

    
            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 Ten





			Nothing called up memories quicker than a scent, and aside from the ocean air mixed with seasonal foliage smells, chlorine in an indoor pool was probably one of the most evocative to Andy. Still an avid swimmer, she’d been in plenty of pools, but the Oceanside rec center came with a unique combination of smells that enveloped her as soon as she stepped into the building. It was poignancy at its finest, the reminder of her roots, the bestower of mostly fond memories, and a few shitty ones, too.

			“Hey, stranger!” a familiar voice called to her as she selected her old locker key from one of the many hooks mounted on the wall beside the service counter. Some things never changed, like the rows of locker keys, her dad’s landline, and the slap-slap of Danny LaPonte walking in flip-flops. He’d managed the rec center since before she’d taken her first swimming lesson and hadn’t changed a bit: sun-weathered, in his leathery skin, with pale lines radiating from the corners of his eyes. His long white hair, and outfit of vintage OP beach shorts worn with a homemade tie-dyed T-shirt, identified him as an OG surfer. Throw in a puka shell necklace when he had someone to impress and…Shaka, my dude.

			“Danny!” she said as she went in for a hug. “I thought you’d be retired by now.” She hadn’t been to the rec center since she’d left for college. Seeing him just dialed up the intensity of nostalgia she’d been wrapped in since her return.

			“Just call me a barnacle. They’re gonna hafta scrape me off to get me outta here.” He chuckled. “What brings you to O’Side, dude? You missin’ your old dad? I heard about the gnarly tumble he took. Bad news. Bad news. Sounds like he’ll be rockin’ and rollin’ soon enough, though. But, fuck, man. Havin’ to chill in a body cast is no bueno.”

			“He’s for sure not into the forced chilling. But it’s not a full body cast. Just his legs and one of his arms. He’s out of the neck brace and can temporarily take off the torso brace when he wants a break.”

			“Fuck, man,” he repeated, shaking his head slowly. “Sweet it’s not a body cast. I had to wear one once when I tried shooting the pier and hit one of the pilings full on. The cast was itchy, man, and I’d traded my TV for weed, like a week before, so I just listened to the radio most of the time and talked to my bros when they came around. Don’t ask me how I used the bathroom. I’ve blocked those memories.” He rubbed his eyes as if reminding himself not to go there.

			“I’m staying with him until he’s mobile. His friends drop by.” And by friends, she meant one friend. Robert, who was there now. He was the only person her dad wanted to see, aside from her. “He chased me out this morning and I decided to get a few laps in.”

			“Don’t let me cramp your style, dude. Go swim, little tadpole!” He flapped his arms toward the pool. Tadpole was what they’d called the kids in her swim lessons.

			Grinning at the happy memory, she headed for the locker room. The place might as well have been sealed for the past twelve years. Everything was the same, down to the green subway tile on the walls and white tiled floor. Even the gray lockers were the same, albeit sporting several more coats of the same gray paint. Only the old corkboard for notices and pool schedules had changed, replaced by one with locking plexiglass doors. Although Danny kept the place as clean as it could get, the decline over the last twelve years was evident. Her dad would say “You can’t polish a turd” about slapping a coat of paint on a building, but that’s not what it was. It was more like the spirit of the once thriving place hadn’t been fed. It made her a little sad, even as the lack of renovations allowed her to take a step back in time.

			She went directly to her old locker at the end of the first row, and just like that, she went back in time to right before she left for college. This nostalgia wasn’t about the décor, though. It was entirely about Lena, and not fifth grade Lena. It was the grown-up Lena and the kiss that had set a bar so high, no other woman had ever had a chance. Andy shocked herself about explicitly calling that out. She knew it was why she was broken, but sometime in her freshman year of college, she’d deliberately started closing off the thought when her mind started to go into the why of it. Because, if she did, the next part was about the loss of Lena, and that pain was more than she could handle. After an entire semester of grieving her, she’d forced herself to move on. She’d managed to regain most of herself over time, but the part that would have opened her enough to a relationship had been closed off. And part of her didn’t want to change it. This was her now. From the exhilaration of the kiss that had defined her life, to the way she held a part of herself back when she met someone new, this was who she’d become. And she wouldn’t let the ghost that had haunted her all these years disturb the peace she’d found.

			So why had she come back to the very place she’d lost the missing piece of her?
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        * * *

      

			The day was already off to a shitty start. Lena was hiding in her room, feeling like the grade school girl who’d rather go hungry than face her mother. She didn’t have to leave her room to know her mother was in another one of her moods, stomping all around the house before the sun had even thought to peek over the distant Sierras. She was probably cleaning something that didn’t need it. If her mother had been a storm cloud, Lena would have advised sheltering in place. And when she hadn’t been able to go back to sleep, she’d done just that, staying in her room, checking email only to find two more thanks-but-no-thanks in response to positions her agent had explored for her over the last two weeks. Positions in her field were slim to none for anyone who wanted a large market and decent salary, and the only open primetime slots were aggressively protected by non-primetime talent waiting for their own shot. She loved broadcast work. Love, love, loved it. She had a plan B in teaching or research. She’d just rather it be in the field she loved.

			“Selena!”

			When she’d been a kid, her mother would have scolded her for shouting in the house. But the rules were different for Helena Holmes, whose barbed personality had sharpened over time. She put her laptop down to find her mother in the kitchen making yet another fucking grocery list.

			“What’s up?” she asked, stifling a sigh as she entered the room.

			Her mother jumped as if she hadn’t heard Lena approach.

			“You creep around the house like a spirit, Selena. Make some noise when you enter a room or something.”

			“I’ll get a bell to put around my neck.” Lena’s tone was teasing but her mother took her literally.

			“That’s ridiculous. Just clear your throat or something.”

			Lena stifled another sigh. “You called?”

			“I need a few things from the grocery store.”

			She never asked. She assumed. And it was every damn day. She shopped there enough that the employees greeted her by name. Between that and essentially turning herself in after shoplifting the groceries when she fled the scene of her head-on collision with her past, she was a freaking celebrity at the store. Her ethics wouldn’t allow her to just forget the heist. She’d been compelled to call the store to confess, insisting on paying for the ill-gotten goods, and while the store manager had been surprised at her honesty and told her not to worry about it, she’d insisted. So, although she resented the hell out of her mother for sending her there every day, the sense of belonging when the chorus of hellos greeted her was a daily pick-me-up and an excuse to get out of the house. Fucking pathetic.

			She gathered her keys and reusable bags. The loneliness of shopping alone was better than listening to her mother stomp around all day. To shake things up, Lena tried an alternate route while she failed to ignore her anticipation of possibly seeing Andy there again. She’d tried to tell herself it was really dread, but the disappointment each time she didn’t see Andy couldn’t be explained away. The question was, what would she do if she did see her? That was a question without an answer. After stealing frozen spinach and cheese, she was capable of anything.

			Her inability to not think about Andy as demonstrated by her internal ramble, was probably why the alternate route took her by the rec center. It had been a second home to her at one time, and somewhere she and Andy had spent a lot of time together as friends and enemies. It looked the same after all this time. Some of the landscaping was more mature, but the one-story brick building with glass brick inlays was as she remembered it, from the spindly palm trees thrusting their fronds into the sky, to the pristine flower beds. The small lot where she used to park her car for swim practice had been repaved, and she wondered if the picnic table was the same one she and Andy had carved their names into. A monsoon of memories hit her hard at that memory, and she found herself pulling to the curb. She didn’t stop with the intent of going in. She just wanted to look at it.

			Who was she kidding? She knew why she was here. It was a goddam mystery why she hadn’t visited it before. Some of the best and worst things she’d ever experienced were here. She didn’t have to go in to remember them. The memories were tattooed on her heart and soul.

			She was at the glass doors without considering if it was a good idea. Cool air instantly made her skin prickle with goose bumps. She scanned the lobby. An image of Danny’s tan face, long hair, and unnaturally white teeth took her back in time as she listened for the rhythmic slap of his flip-flops on the carpeted floor.

			The silence was odd. She remembered it teeming with activity. But midmorning on a weekday when school hadn’t closed for the summer was probably a slow time. The clanging of metal weights indicated at least one person was here. She noticed they’d replaced the wall behind the front desk with floor to ceiling glass. The upgrade had been a good call. It opened the space. That’s not what she’d come to see, though.

			The faint smell of the indoor pool crept into the lobby. She wished she could bottle it up to take home with her. Despite the beautiful pool at their house, it was saltwater and not the same. She’d spent countless hours in the rec center pool. At one time, she couldn’t get the scent of chlorine out of her hair. The STEM school she’d attended focused on intellectual pursuits, so they’d partnered with the rec center to give students access to physical activities. She’d leaned toward aquatic sports because Andy had, and after they weren’t friends, she stuck with swimming because Andy had. Swim team had been her best sport. She hadn’t been great, but Andy had.

			She waited at the counter for a few minutes to see if someone would show up. When no one did, she decided to check things out.

			The layout looked the same. Two wide entrance ways opened to a tiled wall, blocking visibility into the locker rooms from the lobby. An identical wall and set of entrance ways directly opposite opened into the pool area. A flood of emotion carried her toward the locker room. How often had she walked through this entrance? Ignoring the silence and occasional clatter of metal, she could almost hear the voices and slam of locker doors echoing through the high-ceilinged room. Nostalgia wasn’t why she’d come here. Twelve years of feeling as if she’d left a piece of herself behind in Oceanside had. Being here clicked something into place, like the missing piece had been inside her all along.

			She was reminded of the fateful moment when she’d arrived at the border between her childhood and her future when she noticed the locker at the end was partially open. A swim cap and a pair of goggles lay on the bench before it. When the water in the showers turned off, she realized time had progressed without her. She almost laughed. She probably would have if being here didn’t remind her of things she’d tried to suppress for years. Things that still haunted her. The most agonizing had been the last time she’d been here, on this step, just before she’d sealed her fate by kissing Andy for a second time. She hadn’t been able to forget how the first one had revealed the potential of who they could be, and the second had forged something between them that wouldn’t break. A fate she’d been tortured by ever since. 

			But what was all this about fate? She didn’t believe in it. There wasn’t a powerful entity who determined every action they took to get them to a predetermined goal. What was the point in that? The thought broke the spell.

			She sighed. Getting lost in the past was a surefire way to waste the future. She snorted. She should get a T-shirt made. She headed to the restroom adjacent to the locker room. The restrooms at the store weren’t her favorite place to visit.

			The trip down memory lane hadn’t destroyed her. Maybe it had actually been good for her, she thought as she washed her hands. She was a different person. She’d seen Andy a couple of times, and she’d survived. The person she’d been stuck on for years was only human. She would find a way to revive her heart and move on. Andy was just an unfairly beautiful human, whose every movement still entranced her. Of course, she would have feelings. She wasn’t that emotionally stunted.

			Sometimes debilitating shame overcame her, when she remembered it had been twelve years since she’d seen Andy. She should be over it. Over her. But feelings lived on a timeline all their own, didn’t they? No matter how hard she tried to lock them away. It was only natural that reminders about the single most pivotal point in her past would dredge up all these memories and emotions. It didn’t mean anything. Sure, she’d ghosted more than one therapist who’d insisted she was allowing her past to define her future. She could see the validity in that statement. But it wasn’t anything she didn’t already know. She’d been shitty to Andy when they’d been kids, and she didn’t deserve absolution just because she’d been a kid. Even back then she’d known it was wrong. If she hadn’t done things her mother’s way, with harsh words and being mean, things would have probably been different.

			But she couldn’t change the past. She accepted her actions had caused this pain that hadn’t grown easier, even after twenty years of a broken childhood friendship. What she couldn’t accept was how she’d caused Andy so much pain.

			It was their connection. She was sure of it. They’d always had a deeper than usual bond. It had kept them linked, even when it had been stretched so thin, it should have broken. But it never had. It might have been easier for both of them if it had. She’d expected time and distance after they’d gone off to college to make the bond fade away. Time and distance destroy relationships, right? But it hadn’t. And now she knew she’d live with the guilt of hurting Andy for a long, long time. It wasn’t just about grieving the loss of a childhood friendship, or a stupid crush she’d tried to bury. They’d both grown up. They’d both built lives away from their hometown. Her own wasn’t as fulfilling as she’d dreamed, but she liked the person she’d become. Mostly. But even with lives neither of them knew about, when Lena was quiet, she could still feel the connection. Knowing Andy was in town explained why it felt stronger. All of this had flashed through her mind in the time it had taken to wash her hands.

			She shook her arms and blew out a breath like she’d done before a heat at a swim meet when she was a kid. She felt better. It was good she’d come here. She felt a little more grounded now after visiting the scene of her last interaction with Andy. She hadn’t crumbled. Progress. One last look in the mirror and she blew out another breath. Time to move on.

			“Holy fuck.” It flew out of her mouth before she could stop it. Andy whipped her head toward her. She wanted to look away, but she couldn’t. Andy Phillips stood near the open locker she’d always used on the end of the row, wearing nothing but a T-shirt and panties. Lena reeled at the flashback to all those years ago. Thankfully, the T-shirt was pulled all the way down this time, not showing off her flat stomach, or the soft curves of her breasts. Just thinking about it short-circuited Lena’s everything.

			Andy smiled uncertainly. Even if her eyes were guarded, it was an improvement from the incredulous look in the grocery store.

			“Um, hi?” Andy said after a few awkward seconds of way too silent silence. A pause where Lena noticed how long Andy’s hair was, the wet strands hanging over her shoulders, leaving damp spots on her T-shirt. Andy’s skin was still pink from the shower. She looked fresh and a lot like she’d looked in high school. She’d barely aged. “You okay?” Andy tipped her head.

			“Right. Yeah. Hi.” Lena felt herself blush. Not knowing what to do with her hands, she pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and shoved them into her pockets. “I just had to pee.” Pee? What was wrong with her?

			Andy pulled on a pair of shorts she’d been holding. More glitching out happened for Lena. Andy looked sexier putting on clothing than most women looked taking it off. And Lena was staring. She swiveled her head up, to the side, focused anywhere other than Andy. Laughter brought her gaze back. Despite her inability to human properly, the sound did things to her. It had back then, too. Stop it.

			“Back to the scene of the crime, huh?” Andy sounded collected. Lena felt anything but.

			“Huh?” Andy didn’t ease in, did she?

			“You know. The last time we were here.”

			How did someone look so hot in just a T-shirt and shorts?

			“I—I’m not. I mean.” Lena couldn’t think.

			“I know. Weird, right?”

			“There was no one at the desk so I, um.” Words. Where were her words? Because Lena may be the on-air professional, but Andy had always been the poised one.

			Andy tipped her head again. “I get it. Being in here. And it’s us, so.” Andy’s brow furrowed. “Do you want to grab coffee? Or tea? Or something?” Okay, so maybe Andy wasn’t completely poised. Still, she completed her sentences. But was she really asking her to get coffee?

			“Sure,” she heard herself say.

			“I know a place.” Andy collected her gear, putting it into a bag she pulled out of the locker, and slung it over her shoulder. Andy’s graceful, confident movements had always captivated her. And she was staring again.

			“Sounds great.” Lena’s voice was pitched higher than usual. Her stomach was full of butterflies? Bats? Pterodactyls? Andy was now less than two feet away. Again, with the questioning look.

			“Are you okay?”

			Lena realized her hand was on her stomach. She dropped it. “Nervous, I guess.” Nerves usually made her honest.

			Andy nodded slowly. “Me too.”

			Outside the building, the sunshine felt good on her skin after the efficient air-conditioning. “I’m over there.” She pointed to her car, the only one parked near the rec center.

			“My car’s at my dad’s house. Wanna meet in twenty at Seaside?”

			“I can drive,” Lena said. But could she? Could she avoid hitting other cars in this weird awkward trance? That would be mortifying.

			Andy seemed uncertain for a moment before she headed toward Lena’s car. “Nice. Can we put the top down?”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Andy had almost no recollection of how she ended up in Lena’s car. How had her legs even worked? Riding in a car with Lena Holmes was not on her schedule for the day. Or even her life. Yet they were going to coffee. No big deal, right? She had a faint recollection of suggesting it, with her own voice, but it couldn’t have been her. Also, Lena watching her dress? How had she managed not to get tangled in her shorts and fall on her face? The only explanation was that she’d died from the shock of seeing her, and she was a ghost riding in this car with the top down, sitting like she sat here every day. Far more plausible than seeing Lena while half-dressed, remaining calm, and coherently suggesting coffee to her very attractive ex-best friend and mortal enemy who’d teleported from the past. A mortal enemy she’d kissed and, twelve years later, it was still the best kiss she’d ever experienced.

			Lena looked over. Was she thinking the same things? Could Lena tell she was freaking the fuck out? After a rough start, Lena now looked relaxed. Not to mention gorgeous with the wind blowing through beautiful hair the sun seemed to live in. Andy was relieved they couldn’t talk much over the noise of the wind. Instead, she concentrated on not making a fool of herself while she watched tourists trying to swim in the crashing surf. Andy held her hand in the current of air rushing by, wondering what she’d do when they got there, and she had to be coherent.

			Lena pulled into the dirt parking lot behind the coffee shop and hopped out of her car like she had a pair of perfectly functioning legs. Not to be outdone, Andy made her legs move, too, and somehow managed to make it to the shop without embarrassing herself. At the door, as if they’d choreographed it, they both turned to admire the beach. The breeze and view helped settle her, and she knew she’d forever link the aroma of brewing coffee and the sounds of seagulls to this moment. She couldn’t believe Lena Holmes stood less than a foot away from her. She didn’t know how to feel.

			“This place is great.” Lena put a hand on Andy’s arm “Are you okay?”

			“Just a little thrown,” she said, opting for the truth.

			A barefoot guy in swim trunks, squeezed around them, turning back after seeing the sign that read, “No shirt. No shoes. No service,” and headed to the service window a few feet away where a sign read, “No shirt. No shoes. No problem.” So very San Diego Andy thought, amused each time she saw the sign. This time the hand on her arm eclipsed her amusement.

			Lena seemed to realize she was touching her and quickly pulled her hand away. She let out a long breath. “Glad it’s not just me.”

			Andy led them to the counter, where they stood behind a sunburned family of four. Andy looked at Lena and they both shook their heads. Only a week or so back home, and she was judging tourists like a local. So pretentious. She didn’t want to delight in their shared reaction, but she did.

			“I’m not sure what to get.” Lena studied the chalk menu behind the counter.

			“What do you like?”

			“I’m normally a basic drip girl.”

			Lena was hardly basic, and definitely no girl, Andy thought. She’d grown into a full-fledged woman. Who’d totally checked her out at the rec center but seemed to have trouble meeting her eyes since. Still, a steady buzz played in her stomach.

			“Andy?”

			“Sorry?” She never knew she would like the sound of her name on Lena’s lips again. It had been a very different story until about fifteen minutes ago.

			“What do you recommend? Iced or drip? Or something in between?”

			Coffee was Andy’s language, so she leaned into it. “It’s all good. I usually go for the Ecuadorean. It’s rich, but not too rich, with hints of something flowery.” Andy stopped before diving in too far. Not everyone appreciated coffee as much as she did.

			Lena shook her head. “A coffee snob? Who knew?” She sounded amused. Andy took it as a compliment. “Ecuadorean it is.”

			Coffee in hand, they went out to the deck where Andy found an open table. The background sounds of the beach helped her relax.

			“A girl could be tempted to move here for this coffee alone. And the view? Perfect.” Lena sipped her drink and Andy struggled not to stare.

			“Where do you live now?” Too personal? She had no idea what Lena would consider too personal. She half expected her to break into a sneer and berate her for interrogating her.

			“Phoenix. Going on three years.”

			“What do you do there?”

			“I was the chief meteorologist and weather anchor for a news station. It’s the biggest station in Arizona for broadcast, and the digital channel has a solid reach from the gulf, all of Arizona and Nevada, most of the panhandle, and New Mexico.” She paused. “Not that you asked for market information.”

			“It’s impressive, though. Isn’t digital streamed globally?”

			Lena nodded. “We have subscribers all over. But our main density is in those regions. Local news and weather are like that.”

			“Meteorologist, huh?”

			Lena nodded. “It was always my thing.”

			“I sort of expected you to go into something environmental.”

			“Meteorology is part of the environment,” Lena said over the top of her cup. Her eyes had a twinkle in them Andy had never seen, and she wondered if Lena was teasing her.

			“I think you know I meant climate change.”

			“I figured,” Lena said. Andy couldn’t look away from the twinkle. She remembered how Lena’s blue-green eyes changed color depending on her surroundings. Right now, they were the color of a wave falling into a barrel with the sun shining through it. The twinkle just enhanced it. Lena looked down at her cup. “I changed my focus in college. I like pattern analysis. I do a lot of it to forecast weather by studying past events, present conditions, and other data. Not all of us are forecasters. Just like any science discipline, we pick our niche. I’m sure you have your own in marine science.”

			Andy didn’t miss that Lena knew she’d gone into marine biology. It wasn’t a leap, considering her interest in it as a kid. “Initially, it was deep ocean research. It’s fascinating, but reefs are more accessible.” Like coffee, she could go on and on about her research, but she was measuring everything she said and did. She couldn’t believe they were here together. It felt surreal. “I really got into the ecosystems of reefs back in high school.”

			“I remember. You took first at the science fair with a project about them.”

			Lena looked at her, not quite from the corners of her eyes, but close. Andy immediately knew why. What an idiot. She bought time with a sip of coffee.

			The goddamned science fair where Lena’s project should have won. Andy cringed. Lena’s project had been exponentially better, and after the challenge to the judge’s ruling, she’d been given co-first place after the fact. Not nearly good enough. The damage had been done. She still remembered Lena’s expression. 

			Andy slouched, wanting to crawl under the table. “I didn’t deserve it.”

			Lena waved a hand. “Why does it matter? I was too immature to thank you back then. So, thank you.”

			“For what?” But Andy thought she knew.

			Lena tilted her head to the side again. “For sticking up for me.”

			Andy sat up. “How did you know?”

			Lena smiled and the twinkle was back. Her smile did things to Andy, but that twinkle did even more. “I saw you talking to the judges. But the boss judge told me when they gave me co-first.” She leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “That makes me respect you even more.”

			“Even more than what?” Andy wanted to kick herself for asking. She was like a little kid asking for validation. In a sense, she was.

			“Lots of things,” Lena said dismissively. Andy wanted details, but if Lena didn’t want to elaborate, she wasn’t going to beg for it. Especially after getting closure on an event that had haunted her for years.

			“What kind of judge does that? He made an error. Your project was brilliant.”

			“What kind of person stands up for someone they hate?” Lena’s smile was gone, her gaze intense. “It was…” Lena puffed out a breath, very obviously fighting emotion. “It was unexpected.”

			“It was the right thing to do.” Regardless of what they’d become by then, at one time they’d been best friends. And best friends stuck up for each other. “So, what about now? What made you leave Insight Phoenix?”

			Lena looked surprised. “What makes you think I left?”

			“You said ‘was the meteorologist’ a few minutes ago.”

			“Nothing gets past you, does it? I needed a change.”

			“What kind of change?”

			Lena shrugged, but it looked forced. “You could say the derecho was bearing down on me.”

			“Gusty wind?” It made sense she’d use a weather metaphor. It sounded ominous.

			“It’s more than gusty.”

			Andy nodded. “And that means move on?”

			“Preferably before there’s any damage.”

			“Are you still talking about your former job?”

			“I am. But it’s not always about work.”

			“I’m intrigued.” Andy leaned forward.

			Lena rested her chin on the back of her overlapped hands. “You’re the intriguing one. I always knew you were more complex than you let on.”

			Holy abrupt subject change. Totally understandable, but what the actual hell? Everything about sitting here with Lena was unreal.

			“Same,” she said. “The intriguing part. I always knew you were complex.” An almost imperceptible flash of something crossed Lena’s face but was gone before Andy could identify it.

			“Obviously,” Lena said.

			“Obviously?” Had she missed something?

			“Obviously, I’m intriguing.” First the twinkle and now…wait! Was she flirting? Andy instantly disintegrated and reassembled right then and there. At least she felt like it. “I have so many questions.” She barely heard, because, WTF?

			“Like what?” Andy asked. The calm voice that came from her mouth couldn’t be hers.

			Lena shifted in her seat. “I don’t know…I might not like the answers.”

			Andy laughed until she figured out Lena was serious, which reset her system. She’d have to deal with the whiplash later, but she sensed Lena was showing her insecurity. Her lack of poise at the rec center had been disarming, but this was peak fragility. “I’m not a scary person. I’m not out to hurt you. I never was.”

			“Would it surprise you if I already knew those things?” Lena asked. Andy didn’t have a response. “You’re surprised. I can tell.”

			“I am.” Andy smiled uncertainly. The moment had shifted so quickly.

			Lena continued to smile but Andy could already tell the difference between her news anchor version and a genuine one. This was the former. She was pretty sure there were a lot of other versions in there. “Okay, here’s a question. Ready?”

			“Lay it on me,” Andy said. Lena was almost too still. The pulse racing under her jaw was the tell that Lena was trying hard to appear as if she was relaxed. Maybe it could fool some people, but it didn’t fool her. Or maybe she was deluding herself into thinking she had that kind of insight into Lena.

			“Do you think we could wipe the slate clean?” Lena swallowed hard. She was most definitely nervous. Andy wondered how hard it had been for her to bring it up. She wasn’t sure she could have.

			Andy considered the question. “How long have you wanted to ask that?”

			Lena looked at her hands. “Honestly?”

			Her question was a throwaway idiom, buying time. Lena seemed to be weighing the possible answers, indicating she saw this as a crossroads point in their conversation. Andy’s world was tilting, knowing Lena was so invested.

			“Only if you feel safe,” Andy said.

			Lena’s gaze met hers and Andy wasn’t prepared to see the disbelief followed by gratitude in her eyes. She didn’t think it was about this singular question.

			“Since about fifth grade.”

			Andy leaned back heavily into her chair. She hadn’t expected it. “That wasn’t…” Andy didn’t know how to say what she wanted to. “But you hated me. Like really, really hated me.”

			“I hated me. It was never you.” Lena shook her head. “I mean, I came to believe I hated you after a while. But even that was really a projection. I lost track of what was real and what was anything else. I just want us…” Her eyes seemed to search the air for the right words. Her shoulders dropped. “I just want us.”

			Andy was so off-center, she didn’t know how she felt about any of this. “I don’t know.” She hated to see Lena sag even more at her answer, but she owed her the truth. “I mean, how can we just forget it all? We were awful to each other.”

			Lena stared at her coffee cup. “You mean, I was awful to you.”

			“It went both ways,” Andy said.

			“I don’t remember it that way.”

			“Trust me. It did.” Andy watched Lena absorbing their conversation. She had no idea how it would be received, but she rested her hand on Lena’s forearm. She almost withdrew it when Lena’s glance immediately shifted to it. “I don’t think we can wipe anything away, but maybe we can see how it goes.”

			It was like she was watching a rock wall start to crumble beneath Lena’s skin. Her tight muscles relaxed but not all at once, as if they were so used to being on alert, they didn’t know how. Lena stood up. “I’ll be right back. Ladies room.”
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        * * *

      

			Sunlight glinted from the saltwater pool in Lena’s parents’ backyard as if someone had tossed diamonds into it. She squinted at the refractions, watching the light stretch longer, then shorter, and longer again. It was a trick with light she’d used since before she could remember. Whether it was reflections from water, a streetlight, or a studio light, it had always helped her think. Mostly about difficult things. She used it for that now, but mostly to keep from crying. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried, and she didn’t know why she was on the verge now. She’d been on the verge since seeing Andy. Especially when Andy said they could see how it goes. Never in a million years would she have expected it. Let alone ask it in the first place.

			She’d always been the queen of confusing thoughts, though. She blew out a breath, closed her eyes, and dropped her head back to the soft cushion of the lounger. The book she couldn’t concentrate on slid off her lap. Grateful that her mother would be gone until later in the evening while she accompanied her own mother to Tuesday after-dinner game night, Lena and Lourdes had eaten a light dinner earlier, and were relaxing by the gas firepit, Lena with a nice glass of wine and Lourdes with her voodoo doll chew toy her mother did not approve of. Lena’s mind kept drifting to Andy. She didn’t have to examine the events of the day to pinpoint what troubled her. She knew.

			Today with Andy had been wholly unexpected, but not really. If she was honest with herself, and she usually wasn’t, having run into her at the grocery store should have told her it was a foregone conclusion she’d see her again. What wasn’t a foregone conclusion was Andy asking her to go to coffee. Also seeing her half-dressed, but that was a completely different thing for her to process.

			Them running into each other should have been as expected as the sun coming up. It was going to happen no matter how hard she wished it wouldn’t. Given any length of time in geographical proximity, their crossing of paths, would occur as surely as the waxing and waning of the moon. The longer they were in the same vicinity, the more likely it would be. But Lena hadn’t expected Andy to be in Oceanside, and she certainly didn’t think she could endure her mother long enough for it to happen if she knew Andy was. But that’s not how it worked for them. Until they’d left for college, they’d seen each other far more than their proximity warranted. Sure, they’d gone to the same school, they’d frequented the same rec center, and they’d had a few of the same friends. But outside of those instances of forced proximity, they seemed to find the other no matter where they went. They were like highly reactive elements seeking each other out to gain stability. Alone, they begin to lose themselves. 

			It had been evident years ago when their paths would cross in uncommon situations. For instance, Lena rarely went to the beach. She didn’t surf, and the tourists crowded everything. But almost every time she did, she’d see Andy, no matter what beach she went to. And of course, Andy would be shredding waves like a pro just like any sport she tried. One summer, to avoid time with her mother, as a last-minute decision, she’d volunteered for Habitat for Humanity. Guess who’d also volunteered. Naturally, they’d been assigned to the same project. Lena, not allowed to have a dog, signed up to walk dogs after school at the nearby dog rescue. Two days into it, Andy showed up for the same thing. There’d been so many coincidental meetings, Lena stopped being surprised by them. Of course, Andy had accused her more than once of stalking, but by the time they’d been assigned to the graduation speech, they’d stopped questioning why.

			Lena hated that it made sense to her without scientific proof, but there was something between the two of them that sought each other out. It wasn’t a conscious thing, and Lena didn’t believe in supernatural beings purported to manipulate events. Not like Crystal, who’d suggested it after she witnessed it happen. Lena suspected it was a sort of energy thing. Probably the same thing that let her know when Andy was near without having to see her. She just knew. It had been strong by the time they finished high school, and it seemed even stronger now.

			No one could convince her otherwise. This thing between them was real, even if she didn’t know how it worked.

			Today at the rec center was a perfect example. But rather than fight it, they’d gone to coffee, and she’d felt their energy stronger than ever before. It had felt like a dance, smooth and in sync. Something seemed to be at play just below the surface. Something exciting and scary that reminded her of how she’d felt just before each time they’d kissed. As always, a familiar shiver of desire stepped down her spine at the simple thought. The longing the mere thought stirred up inside her was different than anything or anyone she’d ever experienced. Nothing had even come close. She’d give every sexual encounter she’d had for just one more kiss with Andy.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			After a restless night of sleep filled with montages featuring Andy, Lena shuffled into the kitchen, desperate for coffee. Unexpectedly, her dad stood next to the coffee maker, hands braced on the counter. There was an identical mug on the counter, already filled, the sugar dispenser next to it. He didn’t do sugar in his coffee, and her mother only used sugar-free sweetener, so she guessed it was for Joanie.

			“Hey, Dad.” She felt like she was intruding. She’d never been in the kitchen alone with him. He usually spent his time in the yard or dining room. Like a guest.

			He seemed startled and turned around. “Hey ya, kiddo. I hoped you’d be up.” He took a step toward her. She thought he might hug her and tensed, but he stepped back. “Can I make you a cup of coffee?”

			She wanted to ask why he was here, but it was his house. And where was her mother? She usually didn’t leave for another hour. Lena hadn’t heard her come home last night, either. Maybe she should be worried, but that’s not how they worked. Her mother had never asked about her whereabouts, so she wouldn’t pry into hers.

			“Sure,” she said about the coffee.

			He smiled like she’d just given him a present, which made it weird. It shouldn’t be so hard to be around him.

			His glance skipped to the front door. “Your mother’s taking Grandma to a procedure today,” he said as if reading her mind. That’s probably why he was here. Maybe an opportunity for him to visit his own house. The old “Fuck You, I Do What I Want” boogie. Big sigh. While his over-architected and swank office was the probable answer, she wondered again where he usually slept. Given her mother’s obsession about what other people thought, she doubted he had his own place. For the first time, she wondered if he had a girlfriend. Her parents had obviously not lived a married life in some time, if ever. And now it was time for the old “Stuff it Back in the Shit I Don’t Want to Think About Lockbox” tango. Seriously.

			“How’s Grandma doing?” Guilt about not visiting her grandma at Sunrise Memory Care swam to the front of her self-flagellation cortex. She’d often visited Sierra Vista where she’d lived before, but the only person allowed to visit anymore was her mother. She wondered if she should just go and sit in a room with her. Not even talk. Her grandma had, at one time, been the only family member who’d seemed the least bit invested in her. There’d been no snuggles or silly moments, but there had been a chocolate shake or two.

			“You mother didn’t say what kind of procedure. She has a lot of them. I used to think she’d outlive us all.” His eyes grew faraway. “Where’s
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