or on the same morning news stories that follow her daily weather rundowns. What you do is smile at Lorraine, the nicest one you can manage for her, and grant her the smallest nod of agreement. That’s what they want, what they expect of you. Two professional women, the only two Black women working at the whole news station; friends who’ve known each other for almost a decade since being paired up as roommates back in college. They want to see you smile. Enjoy that camaraderie.

Just like the weather, they’re all fine once you do what’s expected.

“It’s a science question, Lorraine. I’m just giving the answer she asked me for,” you reply as sincerely as you can.

“I guess that’s true,” she says with an exaggerated shrug. She turns to the students. “I’m here for the inspiration, and Soleil—Ms. Callwood, I mean, she’s here for the... you know, for all the academic stuff. The science.”

“Precipitation,” you say. The word tumbles from your mouth before you have a chance to check it and pull it back in. “You manage the inspiration, and I’ll manage the precipitation...?” You look out at the 7th graders, most of them still in the quiet, star-struck phase of their field trip to the studio—but one kid, the girl who asked the question in the first place, nods at you.

“It kinda sounds more like a slogan that way,” the kid says, adjusting her glasses that are almost as round and thick as yours. You smile at her. Lorraine nods slowly, breaking into a little smile herself. It’s a great comment from the kid, sure, but you’re not surprised that Lorraine’s impressed. Lorraine wouldn’t know a slogan if it hailed iceballs in her hair. She hasn’t written her own copy in years.

“I suppose it does,” Lorraine giggles, the music of her laugh echoing across the soundstage. “So I guess you go ahead and bring the precipitation for our friends here, but—I mean, come on, Soleil, you and I know how exciting meteorology can be, but these guys didn’t get out of school for the day just to sit through another science lecture, right?”

To your credit, you laugh self-deprecatingly as she breaks into another round of giggles and lays a tiny side-hug on you after the exaggerated “am-I-right?” wink she flashes at the middle-schoolers. You nod and sigh and play up the resignation. But after the teacher gets the kids quiet, after Lorraine’s ass is plunked back down in the anchor’s chair and the floor is yours, you try it again.

“A cold front,” you tell them, “is the kid that butts in front of you in the cafeteria line just so they could get the last pizza slice. It’s the girl that runs against you for class president just because she heard you say you’d do it. The boy that pushes you out of the way so he won’t miss the bus. It’s the friend who flirts with your crush.” You see the teacher’s eyebrows raise and you tone down the edge in your voice. Smile a little. “Anyone know someone like that?”

There’s a pause for a second or two, and then the nods come. A few of the kids raise their hands, not all the way up in the air, but just enough for you to notice. You do the same with your smile. Not bright and broad like the artificial light Lorraine’s been beaming out of her face at them. Small and quiet, just enough to commit. “Of course you do,” you say softly. “Who doesn’t? Once you understand bullies, then you understand cold fronts.”

“Bullies?” Lorraine’s pulled out her TV voice, but you’ve known her long enough to hear the pinprick in it. “I really doubt that’s the word you’re trying to—”

“You’re right,” you interrupt. “Of course. Forgive me. Maybe ‘bullies’ was too harsh of a word. A cold front is just an air mass that rolls over everything in its way. Some people are like that, too. There might not be an intention or agenda. They’re just... takers.” You pause and look over the kids in the audience. They’re listening. “And just like with a cold front, you always know when you’ve been caught in one’s wake.”

You deliver this line with your voice steady, with your back straight, with your eyes locked tight on the kids sitting in front of you. Without a look over at Lorraine sitting across the soundstage in front of the enormous green screen. You don’t need to look at her to know what you’d see. The mannequin smile on the bottom of her face, and the confusion in her eyes that doesn’t match. Legs crossed, jewels on her shoes sparkling under the studio lights. Your copy on the teleprompter ahead of her. Your words. Your chair. If you turned to look at her, you’d see her sitting comfortably there, ensconced in all her comfortable coolness, taking up space that arguably should’ve been occupied by you.

You think you’d be used to this by now.

You and Lorraine always tell people it was the roommate situation that brought you together, but that wasn’t the thing that did it at all. It was the boy. Everyone watching him on the football field knew him as E.‘Gale’ Hendrickson, a nickname he earned after the coaches and commentators noticed the way he could cut through the other team’s defense with efficiency and precision. ‘The Quiet Storm’, they all called him. But you met him apart from all that. You met him over books. Through questions. As a study partner. To you, he was Elliott, who maybe liked earth science as much as he liked running plays and Saturday night lights. Who didn’t seem to care about the optics of eating breakfast in the Hall and lounging in the quad with a girl who wasn’t super skinny or made up like a magazine cover model. Who never asked you once to write him a paper or help him study for anything—who was smart enough to do all that shit for himself. Who wore glasses whenever he read or typed. Whose massive talent was only dwarfed by his even more colossal heart.

You’re still not sure when it changed for you. When you saw him in everything else, when he became that constant hum in the background of your thoughts like a heartbeat or an inhale. You’d be reading about different natural ores and only see his unblemished brown skin, listening to a thunderstorm and hear his deep, rolling laugh in each clap; see the hazel of his eyes whenever you examined sandstone under the lenses in the earth science lab. You’re not sure. But at some point, Elliott was always there, taking up space in your head. And you hoped that maybe, between all the formations he had to remember on the field and all the different terms he had to focus on for that Environmental Studies and Policy degree he was working toward... maybe there was a little room in that incredible mind of his for you, too.

You first heard about Lorraine from him. He’d thrown her out at you while the two of you were slurping down milkshakes from Cookout late one night after exam cramming down in the stacks. Did you know, he’d asked, that there was another girl like you here? A girl he’d met in his run club, communications major; from your same island?

From my island? You’d asked. Another Thomian here on campus, thousands of miles and a whole ocean away from home, and you didn’t know about it? Surely, you told him, he had to be wrong.

And he was. Sort of. Lorraine was from St. Croix, right across the water. Gyul was from home, but not quite home. And she was like you, but... not quite like you. He’d introduced you, and you’d gotten friendly, sure. Three of you became almost inseparable. You and Lorraine decided to room together the next year, and why wouldn’t you? You liked the same music and foods. Similar schedules and habits. But still. She wasn’t you.

Because you did things she never would’ve done. You smiled for them, once they told you—tentatively, like they were defusing a bomb—about their relationship, about the love they’d stumbled into almost by accident over those early morning runs. You gave a like or a love to all of Lorraine’s sugar-drenched social media posts of the two of them, the ones with way too many emojis and an endless stream of hashtags. You kept quiet about the fights. Generously told Lorraine they were none of your business, and pulled Elliott out of his post-argument lows with trips to the lab to study tsunami patterns and coral reef degradation. You listened to the hurt in his voice with remarkable restraint. You kept a steady voice and a straight face every time they made up.

You’d swallowed hard, fixed your face, and told her congratulations when she got the job. Your job. Well, the one you’d wanted, breaking the weather news at WRNC, the secret dream you’d been building the courage to chase for years. The job she’d said she’d apply to in solidarity with you. She’d impressed them, apparently, with her go-getter attitude and a paper she’d apparently spent months researching, something about the Sahara Dust’s impact on hurricane season. The station couldn’t pass up someone that dynamic who actually understood how weather worked. Of course they’d picked her.

And yes, you were pissed about it at first. You were livid about it, until Elliott begged you not to be. To let it go, to celebrate her happiness along with him. So you’d forced yourself to smile, to tell her that if one of you was winning, you both were. You might’ve cut ties after that, followed through with those grad school programs in Australia or Chile you’d thought about applying for... if Elliott hadn’t intervened. There was a real possibility he’d be in Charlotte too, with the Panthers looking real hard at replacing one of their tight ends. He’d told you he needed friends in Charlotte. Your self-imposed mission in life was to give Elliott everything he needed, from milkshake runs to kept secrets to... this. That’s how you and Lorraine wound up together here at the station, with you doing the science and writing the predictions and forecast, and her giggling and smiling into the camera, reading your words, being ‘Right as Rain’ Lorraine for everyone in Charlotte and the radius around it. Dream job or not, you’d have followed him anywhere.

Occluded Front

“But cold fronts are the easiest ones to understand,” you tell the kids with a grin. The ‘takers’ comment had landed a little heavy, you think, and you need to lighten it up just a bit. “You really want to get into some complex weather phenomena, then maybe we talk about occluded fronts.”

“Right, right,” the science teacher speaks up, his head bobbing up and down like a deep brown billiards ball. No hair on that dome, but you’re surprised at how well it suits him, especially with the crisply cut and meticulously manscaped beard. “I’ve been teaching this unit for—shoot, going on ten years now, and those things still confuse the heck out of me sometimes.”

“Us too, Mr. Young,” one of the kids in the middle of the group calls out, sending a ripple effect of giggles that trickle out to the edges of the group.

“Well, see, that’s why we’re here today, Frederika, to learn from the meteorologists themselves,” the teacher laughs. He’s looking at you when he does. There’s a little gesture your way. “What do you say, Ms. Callwood? You think you can straighten things out for my class before we move on?”

You’re opening your mouth to answer when Lorraine cuts in. “Of course,” she tells him, hitting him hard with the voice and grin she uses whenever there’s a camera anywhere around. “If anyone can do it, Soleil can. I just wanted to point out the time, though, Lei. Remember, they’re going to watch me do the late morning update in about half an hour.” She gestures to her Apple Watch. “And there’s no stopping you whenever you start to talk about weather.”

“Of course,” you say when you’re sure she’s stopped, when she’s finally quiet long enough for you to get some words in there. “I forgot they were supposed to watch you do that live. I’ll be quick.”

An excited little voice, one that sounds more like an elementary school student than a 13-year-old, pipes up from the back row. “She’s going to give the parade forecast!”

“Oh, are some of you marching tomorrow?” You watch as a series of nods and excited smiles bloom across the group in front of you.

“Between Scouts and band and dance groups, I think pretty much all of them are,” the teacher speaks up through a tired smile. He gestures at Lorraine. “Hoping you’ve got good news for them with that forecast so they can know for sure. You’re not ‘Right-as-Rain’ Lorraine for nothing.”

There’s a fake-ass expression of humility on her face, but when she speaks, it’s typical Lorraine—piling her plate of glory as high as she can, barely leaving scraps for anyone else. “Well, I take lots of pride in the accuracy of our forecast,” she says, as if she’s the one staying late every night, studying models and running scenarios. Writing copy. Making graphics. “There’s a lot of work that goes into always being ‘right as rain’.” She nods at you, and when she speaks again, you know you’re not imagining the extra dose of weight in her voice. “So, uh, go ahead, Soleil. Tell them about occluded fronts.”

“Right,” you say. “Occluded fronts are difficult for everyone to understand, mostly because they don’t happen very often. A set of conditions has to be just right for an occluded front to happen. Basically, a warm pocket of air gets caught between two cold pockets. We already know cold air is like a bully—and these two work like a gang to meet in the middle, to force that warm air up off the ground and out of the way.” You bring your fists together quickly as a visual. “If a cold front is that kid that cuts in front of you on the bus to get the last seat before you do, then an occluded front is—think of it as the kind of day where everything that can go wrong does go wrong. Like, the day you forget your science project at home, miss the bus, and get puddle water splashed on your new white pants. I’m sure you’ve all had those days.”

There are those nods again, the hands raised just a little more confidently this time.

“Can they cause bad weather like cold fronts?” a boy in the front asks timidly.

You have to fight for the composure on your face. Fight for it. But you win. “Yes,” you tell him, wobbly voice and all. You can’t even look at Lorraine. “Yes, they can cause severe conditions. Occluded fronts can cause terrible storms. Thunderstorms. Hail. Tornadoes. They can. Um. They have.”

“Oh, but don’t worry, honey,” Lorraine’s voice cuts in. It’s bright and shiny and golden, everything it shouldn’t be right now. “Like Ms. Callwood said, occluded fronts are extremely rare. They need a certain set of conditions that almost never happens. Think of them,” she continues, using your same intonation, “as the one thing you almost never expect your best friend to do. Like, your best friend loves vanilla ice cream, and ninety-nine times out of a hundred, that’s what she’ll choose when you go to the ice cream store. The occluded front is the one time she’ll surprise you and go for chocolate. Okay, I see you nodding, you guys get it. Like, Ms. Callwood’s been my best friend for years. I know she doesn’t like berries and hates buying new tech, so the day I see her slurping down a raspberry smoothie and not on the iPhone she bought eight generations ago—”

You’re the one that interrupts this time. You don’t even need words. You crack a smile in Lorraine’s direction; pull out the brand new iPhone you upgraded to three nights ago. The shrieks of approval from the kids explode in your ears, but it’s the way the self-assuredness slips off Lorraine’s face and crashes onto the floor below her seat that makes your own smile widen. “Looks like today’s the day you watch the sky jus’ a li’l more closely,” you say, letting the island into your voice just a little bit when you address Lorraine. “Got this Tuesday night. My other one—well. It would’ve cost more to repair than to upgrade, so here we are.”

“Wow. I never would’ve...” Lorraine shakes her head at you, still bewildered. “You’ve had that other one since college, I swear.”

You clear your throat. You fight again. “Right. I have.” There’s a pause while you steady your breathing and your voice. “Look, the thing to remember is that occluded fronts don’t happen often, but they do happen. And they happen here. Last time was five years ago. The front spawned miserable storms.”

“Wait, wait, I remember that,” the teacher speaks up, folding his arms across his chest. “That was a memorable one for sure. And... a few people, um, lost their lives in that set of storms, didn’t they? The river flooded and there were some strong winds that flipped trailers... and then, then, there was that uh, that guy that was playing for the Panthers, too, remember that? Were y’all here at that time?” The kids are silent as they watch the certainty grow on their teacher’s face. You and Lorraine are quiet, too. “Yeah, this guy—he’d literally just signed the contract a month or two before, it was pre-season, and he’d gone out for a drive that night. They found him and his truck under a tree the next morning. Don’t know why the hell—um, why the heck, he’d go out in all of that, but he did. Guess it just goes to show why you can’t underestimate nature, right? Ironic thing is that he had a name, too, like ‘Wind’ or ‘Twister’ or something like that...”

“His name was Gale,” Lorraine speaks up from her chair.

You have no idea how she can say it like that, like those words don’t cut her breath and pierce her heart when they pass her lips. You have to steady yourself on the table behind you before you speak. “His name,” you say softly, “was Elliott.”

You didn’t know.

If you had, if you’d known it was going to be the last time you’d ever speak to him, you’d have said those words. The ones that had been waiting right there on your lips for the right time, for that moment they’d be needed and appreciated and returned. You’d have shot your shot. You’d have laid it out. But you didn’t know. And so that time, in that last conversation you’d ever have with him, you’d talked about arrows.

Not his predatory contract with the Panthers. Not the breakup. Not the bench-warming. Not the desperation you saw in his eyes whenever you got together for drinks or a TV binge. Arrows. And not even badass ones, like the kind in some master archer’s quiver in the shows you two liked to watch. You’d talked about weather arrows. Front arrows. He’d talked about the hot purple mess the front borders were on his weather app. He’d tried—he had—but after she’d broken his heart the way she had, he couldn’t watch the weather on WRNC anymore. He used his apps for everything weather related. It has been two months, and he still couldn’t bear to look at her. He might not have been ready for those words of yours, even if you did have the courage to say them that night. But, of course, you didn’t. You thought you had time to let them age and sweeten. God, you thought you had time.

And so, in the last conversation you’d ever have with Elliott, you’d explained how the direction of the bumps and arrows indicate which direction the front comes from, and how in occluded fronts the blue cold and red warm fronts “zip” together to make a mixed up purple. He’d teased you, told you that he was already in bed, that your impromptu weather lesson was knocking him the hell out a lot faster than all the rain against his window. He’d asked if you wanted to meet up the next night for milkshakes if the weather was better. Of course you did. And then you’d told him goodbye for the very last time.

He was already in bed. He was already half asleep. So why the hell did the police find him six hours later in the front seat of his Denali, crushed under the massive weight of a 200 year old oak tree on a winding country road?

You think about that last conversation all the time. You kept going back to that for years—that last conversation, those last few words. It had been the last time you’d spoken to each other.

But it was not the last time you’d heard his voice.

Stationary Front

The kids are having a quick bathroom break and you’re grabbing something off the printer when Lorraine confronts you. Well. At least, that’s what it’s supposed to be. A confrontation. What it actually is feels more like a barbed conversation covered badly in a veneer of artificial sweetness, like aspartame-coated ghost peppers. Lorraine’s still got that barely-believable grin on her face, but there’s a chill in her eyes that reminds you of ice floes.

“Where’s all this coming from?” she asks as you gather your papers.

“All what?”

She folds her arms across her chest. “This was supposed to be a quick li’l introduction to the newsroom, Lei. That’s what they came for, to learn about what I do here with meteorology. Not for a lesson on fronts. They get enough of that at school, don’t you think?”

You chuckle. It’s not the reaction Lorraine was expecting, but you can’t help it. You think back to the dorky old-school slang Elliott would pull out every so often just to mess with you, things you both remembered from your much older siblings years ago when you were little. ‘Fronting’ was one he’d throw at you often, especially when you’d try hard to pretend things didn’t bother you, like the cockroaches in the earth science lab bathrooms or slow tech or people who drove with the music too loud. He claimed to always know when you were fronting, when you were hiding behind something big and showy and false. He had no idea that every moment you spent with him was a lesson on fronts.

The laugh only makes Lorraine wrinkle up her nose even more, so you straighten your face and try again. “Kid asked a question, Lorraine. As the only one of us here with the credentials to do so, I’m jus’ trying to give her an answer.”

“What the hell does that even—see, this is exactly what I’m talking about! Where is all of this...” she waves a manicured hand in a circular motion in your direction. “...superiority coming from all of a sudden? Like I’ve done something to you.”

You stare down at her for a second or two before you speak. She’s in her heels, sure, but you’ve still got a couple of inches on her. “I’m just stating facts,” you say, trying to match the heat rising in her voice with iciness in yours. “You’re a communications professional. This was a science question.”

Her eyes go wide and her posture gets hot and defensive. “It’s a shitty thing to always keep bringing that up, you know that? You never let people forget what you know. Never let me forget it, for sure. Keep in mind, the whole reason I got this job is because of my qualifications, because I know things, too; so you can drop the attitude.”

“Attitude?”

“Soleil. That tone you’re using when you talk to these kids? It’s different. I know it. You know it. So I’ll ask one more time—where is all this coming from?”

You drop your voice lower, almost to a whisper. And God help you, you want to look away from her, but you don’t. You keep your neck and your head and your gaze frozen on her face. “I’d love to see you take a guess.”

She recoils like you’ve tossed a snowball at her instead of a chilly tone. A few beats, a flicker of confusion across her face, and then “J-jealousy,” she stutters. “You want my guess, that’s what it is. That’s the only thing that makes sense. I know you’re mad they picked me. I know you’re mad he picked me. You’ve always been mad at that. I just want to know why today—”

You cut her off with another laugh, one you don’t try to tone down this time. “That’s not even it,” you say, incredulous that she still can’t see it. “I mean, I’m not surprised that’s where your mind went, but no, I’m not mad at everything that’s been given to you, gyul. Not at all.” You lean in closer to her. Let the temperature in your voice reach Antarctic depths. “But if I’m being honest, it’s absolutely infuriating how damn careless you are with all of it.”

Right before the bathroom break, you’d compared stationary fronts to a gridlock on the football field. Plenty of Panthers fans in this class; they’d understood right away—that image of two opposing forces, hot and cold, lined up against each other. Both feeling every ounce of their strength, both refusing to budge; both dedicated to not giving the other an inch of leeway. If any of the kids had emerged from the bathroom right now, refreshed and ready for the last bit of your lesson, they’d have seen it in action right now looking at you and Lorraine. They’d have seen the incredible power of an impasse.

You’d looked at your phone like this, too. Tuesday night. Right there, in the middle of the store. The little guy behind the counter who’d helped you through every step of the upgrade process warned you over and over he couldn’t promise he could get everything transferred over. Photos and videos, sure. Voice messages several dozens of months old, maybe not. And so, while he’d discreetly given you space and pretended to look for overpriced accessories to fit your new phone, you’d steadied your fingers as best you could and decided it was time to finally listen to it—to the voice message Elliott had left on your phone five years before. The message he’d left you the night that he died.

You’d woken up that morning five years ago in the wake of everything that storm had destroyed. All the trees that had been downed, all the buildings that had overturned, and that one beautiful, bright light that had been blown out. You lived in that darkness for days. Leaned on Lorraine, who’d momentarily forgotten she’d decided she was the ex... who’d gotten her tear stained face in the forefront of every press conference and memorial service shot she could find. You didn’t discover The Message until later. It was tucked in right there in your inbox, voice message from “Elly” that had apparently rung in about an hour after you’d gotten off the phone; a minute and twenty-seven seconds long. You couldn’t bring yourself to listen to it. Not that night. Tomorrow, you’d told yourself.

Except “tomorrow” became the next tomorrow, and then it became a mantra that lasted five years. A secret that got you through your worst days. There was still something from Elliott you hadn’t heard, a conversation you hadn’t finished. There were a million things you imagined that minute and a half held. Things you imagined over years that saw the phones get faster, the cameras get bigger and the storage swell to vast and unfathomable limits. You loved Elliott Hendrickson more than you hated outdated tech. You carried him with you, cracked screen, failing charge port, and all.
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