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      It was a dangerous situation to be in, and storm chaser Austin Jones knew it. The radar showed a rotating cell, confirmed by the sound of a tornado siren blaring, and Austin was in the thick of it. Hail and debris pelted the windshield of his Dodge Ram as he pulled into a gas station, brakes screeching on the wet pavement. He glanced out the window and saw a slender twister emerge from behind the trees. He wasn’t chasing the storm anymore—it was chasing him.

      Okay, so maybe he’d gotten a little too close for comfort, but Austin was a self-proclaimed adrenaline junkie. He lived for this kind of stuff. It made life exciting. Dangerous, sure, but definitely not boring.

      Austin grabbed his vlogging camera, still recording, and captured on video what he was seeing. “Look at that! Shit, that’s too close! I gotta bail!”

      The door flew back as he opened it, the wind nearly knocking him down. He steadied himself and ran for the shelter of the convenience store. The awnings over the gas pumps swayed, and Austin knew the storm was right on top of him. It wasn’t the best building to ride out a tornado, but it was better than nothing.

      At the entrance, a man in a flannel shirt held the glass door open. “Get in here!” he hollered.

      Austin quickened his pace, flinching as something sharp grazed his forehead. He was grateful that whatever it was didn’t hit him in the eyes, and it was a reminder that he needed to get his ass under a roof—now. He rushed inside, feeling relief from the winds. It took both men to pull the door closed.

      “Everyone in the bathroom!” yelled a red-haired woman.

      Austin heard the shuffling of feet as people moved to the back of the store, but he remained at the window filming. Outside, trees shook, and debris blew across the parking lot. An instant later, his Dodge Ram rolled across the street, the very vehicle he’d been in just moments before.

      Someone yanked his shirt, pulling him off balance. “Get away from the window! Are you crazy? Come on!”

      Austin followed the man, keeping his camera aimed at the window. “That’s my truck out there!”

      “Hurry!” the man said, urging Austin to come inside.

      Reluctantly, he huddled with the strangers in the small single bathroom. The flannel shirt guy crouching next to him jabbed his elbow into Austin’s side, and it smelled like shit in here. He knew he needed to be in here for his own safety, but hated that he was missing the action outside. On the other side of the door, they heard glass shattering. The window must be gone. Would the building be next? Moments later, the small room went dark.

      They sat in complete blackness, feeling the vibrations of the shaking building and listening to the wind howling outside. It really did sound like a freight train. A woman prayed aloud, and the fear in her voice made Austin wonder if he should be more terrified right now. He’d been injured in an ATV accident as a teenager. Years later, he almost died on the rodeo circuit during an encounter with an angry bull. Would a tornado be the thing that finally took him down?

      A loud crash just outside the door made a few people scream, and somewhere behind him, a child cried.

      His camera was still rolling, and Austin spoke into the microphone. “If I don’t make it, it’s been a hell of a ride, and I love you all.” He placed the camera down on the hard floor, then covered his head with his hands.

      Another long minute passed, and at last, the wind stopped. The tornado was over, and they were still alive.

      “Thank you, God!” the praying woman said.

      “That was too damn close,” said a man’s voice.

      They emerged from the cramped bathroom to observe the wreckage. A portion of the store’s roof was gone, revealing the gray sky above. Debris and glass lay scattered on the floor, and merchandise from the shelves littered the entrance. A sign advertising Coke products hung on the wall by one corner. Through the broken window, the station’s awning had been blown down.

      Austin aimed his camera to record the mess. “I just rode out a tornado inside a gas station. There’s some damage, but I’m alive. Unfortunately, my truck is gone. I’m in Alabama, so yeah, how the hell am I going to get back home to Texas?” He laughed, though it was just for the camera. Austin didn’t really find the situation funny.

      The man who helped him close the door pointed to Austin’s head. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I am?” Austin touched the spot on his forehead where the debris had hit him. He pulled his hand away, covered with blood. “Oh, I didn’t know it was that bad. Something grazed me on the way inside.” The adrenaline had been so high that Austin hadn’t felt the pain. Now that it was going down, the cut stung.

      “There’s a first aid kit here,” said the red-haired woman. Austin figured she worked here because she dug a red case out from behind the counter. While Austin sat on the floor, the woman tended to his wound with some gauze pads. “This cut looks deep. I think you’ll need to get stitches. Best to stop the bleeding and get you to a hospital. Hold the gauze over it.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” Austin said, but when he glanced at the cut with his camera screen, Austin had his doubts.

      “Keep the gauze on,” the woman said. “There’s a hospital twenty minutes away.”

      “I have no way to get there. Pretty sure my truck is upside down in a ditch.”

      At least he had his wallet and phone, though it was likely dead. And thankfully, he had his camera. He’d be devastated if he’d lost that. This video was going to be epic.

      The man in the flannel shirt pulled out his phone. “I’ll call 911.”

      Austin looked at his reflection in his camera’s flip screen and realized it was still recording. In the faint light coming from outside, he noticed how pale he looked. “I feel drained now. I guess I’m coming down from that adrenaline high. And my forehead really stings right now. I’ll update you later.”

      He turned the recording off.
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        * * *

      

      Austin sat behind a curtain in the emergency room. His forehead had stopped bleeding, but still hurt. He wondered what had hit him. Perhaps his video footage would provide some clues. He was eager to review it, though his camera battery didn’t have much juice left, and his charger had been in his truck.

      The curtain yanked back, and Austin caught a glimpse of navy blue scrubs.

      “Hi, I’m Dr. James. I understand you have a nasty gash on your⁠—”

      Austin stared at her, recognizing the doctor right away. She had the same auburn hair, same long lashes. And those big brown eyes. She was older now, but Austin would know that beautiful face anywhere. “Lizzie James. Tell me I’m not hallucinating.”

      “Austin? Oh my god.” She inched closer and gently wrapped her arms around him. Lizzie had always been a hugger. He placed his arm around her back and closed his eyes. For a moment, it was like old times, feeling Lizzie James against him.

      When she pulled away, she had the biggest smile on her face. She had the same pouty lips, and Austin remembered they always tasted like strawberry lip balm when he kissed her.

      “Austin! What are you doing here?”

      Austin pointed to his forehead. “As you were saying, I have a nasty gash on my head. I guess I need stitches.”

      “I can see that.” She went to the sink and turned on the tap. “But I mean, what are you doing here? In Birmingham?”

      He didn’t want to tell her the real reason, but he wasn’t going to lie to her. “I was uh… storm chasing.”

      Lizzie turned to look at him, and Austin could see the color drain from her face. He knew tornadoes were a sore subject for her. Nearly fourteen years ago, he’d pulled Lizzie out from the rubble of her destroyed house. She’d been the sole survivor.

      Lizzie finished washing her hands and put on a pair of blue latex gloves. “I wish you would stop doing that. It’s so dangerous. Is that how you got injured?”

      Austin nodded. “Yeah. I got a little too close and had to take shelter in a gas station convenience store. Something grazed me on the way in.”

      Lizzie unwrapped the gauze from Austin’s wound and flinched. “Ouch. Must have been something pretty sharp.”

      “Felt like a piece of metal.”

      “Are you up to date on your tetanus?”

      “Yeah, I got my booster shot last year.”

      Lizzie nodded and gathered some supplies. “You’re lucky that a cut on your forehead is your only injury. You need to be more careful. And why are you storm chasing in Alabama? Texas has plenty of tornadoes.”

      “The weather wasn’t bad in Texas, and I had to record something for my YouTube channel.”

      Lizzie raised her eyebrows. “You have a YouTube channel?”

      “Yeah, and it’s getting to be pretty popular. The forecasters were calling for nasty weather in Alabama all week. Couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”

      “I’m going to clean out this wound, and then you’re definitely going to need stitches, plus an antibiotic. You don’t want this wound to get infected. You might have a small scar though.”

      “Wouldn’t be my first.”

      “I know,” she said, giving him a smile.

      She was quiet while she worked, and he kept his eyes on her. He thought of the time he picked up a piece of lumber and got a few splinters in his hands. Lizzie had patiently pulled out every one of them with tweezers. She’s always been the nurturing type.

      “Didn’t imagine I would see you today,” Austin said. “Olivia told me you were a doctor now, but I had no idea you worked at this hospital. I thought you wanted to be a veterinarian.”

      She looked away, and Austin thought he saw a shadow pass over her face. “Yeah, I did, but that didn’t work out.”

      Austin wanted to ask why, but from the expression on her face, he didn’t wish to bring up anything painful. “Well, I can see you as a doctor for humans too. You were always so smart when it came to math and science. You were the best tutor I ever had.”

      “I bet you’re glad that you know how to do quadratic equations now, aren’t you?”

      Austin laughed out loud. “Hate to tell you, but I’ve forgotten every bit of Ms. Codington’s algebra class.”

      Lizzie got a syringe from the table. “This is going to hurt for a moment, but it’ll numb the area.”

      “All I need to know is how to run a ranch, and I’ve been helping my dad with that my whole life.” Austin clenched his teeth as Lizzie inserted the needle.

      “Sorry. It’ll be numb in a few minutes. You won’t feel anything.”

      “I know. Not my first time getting stitches.”

      “We’ll wait for that to get good and numb, and then I’ll stitch you up.”

      “Good, then we have a few minutes to catch up. How’ve you been, Lizzie?”

      “I’ve been good.” She smiled when she said it, but Austin thought he saw a sad look in her eyes. “The hospital keeps me busy, especially here in the ER. How are you? Still getting into trouble?”

      “Of course,” Austin said with a laugh.

      “How are your parents?”

      “Dad has some heart problems, and he’s scheduled for a hip replacement soon, but otherwise, he’s good.”

      “Does everyone still call him Texas Pete?”

      “Yeah, they do.”

      “And your mother? How’s she?”

      Right. Lizzie didn’t know about his mother. If she was on social media, maybe she would have known Janice Jones had died. Instead, she’d cut him and everyone else out of her life. He wasn’t upset about it anymore though. Now that he’d lost his own mother, he understood the pain of losing a parent. Lizzie had been in a terrible headspace, losing both parents at the same time, and he understood now her need for distance.

      “Austin?”

      Austin cleared his throat. “My mom passed away. Got sick with cancer.”

      Lizzie turned pale. “Oh no, I’m so sorry to hear that. Was it recent?”

      “No, it was eight years ago. It was a terminal diagnosis, and she didn’t tell anyone until she was too sick to keep it a secret. I guess she didn’t want us to worry or feel sorry for her. And then she was gone.”

      “Losing a parent is always hard.”

      He knew she was thinking of losing hers. He hated he reminded her of that day.

      Lizzie shook her head and put on a smile. “What about your brother? What’s Dallas up to these days?”

      “He’s helping me run the ranch, but he’d rather be writing his love stories.”

      Lizzie paused for a moment, her hand halfway to the suture kit. “Dallas writes?”

      “Yeah, he thinks he’s going to be the next Nicholas Sparks or something.”

      Lizzie laughed. “He was always watching soap operas with your mom, so somehow, him writing love stories doesn’t surprise me. Well, does your forehead feel numb?”

      Austin tried to raise his eyebrow, but couldn’t feel a thing. “Yeah, it’s numb.”

      “Good. Let’s get you stitched up then.”
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        * * *

      

      It was weird that Austin was sitting in her emergency room. When the weather report said there would be a risk of tornadoes today, she thought of that terrible afternoon years ago. Austin had been the one to pull her out from the rubble. She’d still been in her mother’s arms with her father on top of both of them, but they hadn’t survived.

      He was quiet as she stitched up his wound, but she felt his eyes on her. When she looked at him, he had that same lopsided grin he used to give her when he was a teenager. “Can’t believe out of all the emergency rooms I could have gone to, I ended up in yours. Small world.”

      “It is a coincidence.”

      “Or fate. It’s almost as if we were meant to run into each other.” He extended his hand and touched her arm. “It’s really good to see you, Lizzie.”

      His hand felt warm, and for a moment, Lizzie felt like she was sixteen again. Even back then, Austin had the hands of a hard worker, calloused and blistered. But they’d been gentle too, and Lizzie remembered the tenderness she felt when he held her against his chest. “No one has called me Lizzie in ages,” she said with a giggle. “I miss that. Here, everyone just calls me Elizabeth. So formal.”

      “You’ll always be Lizzie to me.” He gazed at her intently, and Lizzie felt her heart race. She almost thought he was going to kiss her. He then moved his hand away, as if realizing they were adults now and things had changed.

      Lizzie cleared her throat and put away her suture kit. “Well, you’re all stitched up. You’ll have to have your doctor at home take these out in a week. But for now, you’re free to go.”

      Austin stood. “Great. I hate hospitals.”

      She’d hadn’t seen him since high school and had only spent twenty minutes with him. He couldn’t leave now. “Are you staying at a hotel?”

      Austin shrugged. “I guess I’ll have to now. My truck was destroyed in the storm. I was supposed to get back on the road tonight.”

      “My shift ends at seven. We could have dinner and catch up. And I’ve got a couch you could sleep on.”

      “Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

      “Of course not. Anything for an old friend.”

      Austin brushed back a stand of hair that had come loose from her ponytail. “Come on, Lizzie, we were more than just friends.”

      Lizzie felt her cheeks get warm, and a memory of herself and Austin in the hayloft came to mind. They’d been seventeen, and it had been the first time for both of them. Lizzie had been so happy at that moment, but now when she thought of that time in her life, she only felt immense grief.

      “I see you still keep your hair long,” Austin said. “I always liked it long.”

      “And you look exactly the same as you did in high school.” Maybe more handsome now, but Lizzie kept that thought to herself.

      Austin grinned and held up his arm. “Don’t you think I’m a little more buff now? I’ve been working out. Look at this muscle.” He flexed his bicep a few times to show off, which made Lizzie laugh.

      “Yes, I’d definitely say you’re more buff now.”

      The curtain opened and Nurse Johnson appeared. “Dr. James, Mr. Edwards is asking for you again,” she whispered.

      “Thanks, I’ll be right there.”

      Austin reached for his camera on the chair. “I guess I better let you get back to work.”

      “Yeah, we’re busy tonight. Meet me in the lobby after seven, and we’ll pick up a pizza. Half pepperoni, half cheese, just like old times.”

      Austin grinned. “Looking forward to it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The pizza box was warm on Austin’s lap as they drove to Lizzie’s place. The smell of it filled the small interior of her Toyota, reminding Austin that he hadn’t eaten since lunch. His stomach growled in response.

      “Hungry?” Lizzie asked.

      “You heard that?”

      “You always had an appetite.”

      “But I still manage to stay in shape,” he said, patting his firm stomach.

      Lizzie laughed, and the sound of it warmed Austin’s heart. He missed hearing that.

      They pulled up to Lizzie’s apartment, a big white building with multiple patios and balconies. Lizzie said her apartment was an end unit on the first floor.

      “It’s nice not to have stairs,” Lizzie said, “but then I have to deal with people walking above me. And being so close to the parking lot, I hear my neighbors all the time.”

      Austin couldn’t imagine what that was like. His nearest neighbor was a half mile away. The ranch was always quiet, save for the sounds of the horses and cattle.

      With the pizza box in one hand and his camera in the other, Austin followed Lizzie to her apartment.

      “It’s not much, but it’s clean,” Lizzie said as she opened the door and flicked on the light.

      “All I need is food and a place to rest my head.” He placed the pizza and his camera on the table and dug his phone out of his pocket. It was dead. “Can I use a phone charger? I should probably call home.” And his insurance company, but he’d deal with the loss of his truck tomorrow.

      Lizzie retrieved a charger from her kitchen counter and handed it to him. Once Austin plugged it in and the phone rebooted, several text messages and a voicemail appeared.

      “Your phone is blowing up,” Lizzie said, teasing.

      “It’s Dallas. He won’t be happy when he hears I’m stranded in Alabama because I totaled my truck.”

      Lizzie opened the cabinets and took out two plates. “But that’s not your fault.”

      “Actually, it sort of is. I didn’t have to come to Alabama to storm chase, and I shouldn’t have gotten that close to the twister. But I ran into you because of all of that, so I have no regrets.”

      He thought he saw a light blush across her face, but then she turned toward the refrigerator. She offered him a soda to drink while she set the table, and Austin figured he better call Dallas before he blew a gasket.

      The phone rang only once before Dallas answered. “So he is alive.”

      “Yeah, but I have bad news.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re stuck on the road somewhere.”

      “I’m still in Alabama.”

      “What?” His voice was laced with fury. “Austin, you picked a hell of a time to leave on one of your stupid storm chases. I’ve got my hands full with these calves and training this new ranch hand.”

      “Look, I’m sorry. I’ll be home as soon as I can. I’m going to need to get a rental.”

      “So there is something wrong with the truck.”

      Austin thought of the truck rolling across the road as the twister barreled through. “Yeah, you could say that. It’s probably totaled.”

      “You got in an accident? Are you okay?” For a moment, Dallas seemed concerned, but Austin knew that wouldn’t last for long.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. A tornado rolled it into a ditch, but I wasn’t inside it.”

      “Damn it!” Dallas said, his anger returning. “You just had to chase a damn tornado.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      “No, what you should be doing is helping me run this ranch. I can’t do this all by myself. You know Pop is counting on us.”

      “I’m sorry. Look, just tell Pop I’m fine and that I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

      Across the room, Lizzie watched him with amusement in her eyes. He was eager to get off the phone with his brother so that he could talk to her instead.

      “Will you do me a favor? Text me the insurance information for my truck. It’s in my drawer in the office. I need to file a claim.”

      Dallas muttered something under his breath, and Austin had enough. “Thanks, bro. Bye.” Austin broke the connection.

      “You always fought with your little brother,” she said as Austin put his phone down.

      “Yeah, and we still do. Pain in my ass since the day he was born.”

      Lizzie laughed. “You were two. How could you even remember when he was born?”

      “Oh, I remember. He got all the attention, and then, when he was old enough, he’d steal my toys. Sometimes I wish I were an only child like you.”

      Lizzie sat at the table. “I don’t know. I always thought it would be fun to have a little brother or sister.”

      “I guess I’m glad to have someone help me out with Pop.”

      Lizzie opened the pizza box. “Well, let’s eat this pizza before it gets cold.”

      At the thought of food, his stomach growled again. Austin reached for his plate. “Yes, I’m starving.”
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        * * *

      

      Lizzie placed a cheese slice on her plate. She hadn’t had pizza in a long time, and somehow, it tasted better with Austin here. Her hand bumped Austin’s camera as she closed the pizza box lid, almost sending it to the floor before Austin stopped it.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Austin smiled and moved the camera away from the edge. “No harm done. I’ve dropped this camera more than once and it still works. It’s Austin-proof.”

      He laughed at his joke, but Lizzie didn’t find it funny. He was careless with his camera, just like he was with his life. She imagined him hanging out the passenger window of his truck with camera in hand, filming a tornado while his father drove them closer to it. She had hoped Austin would grow out of that, but apparently, his desire had only grown stronger. “You said you have a YouTube channel?”

      “Yeah. Adventures with Austin. It’s mostly my storm chasing vlogs, but I have some other things on there too.”

      “Don’t you ever get worried you’ll get too close and get seriously hurt, like you almost did today?”

      Austin reached for his soda. “No, it’s not dangerous if you know what you’re doing.”

      “Says the man who had to take shelter in a gas station and had his truck totaled by a tornado.”

      Austin smiled at her. “Okay, I will admit that I got a little too close for comfort this afternoon. The trees were blocking my view, and I’m not familiar with the area.”

      “Why do you do it, Austin? Why put yourself in danger?” Lizzie took a careful bite of her slice. The cheese was slippery and still hot.

      Austin leaned in and grinned. “Remember that day we went to the county fair and rode that crazy ride that sent us upside down?”

      “I remember.” It had been one of the happier moments of her life. A teenager with her boyfriend at the fair, and not a worry in the world.

      “Then you remember how I had to convince you to get on the ride. You swore up and down you would hate it, but agreed to go on it once. And then what happened?”

      Lizzie smiled. “I wanted to ride it again.”

      “See? It’s like that. I love feeling that adrenaline rush.”

      “Yeah, but a ride at the fair is different from driving after a tornado. There’s a reasonable expectation of safety when you’re on a ride. Out on the road, there’s not.”

      Austin placed his hand over his heart. “The body doesn’t know the difference, and the feeling is the same. Exhilaration.”

      Lizzie sighed. “I still wish you would quit. You could have gotten more than a cut on your forehead. You could have—” She didn't want to say it. He could have died.

      “I know, and I’ll be more careful next time, but I’m not quitting. In fact, I’m going to be on television.”

      Lizzie wasn’t sure if she heard him right. “Television?”

      “Yeah. My friend Ryder is doing a storm chasing documentary. A docu-series, actually, and he wants me to be a part of it.”

      Lizzie swallowed a bite of pizza but wanted to spit it out. Now that the grease hit her stomach, it felt a little unsettled. Or perhaps it was her old friend, anxiety. That always gave her a nervous tummy. “Just please be careful.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about me. I’ll be riding in the T-Rex.”

      Lizzie tilted her head. “T-Rex?”

      “It stands for Tornado Research Explorer. It’s a vehicle specifically designed for storm chasing. Ryder’s got an upgraded T-Rex now, so I’ll be driving the original.”

      “I really wish you wouldn’t, Austin. What if you get hurt?”

      “Hey, don’t worry about me. I’m like a cat. I’ve got nine lives. Well, maybe about three of them left.” Austin chuckled, but Lizzie didn’t laugh. She forced herself to finish the pizza on her plate, even though it tasted like cardboard now.

      After they finished eating, Lizzie wanted to stay up and talk, but her eyelids were heavy. She’d been on her feet almost all day, and her shifts at the hospital were always very long and brutal.

      Austin carried his plate into the kitchen and put it into the sink. “I should let you get to bed.”

      “I’d love to stay up later, but I’m beat. I hope you’re okay with sleeping on the couch. Believe it or not, it’s quite comfy. I’ve fallen asleep on it more than once.”

      “I’ve slept in my truck before on long chase days, so trust me, I can sleep just about anywhere.”

      “Would you like a toothbrush? I have a spare one from the dentist.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” Austin covered his mouth. “I’m sure my breath is horrendous.”

      While Austin got ready for bed, she pulled out her flannel blanket from the linen closet, the one she liked to curl up under in winter, plus the spare pillow from her bed. When Austin emerged from the bathroom, she had the couch ready.

      “Thank you, Lizzie.”

      They stood for a moment in her small living room, and Lizzie felt awkward. Here was the guy she’d given her virginity to at seventeen, and now he was in her apartment. Of course, they hadn’t seen each other in years, and they weren’t together anymore. But still, it didn’t stop her body from reacting to the way Austin smiled at her.

      “I don’t have to go to work until late tomorrow, so I can take you to the car rental place.”

      “Thanks, that’d be great. Dallas is eager for me to get back home.”

      “I know. I could hear him yelling on the phone. Well, goodnight, Austin.”

      “Goodnight, Lizzie.”

      He gave her that lopsided grin again, and Lizzie wanted to kiss him goodnight. She resisted and headed to her room, closing the door behind her. There was no point in rekindling a high school romance. That was a lifetime ago, and she wasn’t that girl anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Austin struggled to fall asleep. Lizzie’s couch was comfortable, but it smelled like her, and that was distracting. After she broke up with him, it took Austin a long time to get over her. Their relationship was tender and sweet, and though he had a few brief flings since then, no one compared to his first love.

      At thirty-one, Austin finally felt that he could put the past behind him. Seeing Lizzie brought all those feelings back. Sometimes, he wondered what would have been if that damn tornado hadn’t taken their dreams away. It had been his plan to marry her after high school. If she hadn’t left Texas, they’d probably have a few kids by now.

      Austin closed his eyes, hoping for sleep to come, but a scream from Lizzie’s room jolted him off the couch. He ran down the short hallway to her bedroom and flung the door open.
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        * * *

      

      Her heart raced, reeling from the nightmare of the tornado. She remembered Austin there, but now he stood over her. For a muddled moment, she couldn’t tell if Austin was in her dream or if he was in her room.

      “Lizzie, are you okay?”

      She wasn’t dreaming. Slowly, she came to a sitting position and turned on the bedside lamp. “I was having a nightmare.”

      She felt the bed bounce slightly, and Austin sat beside her. Now that the light was on, she could see Austin clearly. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and was dressed only in his boxer briefs. He had indeed bulked up his frame since his teenage years, but a jagged scar line was across his torso. She wondered what it was from. She quickly averted her eyes back to his face, not wanting him to know she was looking.

      “What were you dreaming about?”

      Lizzie sighed. “Oh, same ole recurring dream.”

      “Must have been terrifying. I heard you screaming from the living room and thought you were in trouble.”

      “I was dreaming about the tornado that destroyed my house. I actually haven’t had that dream in a while.”

      “Because I’m here and made you think of it,” Austin said softly.

      “Well, that, but the weather was pretty nasty today. I have that nightmare every spring. I’m okay. You can go back to sleep.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Her nerves were frayed, but she didn’t want to worry him. What she really wanted right now was for Austin to hold her the way he used to, but that was silly. They were adults now, not teenagers. “I’m fine. Thanks for checking on me.”

      Austin nodded. “All right. If you need anything, let me know.” The mattress bounced back as Austin stood. He headed for the door but turned back. “Thanks again for letting me crash here. I hope we can finish catching up tomorrow before I leave.”

      Lizzie smiled. “I’d like that.”

      With that, Austin closed the door, and Lizzie lay back on her pillow. She doubted she’d be able to get back to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean you have no cars?” Austin said to the harried-looking woman behind the counter.

      “Like I told you before, sir, all the vehicles at all our locations are rented out, and the rest of our inventory was damaged in the tornado yesterday. Perhaps you can get a ride share.”

      “Yeah, sure, all the way to Texas,” Austin muttered as he stomped away from the desk. Why was the place even open if they couldn’t rent out any cars?

      Lizzie, who had been waiting for him in the uncomfortable-looking green plastic chairs, stood up. “I take it they don’t have anything?”

      Austin shook his head. “No, and neither do the other rental locations.” He held the glass door open for Lizzie, then followed her outside.

      “If you need to stay at my place a little longer, you’re welcome to sleep on my couch again.”

      Staying here for another day was tempting, and if it weren’t for his brother blowing up his phone, he’d take her up on the offer. “I’d love to spend more time with you, Lizzie James, but I need to get back to the ranch.”

      Lizzie nodded. “I understand. How are you going to get home now?” They came to her car, and the Toyota unlocked with a click of Lizzie’s remote.

      Austin climbed into the passenger side, being mindful of his camera on the floorboard. “I think a plane might be my only option. Would it be too much trouble to give me a ride to the airport?”

      “Not at all,” she said, clipping on her belt. Austin remembered she always put on her seatbelt before she started the car, and it reminded him to do the same.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “Have you heard from your insurance company yet?”

      “No, but I had a tow service take what was left of my truck to some local body shop. I’m sure it’s totaled. It was a crumpled ball of metal.”

      “I’m just glad you weren’t in it. You could have been seriously injured.”

      “You know, I'm a bit embarrassed to admit this, but I was more concerned about my camera getting damaged than I was about myself.” He laughed at his foolishness, but Lizzie gave him a look like she wasn’t amused. “What? I had some awesome footage on it.”

      She started the car, and Austin observed how careful she was at backing up. She checked her surroundings, just as the screen instructed her to do, before using the camera to guide her out of the space. A memory of Lizzie driving his truck passed through his mind.

      “Remember the time I taught you how to drive?”

      A smile came to Lizzie’s face. “Yeah, and I kept thinking I was going to get in trouble because I didn’t have my license yet.”

      “No one cares on the ranch. I’d been driving since I was twelve.”

      Lizzie came to a stop at the light. “I miss the horses.”

      “I still have Sampson.”

      Lizzie looked at him with her jaw dropped. “He’s still alive?”

      “Yeah, horses can live for about thirty years. Sampson is an old boy, but he’s still around. He’s living a leisurely life on the ranch and enjoying his senior years.”

      “I’m glad he’s happy.”

      “Did you ever get a horse of your own? Like you wanted to?”

      Lizzie shook her head. “No. I haven’t ridden a horse since Sampson.”

      Austin raised his eyebrows, wondering if he heard her right. “Are you serious?” He remembered her teenage bedroom, all pink and frilly, with horses everywhere. Pictures of ponies on the wall. Horse figurines on her dresser. She even had drawings of horses in her notebook. Austin knew that because he saw them during their tutoring sessions.

      “I guess I felt that anything that brought me joy was wrong when I should be sad.”

      “Lizzie, you can’t live that way. Your parents wouldn’t want you to go through life feeling miserable.”

      She turned to him and smiled. “I know. That’s what my therapist tells me.”

      The car behind them honked, and Lizzie put the car into motion.

      As they drove, Austin told her about the horses they had on the ranch. They had some new geldings that had come in, and one of their mares had just given birth.

      “You should come for a visit sometime,” Austin said. “I bet you’d be surprised at how Summerdale has changed. There are a few restaurants next to the Walmart, and they finally have a Starbucks. If you come, you could see the horses. And you know, you could see me too.”

      She was quiet for a moment, and Austin wondered if maybe that was being a bit too presumptuous. It was crazy to think his high school sweetheart would want to start up something again. She lived in Alabama and worked at the hospital, and his life was on a Texas ranch. “I mean, I know your schedule is busy with you being a doctor, but you could take some time off.”

      “I haven’t been back to Summerdale since I left. Texas has a lot of painful memories for me. And anyway, I hated living in Tornado Alley.”

      “Lizzie, you can’t escape tornadoes, as you saw yesterday. They happen just about everywhere, and Alabama has a lot of them.”

      “I know that logically, but Texas feels different. I never want to go back.” She made the turn into the airport and seemed confused. “I don’t know where I should go.”

      “Just drop me off at the curb, and I’ll figure out the rest. I’m sure there’s a flight leaving for Texas at some point today.”

      Lizzie parked her car outside the terminal. “Well, I guess this is goodbye.”

      “No, not goodbye.” Austin pulled out his phone. “Let’s not go another fourteen years without talking to each other. I tried to look you up on Facebook but couldn’t find you.”

      “I’m not really into social media, and what doctor has time for that anyway?”

      “But we can keep in touch, right?”

      She smiled at him, then nodded. “I’d like that.”

      “What’s your number?”

      Lizzie rattled it off, and Austin tapped out a quick message. Her phone pinged moments later.

      “I got it,” she said.

      “There, now you’ve got my number and I got yours.” He tucked his phone back into his pocket. “Well, guess I should get a move on.” Austin pointed to his forehead wound. “Thanks for stitching me up, Dr. James.”

      “Make sure you keep it clean and follow up with your regular doctor to get them taken out, okay?”

      Austin smiled. “Yes, doctor.”

      Austin didn’t have much to bring. He had his camera, phone, and wallet, and that was it. He had a travel bag in his truck, but it was probably long gone. Lizzie had given him an extra toothbrush, but otherwise, he was wearing the same dirty clothes as yesterday.

      “Hope they don’t kick me off the plane for my clothes being stinky and wrinkled.”

      Lizzie laughed. “Oh, please, your clothes smelled much worse after a day of working on the ranch.”

      Austin nodded. “True. At least I could get a hot shower this morning.”

      He didn’t want to leave. He wished he could go back to Lizzie’s apartment and hang out like they used to, but a security guard was heading their way. It was time to go. “Well, goodbye for now, Lizzie James. I’m glad our paths crossed again. If I’m ever in Alabama, I’ll text you. Got your number now.”

      “Please be careful. And don’t take any risks.”

      “Can’t promise I won’t take any risks, but I’ll try to be careful. I hope you change your mind about Texas. I’d love for you to come visit the ranch. You can come anytime. I’ll be there.”

      “Unless you’re on the road storm chasing.”

      “Unless that.” He locked eyes with her, not knowing how he should say goodbye. A kiss seemed too intimate. They weren't like that anymore. Before Austin made a move, Lizzie leaned over the console and put her arms around him. He squeezed her back, reminding him of how he used to hold her in his arms. When she pulled away, he felt empty, just like the day he watched her leave Summerdale.

      The security guard tapped on the window, interrupting them. Austin opened the door.

      “Let’s move it along, folks,” the guard said.

      Austin nodded. “Sorry, I was just leaving.” He grabbed his camera and made sure his phone and wallet were in his pocket. “Bye, Lizzie. Thanks for everything.”

      “Have a safe trip back home.”

      He closed the door, and Lizzie’s white Toyota rolled away.

      He hoped this wasn’t the last time he would see her.
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      At home, Lizzie piddled around before work. She had the night shift, and she hated those. She should have taken a nap earlier, but was afraid if she slept, she’d have that nightmare again. Sleeping had been out of the question anyway. She was wide awake.

      On the couch lay Austin’s neatly folded blanket, the pillow on top. Lizzie tossed the pillow aside, then grabbed the blanket, curling up under it. She missed him already.

      She never wanted to break Austin’s heart, but her grief after losing her home and parents had been all-consuming. He called her every evening, but Lizzie didn’t feel like talking. Eventually, the phone calls were less frequent. Long-distance relationships were never easy, but especially for Lizzie after all that happened. It was just easier to end things with him.

      Sometimes though, she wondered what would have been if they had stayed together. Would they be married by now? Have a baby? Would she even be a doctor, or would she have pursued her dream of being a veterinarian? Well, it didn’t matter. The past couldn’t be changed, and there was no point in thinking about what-ifs.

      Her phone chirped with a notification, distracting her from her thoughts, and Lizzie saw a text from her aunt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aunt Cathy: Hi shug. We’ll be back in town tomorrow. Come have dinner with us Sunday if you’re off work.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aunt Cathy and Uncle John had been on a trip with some friends. They probably hadn’t heard about yesterday’s tornado, and Lizzie didn’t feel like enlightening them. So instead, she replied with a thumbs up emoji. They’d find out soon enough.

      At the thought of tornadoes, Austin came to mind again. Out of curiosity, she pulled up the YouTube app on her phone and searched for his channel. It wasn’t hard to find. Austin already had over a hundred videos posted, all with thousands of views. Most of the channel focused on his storm chasing adventures, but there were several bull riding videos as well. Lizzie wasn’t surprised that Austin competed in the rodeo circuit. He had talked about doing that. One video she watched featured Austin almost getting stomped on by a bull. What the hell was wrong with him?

      “You always were an adrenaline seeker, weren’t you, Austin?”

      She could remember Austin taking her for a wild ride on an ATV one time. Austin said it was fun, but Lizzie felt sick to her stomach. Lizzie preferred riding the horses. Austin had taught her how. Her parents would have bought her lessons had they been able to afford it. Austin was happy to teach her for free.

      She missed it.

      Too bad it reminded her of Texas, and she didn’t want to think of Texas ever again.

      Her phone made another sound—this time a reminder notification. It was time to stop lazing around and get ready for work. Lizzie groaned, already feeling her stomach churn with anxiety.
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      By the time she arrived at work, there was already chaos. No sooner had she reached the floor, the code blue alarm went off in one of the pediatric ICU rooms. While she normally worked the ER, she was helping out in the peds ward today since they were short-handed. It was bad enough seeing adults suffer from illness and injuries, but children? It was absolutely heartbreaking. And now, one of them was coding.

      Lizzie rushed to the cubicle to find it was the little boy injured by the tornado. Only five, he was suffering from internal injuries and brain swelling. The rescuers had pulled him out from beneath his demolished mobile home.

      Adrenaline coursed through her veins as she helped assist the nurses with the crash cart. “What happened?” she asked them.

      “His vitals haven’t improved,” one of them answered.

      Lizzie grabbed the paddles, determined not to let this child die. “Page Dr. Brooks.”

      “I’m here,” a forceful voice said. Dr. Brooks was one of the attendings, and not the nicest man in the world. “Move, James.” He seized the paddles from Lizzie and instructed the nurse to charge the crash cart.

      Lizzie stood in the back of the room and watched as the crew worked on the little boy. But no matter how many times they shocked him or gave him CPR, the line on the monitor continued to flatline.

      “Time of death, 7:12,” Dr. Brooks said
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