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For the summer lovers chasing endless sunsets 
and the ones who don’t give up 
even when it’s hard.

Look how far we’ve come.
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Goddamn the universe and its attempts to keep me humble.

For all the accomplishments I’ve amassed in my thirty-one years on this planet, an out-of-the-blue text message from someone listed in my phone as Restaurant Douche-Canoe is not one of them.

My morning is completely derailed, which is a shame. It was going so well.

I can handle the rain. I look forward to it, the start of summer and its thunderstorms inevitable this time of year in Florida. What I can’t handle is the unsolicited phallic images I received before the clock struck seven.

It’s a brutal reminder of why the extent of my personal life consists of spending what little free time I have at home and far away from the gender that has the balls—literally—to ruin my day before I’ve had any caffeine.

A crime if you ask me, and I do what any normal person would do after being blindsided by disappointing pornographic photos by an equally disappointing man: I fill a chipped mug with an aggressive pour of coffee. Step onto the porch in an oversize T-shirt that reaches my knees and mismatched socks that come halfway up my calves. I take a seat on the wood swing hanging in the corner and hit a thumbs-down on Dick Douche’s message to really deal a blow to his ego.

Free from penis hell and one step closer to shunning technology, a sigh escapes me when I glance up at the sky. Clouds of menacing shades of gray make their way across the horizon. A smile comes next, unbridled delight when the wind blows through in a strong gust.

I’ve always been happier outside, the girl who grew up with dirt under her fingernails and grass stains on her knees. An affinity for rain and open fields instead of four-lane highways.

I love the end of May and the blistering heat of Florida Junes the most. I crave the swampy middle of July and look forward to sticky, unbearable August when the air shifts to an indulgent, lazy haze. The suffocating kind that holds you tight and never lets you go.

I wish I could stay here forever. Immortalized as a summer girl with tan skin, freckles, and a clarity I can’t seem to find when the autumn months creep up on the calendar.

“Quin.”

I smile when I hear my name, glancing over my shoulder at the familiar voice coming from the house next to mine. “Morning, sunshine.”

“It’s too early for you to be so chipper.” Harlow Whitaker sticks her head out her kitchen window, tossing a look my way. “You might be enthusiastic, but I can see the bags under your eyes from here.”

“Good. Teetering on the cusp of bone-deep exhaustion and burnout is exactly what I’m going for.”

“Being in our thirties sucks. Too many recessions. Not enough orgasms. Hang on. I’ll be right over.”

Her window shuts.

There’s the slam of an old screen door.

Shoes shuffling over concrete.

I blink and Harlow, with red hair, long legs, and half-laced Doc Martens, is climbing my porch steps.

“Hi,” I say.

“Happy June first, Quin.” She puts a party hat on my head and taps my nose. “And happy hurricane season.”

“I didn’t realize we were celebrating this year.” I pull on the chin strap, wincing when it snaps against my throat. “Are things so bad we need party hats?”

“You’re the scientist.” She sits next to me and yawns, a hand tattooed with half a dozen different flowers covering her mouth. “Isn’t the world on fire?”

“I mean, technically? Solar flares can cause geomagnetic storms here on Earth and—” I stop to take a sip of my coffee, smiling against the rim of the mug. “Not on fire quite yet, but never say never. The year 2500 is probably going to be a disaster.”

“What did you do last night?”

“Oh, you know.” I wave a hand and shrug. “Nothing special.”

“If you tell me you stayed up to watch the clock strike midnight on hurricane season like it’s New Year’s Eve, I’m going to be disappointed in you. You need to have some fun.”

“I have plenty of fun and a life that doesn’t revolve around work.” Harlow lifts an eyebrow, calling me out on my bullshit, and I groan. “Fine. That’s a lie, but I didn’t stay up to watch the calendar flip over to June. I answered emails then went to bed early. There was a message from a kid out in Colorado who lives on a ranch. His dad takes him to the edge of their property to look at storm clouds, and he told me he can identify all of them.” I laugh, reminiscing. It’s exactly what I was like at nine years old. Enthralled by wind and the way the temperature drops right before it rains. Watching Twister on my parents’ VHS player until the tape wore out and riding my bike to Blockbuster to rent another copy. “It was cute.”

“I guess that’s an acceptable reason for staying in.” Her leg nudges mine, the hem of her overalls inching up her thighs. There’s a pair of cherries inked right above her knee. A stack of books next to it. “How’s the show? I’ve missed seeing you on my computer screen.”

“We’re back to daily live streaming videos, thank goodness. Spring is too dull. There’s not enough to talk about,” I say, mentioning The Rainy Day Show, the weather-centered social media page I run. “NOAA is predicting an active couple of months with twenty-three named storms, eleven hurricanes, and six majors. I’m going to be busy.”

“Just the way you like it. You hate to sit still.”

“I don’t remember the last time I took a day off.” I cup my mug with both hands. “I had another exciting moment last night.”

“Outside of communicating with your pen pal?” Harlow scoots closer. “Did you redownload a dating app? Finally frame your diploma so the online trolls can see you’re qualified to talk about atmospheric science and not pulling things out of your ass?”

“I’ll get to that sometime in the next six months.” I pause, reveling in the news I’m about to share with her. “I hit a million followers on Instagram.”

“Oh my god.” Harlow launches herself at me, throwing her arms around my neck to give me a hug. I lose a slosh of coffee to the porch deck, but it’s hard to care when she’s squeezing me tight. Laughing and making me feel important. “You’ve been chasing that goal forever.”

“Since I started the show seven years ago.”

“Is that the first platform where you’ve hit a million followers?”

“Yeah. I have over two million combined on all the other social media sites, but Instagram is the only one where it says one million and …” I trail off and untangle our limbs. “It’s nice to see my hard work paying off.”

“You work so hard.” She sniffs and wipes under her eye. “Goddammit.”

“Harlow Whitaker. Are you crying? The world might officially be ending.”

“I’m capable of showing some sort of emotion occasionally.” She swats at my arm. “I’m so proud of you, Quincy Phillips Monroe. You’re a woman kicking so much STEM ass. You’re going after your dreams. It’s fun to watch.”

“I’m also the receiver of mediocre dick pics before the sun comes up. Probably the most important part of my résumé. Especially when I don’t even know the guy’s name.”

“Excuse me?” Harlow wrinkles her nose, the perfect picture of disgust. “I wish I had the fucking audacity of a man. Imagine taking off your pants in a Starbucks bathroom so you can snap a picture of your balls because you think a woman wants to see them. I can assure you, we do not.”

“Traumatizing, I’ll tell you what.” I draw my legs to my chest, resting my chin on my knee. “Dicks aside, sometimes I can’t believe this is my life. I never thought a couple videos talking about what causes a thunderstorm would go viral and …” I gesture at the Craftsman house behind me. The shutter falling off the living room window I haven’t replaced yet. A potted plant to the right of the front door with a crack in the clay from where I dropped it last summer. Flawed, yes, and a life packed with lessons and mistakes, but something I’ve done entirely on my own. “Turn into this.”

This being the life I’ve built for myself by producing weather content that earns me six figures a year. There’s hardly a minute for me to slow down, to rest or do anything but focus on work, but I’ll never complain.

I’m happy, and things are good.

I spend the days from June to November broadcasting videos for people tuning in to my show from around the world. I conduct virtual interviews with the directors of emergency operations in different counties across the Southeast, check oceanography data, and monitor low-pressure systems that form in the Atlantic and Gulf.

Women are taught to keep our accomplishments close. To not brag about our triumphs out of fear we’re being too loud and too brazen, but I’m damn good at what I do. In a field full of men who feel the need to mansplain precipitation cycles to a woman with a PhD, I’m not afraid to admit my talent.

“It turned into this because you’re incredible.” Harlow steals my coffee and takes a sip. “You deserve every bit of success you’ve earned. Come by The Hideout tonight. We’ll have mozzarella sticks and celebrate the first day of the season. I can probably dig up some marinara sauce.”

“How did you know questionable frozen appetizers nuked in the microwave were the way to my heart?”

“We’ve been best friends since seventh grade. You’re stuck with me for life, Quin.”

“Since I’m stuck with you for life, can I tell you another secret?”

“Always.”

I rub my thumb along my bottom lip. The hook of a smile forms when I think about last Thursday night and pacing around my living room with a bottle of cabernet tucked under my arm. The two glasses of wine I downed before I filled out the application for a job I’ve been dreaming about but never had the courage to go after and the thrill that followed.

“I applied to the National Weather Service,” I say, laughing when Harlow gapes at me. “That was my reaction too.”

“Shut up. You’ve been talking about working at the National Weather Service for as long as we’ve been friends.”

“I finally did it.” Pride runs through me like a current, and I dip my chin. A little embarrassed. Very proud. “I want to shoot my shot, and I figure it’s now or never. My career is booming. I’ve built a name for myself without any resources or funding. Think of what I could do for an organization whose job it is to broadcast information to the public during severe weather events. The timing never felt right before, and I always made excuses for why I shouldn’t go for it. Last week … I don’t know, Har. This sounds so fucking poetic, so don’t make fun of me. There was a moment when I looked out my window, saw the blue sky, and thought, I have a purpose outside of creating content. I should just do it. The NWS would give me that purpose. So, I did. Submitting a tipsy résumé and cover letter might not have been my best idea, but it’s out in the world, and we’ll see what happens.”

“Oh, Quin. This is so exciting. You have to come by The Hideout now. Forget the mozzarella sticks. We’re popping a bottle of champagne, baby.”

I rest my head on her shoulder. A crack of thunder booms overhead. The clouds break. Rain hits the path leading up to my porch, and I fight off a grin.

“Best summer ever,” I murmur.




[image: TWO: Quincy]

There’s a drink waiting for me before I can get comfortable on the ripped leather barstool at The Hideout later that night.

“To my favorite meteorologist,” Harlow says. “It’s not champagne, but we can still celebrate.”

“Thank you to my favorite bartender.” I grin and take a sip of the gin and tonic, relaxing after a day that’s been nonstop since she left my house earlier this morning. My battery is drained but my heart is full, giddiness bubbling inside me from all the good things happening. “Don’t feel like you have to entertain me, Har. It’s a busy night, and you have money to make.”

The Hideout is hers, in all its dilapidated glory.

Harlow bought the bar five years ago, and she’s been at the helm ever since. Made up of antique hanging lights and pine floorboards that creak when it rains, if you’ve never stepped inside, chances are you’d drive right past it.

There’s no curb appeal. No aesthetically pleasing wallpaper or backdrops for social media posts. It’s cash only, and the neon sign out front is on the verge of going out, but it’s cozy in here. Welcoming and warm and somewhere that feels like home away from home, with loud laughter and stories between old friends.

I’m not sure how she’s kept it up and running, but if anyone could, it’s Harlow. The Hideout is her heartbeat, and she’s put every ounce of herself into this place.

“I’m a good multitasker, and I know how to read a room.” She proves her point by popping the top off a beer bottle and tossing it  in a plastic bucket that has the logo of Fred’s Crab Shack scrawled across the front of it. “I probably missed out on a job as an assassin.”

“Really?” A laugh tumbles out of me. I set my glass down after another sip of the strong drink. “I’m getting you a stack of romance books for Christmas. No more thrillers. You’re cut off.”

“Thrillers are more believable than romance books. Stalkers and serial killers exist in real life, Quin. There might be one in here with us right now.”

I survey the bar, my eyes landing on a guy sitting by himself at a high-top in the corner. He looks out of place with his dress shirt and the shiny watch on his left wrist. There’s an empty glass next to his elbow. A stack of folders and loose paper on top of the spiral-bound notebook, a pen caught between his teeth.

If he’s one of the ones Harlow is talking about, he’s the nicest dressed serial killer I’ve ever seen.

Douchebag-adjacent, almost, and someone who probably knows more about 401(k)s and Roth IRAs than I do weather, but financially savvy is significantly better than homicidal.

“It’s him, isn’t it?” I gesture in his direction. He lifts a crossword puzzle under the hanging light above him and frowns at one of the clues, sealing the deal of menacing when he rubs a hand over the scruff on his jaw. “It’s like he’s not even trying to hide his diabolical plans of murder.”

“Please. That guy’s only crime is that he’s blond. He has hand towels in his guest bathroom and an oil diffuser in his living room. I bet he cries when he kills a bee. No way he could go through with a murder.” Harlow puts a hand on her hip. “I’m serious. Happily ever after? A couple that loves each other until they both die?” She drops a lime in a tall glass of tequila and soda water with a disbelieving snort. “It’s all a sham.”

“There’s the cynical pessimist I love.” I reach over the counter and pinch her cheek. “You’ll believe in it one day.”

“I’ll believe in it the day you admit Twisters was scientifically accurate.”

“For fuck’s sake. You can’t stop a goddamn tornado.”

“They should’ve kissed.”

“They should’ve done a lot more than kiss. It would’ve saved the movie.”

She points over my left shoulder. “Speaking of happily ever after. There’s Ms. Till Death Do Us Part.”

I spin on my stool and spot Mia Dunn bounding toward us. Harlow and I met her our junior year of high school. A transfer student who was a year younger than us and moved to town over the summer, the three of us became fast friends. Friday nights were spent at the movie theater together and Sunday afternoons were made up of kayaking on the lake up the road from Mia’s house.

Adulthood brought college and jobs. Boyfriends, breakups, new friends, and traveling. There are moments when life gets busy and we go a week or two or more without spending time together, yet we always find our way back to one another.

I’ve never been a big believer in soulmates, and the older I get, the more I know a man will never have my full heart. It belongs to these two, my biggest cheerleaders and greatest joy.

A romantic relationship won’t ever come close.

Mia waves, dodging a man holding a plastic basket of fries with an apologetic smile. She slides into the seat next to me, breathless and pink-cheeked.

“That run from the parking lot told me I need to start going to the gym.” She puts a hand over her chest. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Please don’t go dying on me.” I give her knee a squeeze in greeting. “Busy day?”

“When isn’t it? I’m on a deadline that’s kicking my ass and drowning in wedding planning.” Mia drops her elbow on the counter, chin cradled in her hand. “Who knew there were so many silverware options to pick from?”

“A new book? What’s this one about?”

“Love. Spoiler alert: the couple winds up together in the end.” Harlow boos, but Mia sighs wistfully in the way she always does when she talks about romance and everything that comes with it.

Her devotion has led to three New York Times bestselling novels and a fiancé she’s been waiting years for.

She’s happy with her white picket fence and monogrammed hand towels. Matching sweaters for a Christmas card that goes out every holiday season with her husband-to-be, Richard, and her future kids’ names written in a journal where she jots down all her creative ideas.

And I’m overjoyed for her.

Being loved is all she’s ever wanted. An achingly sensitive soul who puts so much good into the world, Mia deserves what has found its way to her. Her life is every book’s epilogue. The bittersweet answer to the question of, where do you see yourself in ten years?

Settled.

Content.

Further along than me, the people pleaser too attached to her work to find someone interesting for more than a few minutes, and Harlow, the woman so against relationships, she’d be fine dying alone.

“Sounds awful.” Harlow hands Mia a glass of Chardonnay, having memorized our orders when she first opened The Hideout. “I can’t wait for the day you surprise us with a gruesome murder in one of your books.”

“That’ll be my cry for help. The sign I’m being held against my will.” Mia glances my way. “What’s new with you?”

“It’s been a busy day for Quin,” Harlow says.

“I guess it has been.” I smile. “I told Harlow all of this earlier when she accosted me with party hats, and now I get to share it with you. Do you want the big news or the small news first?”

“Small,” Mia says. “I like to keep my expectations low and get progressively more excited.”

“I hit a million followers on Instagram,” I say, and her mouth pops open.

“A million? Oh my god, Quin. Congratulations! That is so many people who turn to you for weather news!”

“I’m sure half of them are bots and people who sleep in their mom’s basements, but—”

“Don’t you dare diminish this.” Mia grabs my hand and laces our fingers together. “You know damn well they’re there for you. You’re the best in the business.”

“I had no clue so many people found wind shear interesting.” I laugh. “The next piece of news is more impulsive.”

“Impulsive?” She touches my hair. “Not bangs or a nose ring.”

“I applied to the National Weather Service.”

Mia shrieks. Her glass of wine nearly tips over, and she throws her arms around my neck. There’s a fierce hug. Curly blonde hair that winds up in my mouth and a loud cheer. I smile at her enthusiasm, grateful to have people in my corner who support me when I’m chasing one of my biggest dreams.

“Holy shit. You did it!” She pulls back, letting out a squeal. “Tell us everything. Catch me up. What’s the position?”

“Science and Operations Officer,” I say.

“Explain what that means for us nonindustry folks?” Harlow asks, taking a break from making a rum and coke for one of her regulars at the end of the bar to join our conversation.

“I’d need to be up-to-date on science technologies that are provided to the public and meteorologists. I’d make sure the office is trained on weather and forecasting features.” I laugh, Mia’s excitement infectious. “It’s important, lifesaving work that also includes filling in as a forecaster if needed. I’d be the top research position at the Melbourne field office over on the east coast of Florida.”

“So official. I know you love your show, and this seems like it could be an extension of that love. Being with the NWS—wow, I feel so cool saying that abbreviation.” Mia claps and reaches for her wine. “It would let you do what you love with a bigger platform, right? Maybe? You know I’m better with words than with science. Government agencies sound pretty legit.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re perfect at both. Working at the NWS would let me be more involved at the state and federal levels as far as researching and decision-making goes. I could make an impact with data collection and integrating new and evolving science. Studying how to prolong the demise of society at the hands of our climate is important.” I pause for a breath, the root of why I’m trying something new coming to the surface. “Doing it as a woman is even more important. It would be nice to prove the people who reduce my job to the title of weather influencer wrong. A large part of the internet thinks all I do is take photos of sunsets, not educate on natural disasters,” I tell them. “I wouldn’t give up my show, just scale it back. Merge the two platforms. I’m not saying I can change the world, but it’s a step in that direction.”

“If anyone can change the world, it would be you. You’re incredible, Quin.” Mia sniffs and takes my hand again. “I’m going to tell you the same thing I did when you decided to start a social media show about weather: How hard can it be? Boys do it.”

“Boys do do it, but I can do it better.” I grin. “Thank you for cheering me on.”

“That’s our girl,” Harlow calls out. A guy at the end of the bar who looks more drunk than proud lifts a glass our way, but I accept the well wishes anyway. “She’s a trailblazer, ladies and gentlemen.”

One drink turns into a second round, then a third. Music plays from the beat-up jukebox in the corner, a Dolly Parton song switching to Diana Ross. Someone cues up a game of pinball, mozzarella sticks get delivered, and Mia tells me about the new keyboard she bought. She switches halfway through her story to show me a picture of the cat she’s trying to convince Richard to adopt, and an hour later, my sides hurt from laughing. I shake my head when Harlow tries to offer us another drink.

“I’m tapping out.” I nudge my empty glass away. The world is starting to sway. I’m happy, savoring that buzzed feeling that comes right before tipsy when everything is funny and lovely and sparkly. “I have to be up early to do some work before my show, and I’m getting too old for a night out that involves more than a few drinks.”

“Me too,” Mia adds. Her phone lights up on the counter, and she drags her thumb across the screen to open a text message. Her eyes widen. They move to me, then back to her phone, and her face falls. “Oh.”

I frown. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything is great,” she says, but her voice is an octave higher than before. Laced with the most obvious trace of bullshit I’ve ever heard. “Peachy, really. Nothing to worry about.”

“Mia.”

“Quincy.”

“Mia.”

She huffs. Flips her phone face down and huffs again. “It’s my brother.”

My blood turns cold.

Sebastian Dunn.

My long-suffering academic rival and the bane of my existence.

There’s always been a string tying the two of us together, a gossamer thread of dislike that stretches back to when we were teenagers. Back to overlapping friend groups and assigned seats next to each other in chemistry and calculus. The days when we were experts at the game of anything you can do, I can do better. Masters of there’s no way you have the right answer, and yes, I do, read it and weep, you impossible show-off.

There have been high school pranks.

Sarcastic barbs.

When he followed me to the University of Central Florida and sat beside me in Introduction to Climate Science, never giving me a second of peace.

The year he won the WxChallenge, a collegiate-focused meteorological competition that measures weather forecast accuracy, then publicly shared his win as the top individual forecaster in a video.

Good effort, he said, smirking at the camera during the victory speech he posted to social media. But not good enough, he added, holding a trophy while feeling like he was speaking directly to me.

The only saving grace is the fact he’s currently living in New York, thousands of miles away. Blissfully out of sight and thankfully out of mind.

“No one’s pushed him off the Empire State Building yet?” I ask, wanting to think about anything but him. Life is much better when his arrogant, my-data-was-accepted-to-a-research-journal-and-yours-wasn’t-despite-you-doing-double-the-work ass isn’t in the picture.

“I think you’d be the only person to push him, but you don’t have a bone in your body that would resort to physical violence,” Mia says, and it’s a good thing she can’t see the ideas running through my head. She’d be so disappointed. “He’s checking in. Asking about what’s new in town. He’s so busy with work, we don’t talk as much as we used to.”

“Tell him everything is great.”

“I’ll pass it along.” Mia pauses. I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop: He won the Nobel Prize in Physics. He’s found the secret to solving world hunger. Maybe he’s going up in space to colonize Mars. A girl can dream. “He said he has a surprise for me.”

“Hopefully he’s moving to Antarctica. I’m sure the sea life would adore him,” I draw out, hating that it’s true.

Everyone loves Sebastian Dunn.

He’s always been the loudest and most enthusiastic person in any room. He found internet fame and earned a cult following a couple years back, winding up in People’s “Sexiest Man Alive” issue under hot weatherman we wouldn’t mind getting wet for after a clip of him chasing a tornado in a cowboy hat and translucent shirt nearly broke social media. The thirst trap edits and innuendos about soaking and drenched haunted me for months.

Dubbed the golden weather boy by his admirers, he works on the ABC nightly news as the senior meteorologist with a follower count five times mine. His entire feed is photos of him in a field, leaning over the window of his Jeep and staring off into the distance. Hundreds of thousands of likes and comments sit under the sepia-toned pictures, and blocking any mention of his name was the smartest thing I’ve ever done.

“When I find out, I’ll let you know.” Mia interrupts my daydreams of watching him mess up his lines on-air and in front of eight million televisions every night. “I’m sure it’s nothing important. I bet he’ll come down to visit at the end of summer.”

“Perfect time to plan a trip up north. What a bummer we won’t cross paths,” I say.

“That wasn’t sarcastic at all.”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about.” I grab my wallet and pull out two twenties. Harlow won’t take the money if she sees it, and I make sure to slip the bills under a clean glass on the back side of the bar for her to find later. “Ready to head out?”

“Yeah.” Mia smiles and adds her own money to the pile. “Want to split an Uber?”

“Of course I do.” I wave to Harlow, who’s busy talking to the blond not-a-murderer. I swear I see a blush on her cheeks, but I blame it on the shitty lighting and gin I’ve been sipping. “I might be plotting your brother’s disappearance, but you, Mia Dunn, are one of the good ones.”

“I’m going to be an accomplice, aren’t I?”

“Never.” I hop off my stool and sling an arm over her shoulder. “When he meets his demise, I’ll make it look like an accident. I promise.”

Later, when I climb into bed, I don’t spare a single thought about Sebastian or his vague surprise for his sister.


 
 
 


THE RAINY DAY SHOW COMMENT SECTION

@BakersDozen13: First week of hurricane season down already?! I wonder if it’s going to be busy or quiet this year …

@TheRainyDayShow: @BakersDozen13 I’m predicting 14 named storms, 6 hurricanes.

@SandraClaire1982: Did anyone catch the name of the weather radio Quincy said she uses in her last video? Need a new one and hers looked nice.

@PocketFullOfSunshine89: it’s a Midland ER310, @SandraClaire1982. Worth the investment.

@SandraClaire1982: @PocketFullOfSunshine89 ahhhh thank u!!

@TheRainyDayShow: What @PocketFullOfSunshine89 said! (nice name, btw [image: Smiling face emoji])

@highschoolxcstar: Hey, @TheRainyDayShow, can we get a Day in the Life video??! I’m a senior in high school and really considering going into meteorology (bc of you!), but I have no clue what your typical day looks like!

@AndrewMac69: @TheRainyDayShow never answers me, but I’d let her step on my face.

@TheRainyDayShow: @AndrewMac69 I’m going to pass. But thanks for the engagement on the video!
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The wink the waitress tosses my way as she leads me through the restaurant where I’m meeting my friends for breakfast is flirty as hell.

So is the way she glances over her shoulder, eyes lingering on my arms for longer than what would be considered Southern hospitality. Her gaze slides to my left ring finger then back to my face, and I have to give her props for checking to make sure I’m not a taken man.

“Is this okay?” she asks, gesturing to an open table.

I squint, trying to place where I recognize her from.

There’s no way she’s my age. There’s too much life in her eyes. Not enough existential doom and gloom us thirtysomethings start to feel as we inch further away from the legal drinking age and closer to Social Security.

“It’s perfect.” I flash her a smile. She blushes like I thought she would. I have this routine perfected. “Do I know you? I swear we’ve met.”

“Oh.” She dips her chin and giggles. “Your sister used to babysit me, and I’ve seen you around town when you’ve come home for the holidays. I’m Penelope.”

“Hey, Penelope. I’m—”

“Too old for you.” Cooper Givens, resident cockblocker and the best friend I’m no longer going to speak to, throws an arm around my shoulders and tousles my hair. I make sure to jab his side good and hard when I wrangle free from his hold. “Leave the poor girl alone, Seb. She doesn’t want to talk to dinosaurs.”

The waitress disappears, taking another round of giggles with her, and I turn Cooper’s way. His grin is freakishly wide for a guy who just got off a forty-eight-hour firefighting shift, and I roll my eyes.

“It’s good to see you, too, asshole,” I say.

“I’ll give you twenty bucks if you can remember her name,” he answers.

“Peggy.”

“Not even close.”

“Priscilla?”

“You’re hopeless. A for effort, though.”

“Stop the flattery, Coop. It’ll go to my head.” I swat at his shoulder, laughing when he pulls me into a quick hug. We drop into the booth across from each other. I grab the pot of coffee waiting for us, filling my mug to the brim with caffeine. “And if I’m a dinosaur, that makes you a goddamn fossil.”

“There are three months between us, Dunn. Don’t be rude.” Cooper stretches out his legs, knee bumping mine under the table. He gives my shin a gentle kick with the toe of his boot and smiles again. “I’m surprised you left your fancy penthouse on Fifth Ave. to slum it down here with us.”

“You know I don’t live on Fifth Ave. Too many tourists.”

“Guess that means you’re practically a Manhattan local at this point. Are the rumors about the long line of models you’re seeing true? I’m going to go with no, given you’ve taken up accosting twenty-four-year-olds in diners.”

“What a welcome home this is.” It’s my turn to kick him, and I make sure to land right on his ankle. He lets out a sharp groan, and I smirk. “See if I share the cheesecake I brought back with me.”

“The prodigal son has certainly returned. The girl at the hostess stand is doodling Sebastian’s name all over the seating chart. I forget how people fawn over you.” Nathan, the other half of my friend group, interrupts us and takes the spot in the booth next to Cooper. “It’s good to see you, Sebby. You’re the only thing besides my plants or a fresh blueberry pie that could drag me out of bed this early.”

“I’m sitting right here,” Cooper says.

“And my statement still stands.” Nate gives him a once-over, moving to look at me. “What are you doing in town? Is this an extended vacation? Does ABC want to replace you?”

“I hope not. I got the okay to branch out and try something new, so it would be shitty if I was already canned,” I say.

“Something new?” Cooper asks.

“I’m taking a temporary leave of absence from the senior meteorologist gig.”

“The Emmy you won isn’t enough? Is this one of those eat, pray, love soul-searching trips?” Nate asks. “I doubt whatever you’re looking for can be found in our Orlando suburb.”

“That Emmy is proudly displayed in my home office.”

“You probably polish it every morning.” Coop snickers, and I kick him again. “I bet you stare at your reflection in it.”

“Keep the compliments coming, Givens.” I lean back, an arm draped across the curve of the booth. “There’s no soul-searching happening. I’m just changing gears for the summer.”

“What does that mean? You’re rowing more? Going into traffic reporting instead of covering post-natural-disaster recovery?” Nate tilts his head. “Taking a class on humility and learning not to be vain?”

“Very funny. I’m actually here because I pitched a weather docuseries to the execs in New York. They loved the idea of giving people something to watch that covers a prolonged period of time, and the primary focus is going to be highlighting hurricane season.” I pause to clear my throat. “I’ll educate on the dangers of weather while also showcasing its beauty. Any storm that makes its way to Florida, I’m going to be there reporting. Interviewing the locals and showing the aftermath through extensive damage assessment.”

“I like that.” Nate snorts. “Live from the eye, it’s America’s heartthrob, Sebastian Dunn.”

“This is the welcome home I was expecting,” I say. “You need to step up your game, Coop.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Cooper spins his baseball hat backward and covers his blond hair. There’s a faint red mark on his forehead where his helmet must’ve been sitting not too long ago. “The national nightly news. A new series. Is there anything you can’t do? It makes the rest of us look bad.”

“There are plenty of things I can’t do.” I shrug. “Can’t fold a fitted sheet to save my life.”

“We found the hero’s Achilles’ heel.”

“You know what they say. God gives his toughest battles to his strongest soldiers.” I cross my arms, grinning. “And I’m a warrior.”

Our server refills the coffeepot and takes our order after dropping off two extra mugs. There’s a scuffle over who gets the pink cup with white daisies printed on it. A rock, paper, scissors battle ensues until Nate wins and flips a middle finger Cooper’s way.

“I’m a first responder. I put my life on the line for people like you. I should get dibs on the mug I want,” Coop says. “Do you know how many injured bodies I pulled from a car accident last night while y’all slept? Five.”

“Way to make me feel like a guilty asshole.” Nate groans and shoves the plain mug across the table, swapping it out with the one decorated in flowers. “That’s not fair when all I bring to the table are scones and directions on how to make your own fertilizer. You’re a goddamn hero.”

“I love starting my day talking about fertilizer,” I say.

“So do I.” Nate stirs a clump of sugar into his coffee. “How long are you hanging around, Seb? All hurricane season?”

“Probably only until September or October. I doubt I can swing a six-month stay no matter how many awards I’ve won.”

“We need to keep you humble,” Cooper says. “Are you excited about the new gig? Change is good, right?”

I open my mouth, closing it just as quickly.

These two know everything about my life, but there’s something stopping me from blurting out the things I’ve been grappling with recently: The way I’ve felt stuck in my career. How the last year has been a drag, every day longer than the last. The dread that sinks like a brick to the pit of my stomach when I get ready for work.

How do I tell them I’m afraid the job that once brought me joy is losing its spark?

How do I admit I’m floundering, treading water in the middle of the ocean without a life jacket? Burned-out, fucking exhausted, and looking for a sliver of enjoyment in the hell of corporate America where I don’t know how to do anything but talk about low-pressure systems and cold fronts?

I don’t want to mention the fake smile I’ve perfected. The deep ache that settles in my chest from missing something I love: the adrenaline rush I used to get when I was out in the field. The threat of danger around me.

The good ole days.

I might be traveling around the country and reporting on natural disasters after they happen, visiting a different town every month that’s been subjected to wildfires and landslides and tornadoes, but that doesn’t mean I’m having fun. It doesn’t mean I’m in the thick of things.

Not like I used to be.

Not like I want to be.

“I can’t wait,” I say, keeping my smile in place. Calm, cool, and collected. Classic Seb. Nothing fazes me. “It’ll be good to be back with the storms.”

“Poetic,” Nate says.

“He might be high.” Cooper digs into his plate of pancakes, attention elsewhere. “One never knows.”

The only high I’m getting is reliving my early meteorology days.

Storm chasing is an outlet. Something I’m good at, and I’ve been reminiscing lately. Dreaming about my early twenties before I made it “big” when it was me, a pair of binoculars, a shitty laptop, and an open road. Nothing but cumulonimbus clouds as far as I could see and a tornado siren in the distance.

Nostalgia has been eating at me for the better part of the year, and no matter how large my social media following is, it’ll never give me the rush storm chasing does.

Every day that passes, I feel more and more stagnant. Worried I won’t be able to pull myself out of this rut I’ve fallen into. I don’t know how to get back to loving what I do, and this docuseries is an attempt at figuring my shit out.

The people closest to me always knew what they wanted to do with their lives. Mia, my younger sister, started writing stories when she was five with an imagination that never stops. Cooper went to the firefighting academy right out of college, forever a servant leader with a big heart. Nate didn’t bother with higher education, pivoting to open a pastry shop before he turned twenty.

Then there’s me.

Thirty-one and on the verge of a crisis while millions of people watch.

“Have you told Quincy you’re back?” Nate asks, and I blink, snapping back to reality.

Quincy Monroe.

My sister’s best friend and my favorite person to rile up.

Even with distance between us, Quincy is everywhere. She occupies way too many of my thoughts, and I’ve spent years trying to figure out how to make them stop.

I’ll see her brown hair just out of the frame of a photo Nate posts to show off the new hydrangeas he brought into Wet Your Plants, the greenhouse he opened when he was twenty-five. I imagine she’s smelling the flowers. Making some comment about how perfect they’ll look in someone’s yard.

She’s there again, blurry in the background of an image with Cooper, Harlow, and Mia in Harlow’s house on game night. A deck of cards on the coffee table. Beer bottles scattered on the TV console. Head tipped back, caught midlaugh.

“No.” I tap the handle of my mug to give my hands something to do. I’m fidgety. Warm and unsettled, and I shrug again. “Haven’t had a chance to run into her yet, but I’m sure she’s going to be ecstatic to hear I’ll be hanging around this summer. Seeing her at the chili cook-off later is going to be the highlight of my month.”

“Didn’t she slam a door in your face the last time you saw her? Last summer when you asked to collaborate on research with her, right?”

Damn Cooper and his memory.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. There was no door slamming.”

“She slammed the door in your face.” Nate pops a breakfast potato in his mouth. “Serves you right for saying you were the only one out of the two of you who was … what was it? Oh, yeah. Doing important work for the meteorological community.”

“Dude.” Cooper shakes his head. “Not cool.”

“I didn’t—” I grind my teeth together. “That’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

The memory is hazy.

She was using big, science-y words, and it made me flustered.

Intelligence has always been my biggest turn-on, and she was throwing out some of my favorite lingo like thermodynamics and macroburst and adiabatic the way other people talk about television shows.

The nail in my coffin that makes me even weaker?

When a woman is confident and knows what she brings to the table, and Quincy has always been wildly fucking self-assured.

“This is an interrogation.” I accidentally knock the sugar shaker over then set it back upright. “Whose side are you on?”

“I’m not on any side,” Cooper says.

“Same.” Nate nods. “I’m neutral.”

“I’m still not sure why y’all don’t get along. She likes the rest of us just fine.”

“Probably because they can’t be more opposite. Sebby is chaotic and loud. Totally unorganized and flying by the seat of his pants.”

“Hey,” I interject. “I’m not—”

“It’s not a bad thing. Look how successful you are.” Nate gestures my way. “Quincy is methodical. She sticks to research and data and science when she talks about weather, while you’re full of energy and operate on vibes most of the time. You’re both good at what you do. You just take different approaches.”

“You should do a segment together. You can’t make a docuseries about hurricane season without mentioning Quin. She’s a staple in your industry,” Coop adds.

“She’s something,” I mumble. “And it’s not my fault my charisma is confused with chaos.”

“Come on.” Cooper laughs. “You’re not too much of a dick to acknowledge she knows her stuff, are you?”

Knows her stuff is putting it lightly.

Quincy is the smartest meteorologist I’ve ever met. She pays attention to detail and sees the things other people miss. Years in a classroom with her have put us on a level playing field, but when she starts talking about a topic she’s passionate about?

Pretty sure my tongue hangs out of my mouth. I have hearts in my eyes, especially when she frames the conversation in a way the average person can understand.

“Nah, I’m not.” I pull on my collar. Sitting still is impossible. “She’s smart.”

“Remember the time you first met her? You looked around our chemistry classroom waiting for a dude to show up. When Quincy sat next to you, you hit on her and asked if she wanted to … what was it, Nate?”

“Play seven minutes in heaven during lunch.” Nathan Shaw, who’s always been known as the grouchiest fucker in the world, laughs at my expense. “The earful she gave you after that was pure poetry.”

I’ll never forget the look in her eye when I kicked my feet up on the table and folded my syllabus into an origami heart, tossing it her way with a wink.

What do you say we skip lunch and do something more fun? I asked.

And what would that be? she answered, opening her notebook and not paying any attention to me.

I hear seven minutes in heaven can be a blast. I promise I’ll make you see the stars.

The only thing I want to do with your arrogant ass is crush you academically.

I still haven’t admitted to my friends how much that exchange turned me on.

“I made an assumption, but it’s not totally my fault. The gender-neutral name? How she—”

Cooper cuts in with a laugh. “That’s right. Didn’t, like, four girls try to sit with you that day?”

“Thank you for finally being on my side. That’s exactly what I’m saying. You can’t blame me for thinking my partner was going to be a guy in a band who liked history. Besides, that’s in the past.” I grin. “We’re adults now, and I can’t wait to keep her on her toes  this summer. I should start a scorecard to keep track of how many times I piss her off.”

“It’s nice to have you around, Sebby,” Nate says.

I have friends in New York. A group of coworkers at the news station and the guys I row with four days a week. A neighbor I’ve gotten a beer with once or twice and an acquaintance from college who reached out to me when he spent last summer in the city.

But no one compares to these two.

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” I say, meaning it.

“Now that our food and lovefest is finished …” Cooper pulls out his wallet and drops money on the table. He slides out of the booth and stands. “I’m going home and collapsing in bed. Last night was the longest shift of my life. My phone is on Do Not Disturb for the next twelve hours.”

“We’re not one of your emergency bypasses?” Nate scowls. “This is why I pick the pie over you.”

“The feeling is mutual. My bed is more important. Y’all will be fine.”

“Get some sleep, man,” I say. “We’ll see you later this afternoon.”

“Hibernation is more like it.” He grins. “It is good to have you back, Seb. It’s not the same without you around.”

“It’s good to be back.” I match his smile. For the first time in what seems like ages, I feel light. There are endless possibilities ahead of me. Spending time with my sister and finding new ways to piss off a woman who doesn’t like me. “We have a fun few months ahead of us, boys.”
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The first week of June careens toward the middle of the month where the days are long, the afternoons are hot, and hurricane season is in full swing.

I spend most of my time answering comments on social media posts about hurricane kits and tracking tropical waves that make their way off the coast of Africa. There’s the occasional interview with a news station interested in talking about storm preparedness, and I unwind in the evenings on my front porch, Mia, Harlow, and I taking up residence on the rocking chairs where we drink sweet tea and share a slice of key lime pie.

I’ve found myself in that deliriously wonderful spot between almost overwhelmed but completely happy. Second-guessing how things can get better than this and trying not to think about the position at the National Weather Service that’s looming in the back of my mind. My inbox has been empty, but I’m staying positive.

Trying to, at least.

My phone buzzes on my desk. My attention cuts away from the satellite imagery of the Atlantic Ocean I’ve been studying for thirty minutes to Harlow’s name on the screen. I smile and slide the notification open.


Harlow

  Who thought a chili competition in the middle of summer was a good idea?

	Diabolical, if you ask me.

	Come over whenever so we can get started!



“Shit,” I say to my empty office.

Time slipped away from me like it always does when I dive headfirst into work.

When I go in, I go all in. Everything gets pushed to the back burner, and I lose myself for longer than I should. I fixate and obsess and pour every ounce of myself into my projects until there’s nothing left. Until I’ve neglected the other parts of my life, not on purpose but because I’ve been putting my focus somewhere else. Stretched too thin after making science a priority, not the people I care about. Busy from wanting to be acknowledged and seen as someone who matters.

I shove back my desk chair and shut off my computer. I fire off an answer to Harlow while grabbing my purse and the list of ingredients she sent me last night to pick up from the store.


Stopping by Publix, then I’ll be by!



I throw on a baseball hat to hide my four-day-old unwashed hair and step outside. Suffocating humidity greets me, and my smile is easy when I climb into my Hyundai. I trade out air-conditioning in favor of open windows, the breeze warm on my skin, and I can’t believe there was ever a time in my life I thought about escaping Florida.

I toured universities in Colorado and Oklahoma, wanting to land a spot at the best meteorology program in the country, but I’m happy here in Oak Valley, the town where I grew up.

We’re close enough to the theme parks and Orlando to feel like we’re in a big city but far enough away to be considered quaint and cute. There’s the hint of small-town magic in the storefronts that decorate for the holidays and the old brick roads. Familiarity in the neighbors I’ve known for years and the walking path I use when hurricane season ends and my days aren’t filled to the brim with work.

My heart is tethered to the Sunshine State. It always has been, and even though my parents moved north after I graduated high school, I stayed put, clinging to the months when I find streaks of blonde in my hair after spending too many hours out in the sun.

There’s a secret in the air down here you might not be able to find if you’re not raised on daily thunderstorms and temperatures that hover in the seventies when Christmas trees go up. It’s special. A reminder I’m alive. A living, breathing entity who’s doing her best in this mess called life, and what a gift that is.

The drive to the store is quick, passing in an assortment of Pearl Jam and The Wallflowers songs. I take my time moving up and down the aisles to grab all the items on Harlow’s list. A can of beans gets tossed in the cart along with spices and a jar of garlic. I head for the produce section at the back of the building, throwing onions, tomatoes, and a green pepper in with the rest of the supplies for World’s Most Mediocre Chili, then beeline it for the butcher section.

Before I can make it to the glass case of ground beef offerings, my cart crashes to a stop. A cell phone goes flying. A display of toilet paper wobbles, and I throw my hand out to stop it from falling and crushing me in a Charmin-induced avalanche.

I haven’t survived extreme weather phenomena only to be leveled on my ass and suffocated by two-ply.

Crisis averted, I pull my cart back. I blink and find the last person I ever want to see.

There’s a broad chest. A frayed pair of Levi’s and sun-kissed skin. The start of a beard on his sharp jawline. A thin silver chain clasped around his neck. Messy dark hair and midnight-blue eyes. The scent of sunscreen and coffee in the air, and I’m thrown back to being seventeen. Countless arguments and cocky grins.

Sebastian Dunn is smirking like he won a goddamn prize, and I want the ground to swallow me whole.

“There she is,” he says. It’s deep, low. Infused with a twinge of Southern drawl wrapping around the edge of his words. “I’ve been waiting for this moment. It’s good to see you, Monroe.”

I blink again, hoping I’m hallucinating, but he’s still there, and that’s a problem for me.

I’m never prepared for seeing Sebastian in person.

He has an overpowering, irresistible presence about him in the simple white T-shirt stretching over a torso I know to be toned from doing crew in high school and college. Mia mentioned he still rows recreationally with a club in New York, and it shows in his sculpted shoulders and biceps. The confidence in how he holds himself.

Goddamn him.

I drag my attention to the corded forearms that have no business belonging to a man who talks about cold fronts and water vapor for a living. The hint of a tattoo peeks out from under his sleeve, and I hate that I know what it is: a storm cloud holding a microphone. Singing in the rain he told me offhandedly one night when we closed down The Hideout with our friends, both a little tipsy. Both a little less guarded, and in the moment, it made me laugh.

I must’ve had a lobotomy that night—or a drink too many—because today I despise the thing.

When I finally bring my eyes back to Sebastian’s face, I’m unsettled to find he’s been staring at my cutoff denim shorts. I adjust my position, wedging the shopping cart between us like a fortified wall while a deep breath rattles my lungs.

“This isn’t New York,” I say, breaking the silence. “Are you lost?”

“It’s not?” He makes a show of looking around. Adjusting the hat sitting backward on his head—the absolute asshole—and groaning. “Damn. I could’ve sworn I was in Brooklyn.”

“Did Satan send you up from the Underworld?”

“He did. Thought I deserved a reward for being such a good right-hand man, so he’s letting me get some fresh air. Plus, I have a habit of earning us five stars on Yelp. People love our accommodations. It’s warm year-round, and I hear my smile makes people weak in the knees. What do you think, Monroe?” He gifts me with the flash of his teeth, the pop of a dimple, and I’m a proud member of the I-hate-cheek-indentations club. “Is it true?”

It’s not the reporter voice with practiced inflection he slips into when he’s on camera.

It’s real. It stands out. Grabs your attention and pulls you in like a vortex more than his Herculean stature of being tall (very, at six foot four), fit (very, seeing as his forearms have veins, for god’s sake), and beautiful (very, goddamn him again).

“I’d rather get a root canal than see you smile,” I say. “What are you doing here? Have I been summoned to hell?”

“Nah. We use trumpets when we do the summoning. It’s a whole production, you know? This isn’t nearly as exciting.”

“I’m not sure what you mean. I’m having the time of my life.”

“Your fake enthusiasm is much appreciated, Pres, and will be noted,” he says, and my eye twitches at the nickname he’s called me since high school.

“Are you ever going to tell me what that name means?”

“Nope. Keeping it a secret is way more fun.” He grins, dimple and all. “I’m glad I ran into you. There’s less of a chance for you to hit me with your car in here.”

“We could go out in the parking lot. I’ve always wanted to see how quickly my Hyundai can go from zero to sixty.”

“Tempting.” Sebastian laughs, and I’m irritated by the sound. He leans forward, elbows resting on the handle of his shopping cart with easy posture, and that irritates me too. “Have you heard the good news?”

“What news?”

“I’m going to be in town for a while.” He’s smug when he says it, gleeful he has something to hold over my head. “I’m working on a docuseries that focuses on hurricane season in the Southeast. You’re going to be seeing a lot more of me.”

“ABC is tired of showing your prized face, aren’t they?” I ask. “Is the senior meteorologist job where you’re on-air for ten minutes a night too much work for the guy who poses with his Jeep in social media photos?”

“Monroe, please.” He puts a hand over his chest. Pretends to be scandalized. “Don’t flirt with me in public. You’re going to make me blush.”

“What’s it like to walk around with such an inflated ego you think everything is a compliment?”

“An inflated ego? That’s the equivalent of calling me pretty.” His mouth twists into a grin that’s boastful and proud. A point added to his victory column in our endless back-and-forth. “Can’t believe it took you sixteen years to admit it.”

“Pretty obnoxious is more like it.”

“All I hear is pretty. I knew you thought about me.” Sebastian pushes his cart closer to mine. The wheels collide, and I take a step back. “Say it again. I love it when you’re mean to me.”

I roll my eyes, refusing to give in to his game. “Congratulations on the new gig. I hope it gets you out of town as quickly as possible.”

“You can admit you miss me when I’m not here, Monroe.”

“In your dreams, Dunn.” Five minutes together, and we’re falling back into rhythm like we’re knee-deep in dissertations and competing for TA positions. Going against each other for valedictorian or an internship at the local news station up in Orlando. For as long as I can remember, Sebastian has been a part of my life, whether I like it or not. I point at the iPhone on the ground to distract myself. “Is that yours?”

“It is. Thanks for not crushing it.”

“There’s still time for that. Besides, how would you post videos for all your fans without it?”

“Are you one of those fans?”

“Again. In your dreams.”

“I have a lot of dreams.” Another smirk and the lift of his shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe I’ll share them with you one day.”

“I’m waiting with bated breath,” I draw out. “You don’t use a case?”

“I like to live life on the edge.”

“Chasing severe weather doesn’t do it for you anymore?”

“It’s more fun to see if my twelve-hundred-dollar phone screen is going to shatter,” he says.

“Everyone has a thing, even if yours is teetering toward unhinged behavior.”

“Wait until I tell you I don’t have a passcode.” He bends down to scoop up the phone, nodding when he inspects it. “Good as new.”

“I’m so happy for you.”

“There’s that sarcasm again,” Sebastian says, tucking his phone in his back pocket. “Are you food shopping?”

“Checking out home furnishings, actually. I’ve been thinking about redecorating my living room,” I say.

“And you’re using the grocery store as inspiration? I knew I’ve seen this on a Pinterest board before. The black beans will really add to the ambiance.”

“What ambiance is that? Legume-y?”

“Mm-hmm. Significantly better than whole grain, obviously.”

“There’s a chili cook-off tonight.” I bite my bottom lip to keep an unwanted laugh at bay. He’s not worthy of it. “Harlow, Mia, and I entered, and I needed to make a last-minute grocery store run.”

“What’s your secret ingredient?”

“Nice try.”

Sebastian holds up a small can and taps the side. “Poblano peppers are mine.”

“That’s innovative.” My molars ache from how hard I’m grinding them together. “I guess that means I’m going to be forced to see you later?”

“And for the extended future. Aren’t you lucky?” His grin is back, and this time, it’s a wicked, terrible thing. “I’ll make sure to keep my annoyingness to a minimum.”

“I’d appreciate it. I’m very busy these days.”

“I’m sure you are.” He leans against an endcap and folds his arms across his chest. He taps his fingers on his biceps, right along the sleeve that hits the curve of his muscle. I keep my eyes on his face. “How are the videos going? The live shows and all of that?”

All of that, like he’s reducing what I do to talking into a camera instead of poring over scientific data until my brain is foggy and there’s a crick in my neck.

“They’re going well,” I tell him, in the mood to brag. “I hit a big milestone recently, and I think this hurricane season is going to be the best one yet from a subscriber perspective. Renewed interest in climate change and severe weather is bringing in more viewers. More interest means more motivation to keep creating content to educate and help keep people safe.”

His eyes hold mine. Sharp, deliberate. “A million followers, right?”

I suck in a breath. “How do you know that?”

“You don’t think I keep tabs on my competition? I have to make sure you’re not kicking too much ass, Monroe, or I’d have to step up my game and win another Emmy.”

He says it lightheartedly, but I hear the truth hidden in the joke.

He keeps tabs on me, like I do with him.

It’s how I know he was in Oklahoma last month after an EF4 tornado wiped out an entire town. It’s why I know he went to California in January when forest fires were burning up and down the West Coast.

There’s the voyage to Antarctica to show the change in glacier geography over the last thirty years. The trip he took to South America to interview residents in a small village about the severe drought they were experiencing.

Sebastian is never far from my mind.

I must not be far from his either.

“I should get a move on. It’s going to take at least two tries to get this chili right, and I don’t want to keep Harlow and your sister waiting.”

“Same.” He straightens his cart, the basket empty except for the can of peppers and a Snickers bar. King-size, peanut butter flavored. “Lots to do.”

“Cool. Good luck.”

I turn, but before I can leave the conversation that’s made me feel like I’m stripped bare—like I’ve revealed too much of myself to him and he’s going to use it as ammunition later—fingers brush against the hook of my elbow. A gentle grasp, rooting me in place. I look down and find Sebastian’s hand on my skin, and I stare at where he’s holding me.

“Look, Quincy. I …” He trails off and lets go, reluctance in the way his palm tucks into his pocket like he did something wrong. Hesitancy in what comes next. “I’m sorry.”

I can count on one hand the number of times he’s called me by my first name: a rebuttal during a meteorology forecast discussion in college; the year he wished me happy birthday with a single cupcake I tossed in the trash out of fear it might be laced with a laxative.

Alarms sound in my head.

“Sorry?” I repeat. “For what?”

“All of it.”

“All of it,” I echo, incapable of my own thoughts. “Do you mean global warming and not using a paper straw?”

“No.” He pauses and huffs out a laugh. Shakes his head and grins. The dimple pops again, and I’m still not a fan. “Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

“It’s already forgotten.”

“This is way more fun. I love when we play.”

“We’re not playing anything.”

“Sure we’re not,” he says. “I’ll see you later at the cook-off.”

“I can barely hold back my excitement.”

Sebastian knocks my shoulder with his when he moves toward the bread aisle. I pretend like it doesn’t send a jolt of electricity up my spine. “Don’t miss my pretty face too much until then.”

“Missing you isn’t part of the plan,” I answer, desperate to get away from him. “It’s never been part of the plan.”

“We’ll see about that,” he calls out, and when I have to suppress a smile, I hate him more than I did ten minutes ago.
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Nate the Great

Seb ran into Quincy at the grocery store.

Coop There It Is

And the earth is still rotating? Impressive.

How did it go?

She asked about my inflated ego. I said she must think about me when I’m not around.

The games are just beginning, boys.
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“Admit it.” Cooper doles out a ladle of chili into a Styrofoam bowl. He spins the dish around, inspects it, then flicks off a rogue piece of chopped onion. “This is top-tier entertainment.”

“Standing over a portable stove in ninety-five-degree weather is fun?” Nate fans his face. He scowls and reaches for his water bottle, downing half the drink. “I work in front of an oven every day and I’m bordering on a heatstroke. This was a stupid idea.”

“Which is worse?” I ask. “The open flame or having to talk to people and act like you’re having a good time?”

“The people. Mrs. Johnson, one of the regulars at the greenhouse, stopped by ten minutes ago. I went through an interrogation where she asked if I’m planning on settling down one of these days or if a bouquet of coreopsis will read the eulogy at my funeral because I’m going to die alone.”

“You’ll be back with your plants soon, but both of you could use the camaraderie.” Cooper motions to the city park swarming with people. He waves at someone sitting in a fold-up chair on the grass then fixes the apron tied
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