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PROLOGUE
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Memorial Day Weekend

They say you never forget the big moments in your life. Everything slows around you, your senses heightened, and every detail is crystal clear. Lola Peabody usually didn’t believe in fate or spiritual mumbo jumbo, but in this moment, she did.

The hairs on her arms stood on end as she slapped the lid on another box, her daughter and Lola’s life currently staring at her from a stack of cardboard cubes and overflowing wash baskets. 

Today was a first. Today was the day they’d move into their own place. This wasn’t her parents’ house; this wasn’t crashing on a friend’s couch or renting a room in someone else’s home. Today, she was getting behind the wheel of a rental truck and driving to their future. Or, in this case, the tiny hamlet of Pinegrove, Georgia. 

Lola huffed out a breath, wiping the sweat from her brow as her blonde hair hung in a haphazard ponytail down her neck. In an effort to save a few pennies, she’d cut the air conditioning off early, assuming they’d be too busy to notice the heat. She was dead wrong—Atlanta in the summer always played by its own rules. 

“Mommy! Can I please bring my tiara from the playset Auntie Roxie gave me?” Katie asked, her cheeks plumping as she smiled. The plastic tiara was stuck in her blonde curls, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. 

“Honeybun, what did I tell you? It all comes with us. Now please, go double-check that your closet is empty.” The darned thing had been empty yesterday before they went to bed, but for some reason, her eight-year-old decided to unpack a few things in the middle of the night. 

Katie sighed, her grin evaporating faster than the rain in the Southern heat. “And why is it so dang hot in here?” she asked, hip popped to the side. 

Lola swallowed down the honest truth, that they needed to watch their money now more than ever. But Lola had never burdened Katie with the realities of adult life, and she sure as shoot wouldn’t start now. 

“It’s hot because it’s summer. Now please, I need you to be ready when the landlord arrives to check the place out. Plus, Auntie Roxie will be here soon with the moving truck.” Katie scuffed her sneakered foot on the recently polished floors, and Lola nearly wept in frustration. She snapped her fingers and pointed down the hallway, ordering, “On the double, Katherine Roxanne Peabody.”

She never, and she meant never, used her daughter’s full name unless it was a dire situation. And frankly, right now, it felt like it. Lola was used to being a single parent. Hell, from the moment Katie came into the world there weren’t many people to count on. Well, that wasn’t fair; she counted on her best friend, Roxie. The pair had met over a decade ago in art school, and she was the closest thing to a sister Lola had. 

And the Good Lord knew Katie’s good-for-nothing hound dog of a daddy wouldn’t be chipping in any kind of financial or emotional support. The man was as useless as tits on a bull. Even when she was exhausted or feeling a little hopeless, Lola always preferred the solo struggle to any type of skirmish with Ray. 

And then it hit her; Ray knew they lived in Atlanta, but he didn’t know they were moving. Granted, he never bothered looking them up in the city, but now, if he tried, they wouldn’t be there. While the notion should fill her with a sense of dread, it had the opposite effect—it filled her with even more excitement for their truly fresh start. 

Lost in her musings over her ex, Lola nearly missed the always dramatic entrance of her BFF, Roxie. The door flung open, and Roxie bounded inside. Her red hair was pulled into a messy top knot, her freckled cheeks flushed from the heat. Lola braced herself, as Roxie was madder than someone on a diet at the county fair.

“I absolutely forbid this, Lola Peabody!” she exclaimed, flinging the door shut and falling against it with a flourish. “Atlanta won’t make a lick of sense without you.” 

“Rox, Atlanta ... and you ... will be fine,” Lola assured her before taping up a box of books. While entertaining, her friend’s theatrics were only going to delay the inevitable. 

Roxie made a very unladylike sound before collapsing to her knees and hobbling over to the stack of boxes, hands clasped in prayer. “Please don’t go. I’ll hog-tie you to the radiator to keep you from leaving.” The glint in her hazel eyes told Lola she wasn’t kidding. 

“What’s hog-tie mean?” Katie asked. She was clad in shorts and a T-shirt with her favorite Disney princesses, her tiara now askew. She’d managed to braid—i.e., knot—her hair into pigtails in the time since she’d been sent to her room, causing Lola’s blood pressure to spike. 

“Did you check your closet?” Lola groaned, already knowing the answer. 

Katie tugged on the end of one braid, a frown making her look older than her nearly nine years. “Yes, ma’am.” 

Lola quirked an eyebrow. “So that means if I go check your room right now, it will be empty?” Katie didn’t budge, her gaze locked on the floor. “And if I find anything in there, it’ll stay here in Atlanta.”

That got her daughter’s attention. Her head snapped up, jaw unhinged as she struggled to find her words. “But I was gonna ...”

“Wait for your favorite aunt to help,” Roxie said, jumping to her feet and ushering Katie back down the hallway. 

Not for the first time, Lola worried how she’d managed life on her own in a new town. Since leaving Alabama and Ray behind, it had just been Lola, Katie, and Roxie. Despite her hectic schedule as an actress, Roxie had always made time for them, at one point going so far as opening her condo up to them when they needed a roof over their head. 

But that closeness, while a gift, was also an anchor holding Lola back. She knew Katie was only going to get bigger, wanting space and opportunities to thrive. Atlanta had everything at their fingertips, including exorbitant cost of living and small floor plans in her budget. Pinegrove offered them a fresh start, and an adorable cottage that Lola could actually afford—assuming everything went to plan. 

Lola was a photographer by trade ... and by passion. She was her happiest when behind the lens. Over the years, she’d built up quite the portfolio and was good at making connections and finding new business. She had no doubt she could make things happen in Pinegrove. 

“I promise you,” Roxie said with a laugh, once again saving Lola from herself. “Katie’s room is empty and as clean as can be.” She thrust her hands on her hips and sighed. “Why is it so hot in here?”

“Because I’m pinching pennies and didn’t see the point in paying for AC when we’re going to prop the door open?” Lola hoisted herself to her feet, dusted off her knees, and surveyed the living room. They were packed, and nothing was keeping them from starting this next adventure. 

“I’m going to miss you,” Roxie said, her voice surprisingly low. 

“I know,” Lola agreed, reaching out to snatch Roxie’s hand and pull her into a sweaty embrace. “Thank you for everything, and I mean that.”

Roxie squeezed her tightly. “I only picked up the truck. You know I won’t be much good with the heavy lifting.”

“Brat,” Lola admonished. “I’m trying to have a moment.”

“If you stayed here, we could have a million more moments.”

Lola tucked her hair behind her ears, too tired to fix her ponytail. No wonder her daughter’s braids looked closer to split ropes from the harbor than actual plaits. “We gotta try this, Rox. I’m getting too old to scrap and scrounge. Katie deserves better than that.”

Roxie threw her hands in the air. “Well, now I can’t argue anymore, because that makes perfect sense.” Her arms fell to her side, and she added, “You know I’d do anything for you two.”

Lola arched an eyebrow. “Does that include flirting with Tommy in 3C so he helps us move the furniture?” The poor guy had been drooling over Roxie for two years since he saw the trio at the pool, Roxie sporting a very teeny-weeny polka dot bikini. 

Huffing her nails, Roxie smirked. “Tommy will be down in twenty minutes with two of his buddies. Girl, I meant when I said; I don’t do heavy lifting.”

Just then, Katie came out with her hair fixed. “All ready, Mommy!” she proclaimed, doing jazz hands. 

Lola rubbed at her heart for a moment, temporarily speechless. “Did Auntie Roxie do your hair?” 

Katie blinked, reaching up to tug on one of her braids. “No, I did.” 

Roxie grew incredulous. “See? She’s already getting too grown-up. If you leave, the next time I’ll see Katie, she’ll be in her twenties and engaged to some small-town bumpkin.”

Katie scrunched up her nose. “What’s a bumpkin? Do you hog-tie them?”

Lola sighed as Roxie snorted. “Honeybun, remember our rule? Don’t repeat anything Auntie Roxie says.” 

Shoulders slumping, Katie nodded and plopped down on a stack of boxes. “Fine,” she muttered, toying with the edge of a box that contained Lola’s collection of cookbooks. 

“Hey, I take offense,” Roxie teased, clearly unbothered. 

Lola winked, but their quiet time was over, when a loud knock came from the open doorway, her landlord waiting with a clipboard and a bored expression. “Hello, Miss Peabody,” he greeted, stepping over a trash bag to join the trio. “Is now a good time for our walk-through?”

“Good a time as any, Mr. Loomer.” Lola gestured for him to follow her to the rear of their apartment. 

In truth, she knew this inspection would be a cakewalk. While Katie had been playing with their neighbors or watching a movie on her iPad, Lola had been scouring every service, wiping down every counter and cabinet, and even painting the spot in the dining room where Katie had made a mess during an ill-planned science experiment. 

“I have to say, it won’t be easy finding tenants as good as you,” Mr. Loomer said, clicking his pen as his eyes swept over every nook and cranny. “Although I can’t lie and say I look forward to returning your security deposit.” He chuckled as he signed off on a paper and handed it to Lola. “Initial here and here, and you’re all set. You can leave the keys in the mailbox once you’re done. I’ll get that check in the mail to your new address by Monday.”

Lola hurriedly signed the papers, eager to get a refund to put toward her first mortgage payment. “Thank you, Mr. Loomer.”

He nodded, waved to Katie, and held the door open as Tommy and his friends swarmed into the apartment. “Hey, Roxie,” Tommy greeted, cheeks already flaming red. “What can we do?” 

“Stretch those muscles and follow me, boys!” Roxie snapped her fingers and the men followed her around with their tongues wagging. 

For nearly an hour, she ushered the men around the apartment, telling them what to load first. In the time it would take them to watch an episode of their favorite soap opera, Atlanta Hearts, Lola and Katie’s lives had been locked and loaded. Tommy had even hitched her car to the rear of the moving truck, saving her from two trips across the Peach State. There was nothing holding them back.

After ensuring Katie didn’t need to use the bathroom, Lola helped Katie into the front seat, then turned to face Roxie. 

“So this is really happening,” Roxie surmised, a lone tear sliding down her cheek. “It’s the end of an era.”

Lola yanked her close for a hug, despite the sweltering heat. “No, it’s not. We’re just shifting into the next one.”

“You take care of our girl, and you call me all the time.” Roxie sniffed into Lola’s neck, and she nearly crumbled.

“I will. Love you, Rox. You better come visit.”

Roxie swiped at her damp cheeks and beamed. “You won’t be able to keep me away. Enjoy Pinegrove, and don’t be afraid to have fun.”

Lola snorted. Fun, what a quaint notion. “Sure thing, right after I set up our new house, build a book of business, and get Katie enrolled in summer camp and school.”

Pinching Lola’s bicep until she yelped, Roxie rolled her eyes. “Don’t be afraid to do something for you,” she ordered, lowering her voice and adding, “or someone.”

“Oh yeah, because dating is always my top priority.”

Roxie crossed her arms over her chest, giving her a glare that made Lola shiver. “It’s not illegal to have fun. You’re always responsible, but you’re also a woman. Get out there and date, and for the love of God, have sex.” She flapped a hand toward the moving truck and begged, “Please, Lola. Don’t be afraid to put yourself out there.” Lola opened her mouth to argue, but Roxie soldiered on, “You don’t have to do everything on your own. I want to see you find someone and settle down, when the time is right. And don’t forget, you’re allowed to be in front of the camera, part of the action. Don’t let your photography keep you from living.” She smacked a kiss on Lola’s cheek, pausing to wipe off the lipstick smear. “Get out of here before I really start to cry,” she pleaded. 

Lola was about to agree, when Katie honked the horn of the truck, her giggle echoing through the parking lot. “Let’s go, we’re wasting daylight.”

“How do you know what that means?” Lola asked, laughing at Katie’s moxie. 

After another series of watery hugs, Lola was behind the wheel, driving her and Katie toward their new home. 

She wasn’t a fortune teller, but three hours later, as they crested the hill and pulled into Pinegrove, she had a good feeling about their future. 

While she knew she wasn’t here to look for love, Lola couldn’t deny the thought had popped into her head a time or two, but she would keep her word. Now wasn’t the time to find a guy and fall in love. Now was the time to make a home, and she looked forward to the challenge. 

*
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Javier “Javi” Ortiz really hated Memorial Day. That fact had nothing to do with a sense of patriotic duty, but rather the anniversary of the worst day of his life. While everyone was grilling up hot dogs and hosting pig roasts, Javi and his family mourned. 

It had been six years, but the rawness of losing his mamá still scorched worse than a third-degree burn. A heart attack had claimed Sofia Ortiz while working at the family’s market outside Atlanta, and Javi’s life had shifted forever. 

Those who knew Javi knew him as the happy-go-lucky flirt who dated half, if not three quarters of the eligible ladies of Pinegrove, Georgia. Javi usually prided himself on his ability to make the opposite sex swoon with his charisma and crooked grin. Yet on Memorial Day, that charm was nowhere to be found and he didn’t surround himself with people, even well-meaning ones like his friends. 

No, on the anniversary, he wanted to curl up on the couch with reruns of Martha Stewart streaming while he ate cereal in his jimjams. 

Another thing about Javi that folks didn’t realize, mostly because he wouldn’t let them, was how lonely he got during anniversaries like this. Idly, as he shuffled through his home, flannel pants hanging low on his hips, he wondered what it would be like to share this burden of grief with someone. While Javi was satisfied 364 days out of the year with the rotation of ladies who flitted in and out of his life, today he craved more. He craved something real ...

Yet, as he sat alone grieving, he couldn’t help but think of how broken his papá was still. When he’d called Ramon Sr. that morning, his old man didn’t answer. The last time they’d spoken, he sounded thirty years older than he should, a shell of the laughing, jovial, affectionate man he’d been. Losing a love like that ruins you, and Javi wanted no part in that. He also wanted his old relationship with his papá back, but he wouldn’t dwell on that now. He’d keep sending the texts, and hopefully, one day, he’d get an answer ...

Stomach rumbling, Javi poured milk into his third bowl of Lucky Charms. Across the room, his cell phone buzzed to life, popping his bubble of solitude. After muttering a few choice profanities, he swiped his thumb over the screen. “What’s up, Junior?” he asked through a mouthful of cereal. He was crunching so loudly, he almost missed his older brother’s disappointed huff. 

“Javi? I can hardly hear you through the crunching.”

“Turn up your hearing aid, old man,” Javi teased. 

Junior grunted. “Pfft, by three years. I could still kick your ass.”

“Prove it.”

“If you’d actually come out and visit, I would.” 

“Checkmate,” Javi said, swallowing a clump of marshmallows past the lump in his throat. He’d walked right into that one. “Already calling me out and we haven’t even been on the phone for a minute. Is this a record?”

“Mano, c’mon. Excuse us for calling to check in. Mamá wouldn’t have wanted you to wallow alone like this. Don’t you think it’s time to—?” 

“To settle down and have a million kids? No, I don’t,” Javi exhaled, having this speech memorized since before their mamá’s untimely passing. Junior followed in their parents’ footsteps, and no matter how many times Javi said he was happy, it was never good enough. 

“You’re thirty, and you don’t want to wake up alone forever, do you?” 

Ouch, way to go right for the jugular, Junior. 

Javi rubbed a hand over his chest, his Lucky Charms turning to goop in his forgotten bowl. “I’m not alone,” he argued, thinking of his friends and team at Engine 33. His brothers and sisters in arms always had his back. And besides, he was only alone today because he’d turned down all the invitations for barbecues and craw dadding. He was right where he wanted ... no, needed to be. 

“If you’re not alone ...” Junior’s argument ended when his wife, Genie, yanked the phone from him. She stage-whispered a few suggestions before coming on the line. 

“Hey, Javi,” she greeted, her sweet lilting voice comforting. “How are ya holding up?”

In the background, Javi’s niece and nephew laughed. The sounds of their playing echoed through the line, muffled giggles infectious. Of course Junior would think he was lonely when he was surrounded by chaos 24/7. 

Cradling the phone in his neck, Javi carried his bowl and spoon to the sink, dumping the contents down the drain. “Fine, you know how today always feels.”

Genie hummed in agreement. “It always feels silly to be mourning when everyone else is making hamburgers and settin’ off fireworks. I’m like, Y’all know what happened today?” 

His brother had done good when he’d found Genie. His sister-in-law was a Southern Belle who could stand up to the surly likes of Junior when he got full of himself. Junior and Genie had stayed in Atlanta after getting married, opting to build a life in the same neighborhood where Javi grew up. He loved that for his brother, and sometimes he wished that same appreciation went both ways. 

Ramons Senior and Junior weren’t thrilled when Javi graduated from the academy and decided to get a job at a small-town fire station a few hours outside Atlanta. To them, moving to Pinegrove was tantamount to moving to Mars. But the slower pace suited Javi. He liked knowing his neighbors; he liked having a hectic job in a quiet place. 

Lost in the moment, Javi missed Genie’s question. “Sorry, what?” He squeezed the tense muscles at his neck and walked back to the couch, flopping onto a cushion. 

“I said, you’re welcome to swing by anytime. Ramon and Junior miss you somethin’ awful, even though they’re both too pigheaded to say it out loud.” 

That drew a smirk from Javi. “I know, and I will, Genie. Things have been wild at work, and time gets away from me.”

Going right to the point, Genie asked, “You seein’ anyone special?”

Javi chuckled, shaking his head even though no one could see him. “Nah, not right now.”

A loud crash echoed through the line and Genie’s shout of “What did I just tell y’all about rough housin’ when I’m talking to Uncle Javi? Hush up, or we’re not going for ice cream.”

“Ana and Alex causing trouble?” Javi adored those kids, but after every visit, he needed to take a three-day nap to regain his energy. He had no idea how Junior and Genie raised those two and managed to have jobs and lives. Javi couldn’t even keep a bowl of Lucky Charms from going soggy ...

“When aren’t they?” Genie laughed. “Look, I won’t jump down your throat about finding someone and settlin’ down, but you know we worry about you all the way out there.”

This time, Javi couldn’t hold back his belly laugh. It felt good, breaking the tension like this. “Genie, sweetheart. Y’all can visit anytime you want. I bought this place so there’s room for everyone. Pinegrove isn’t Paris. You don’t need an airplane or a passport to visit.”

She blew raspberries. “Pfft, I know. Just take care of yourself, and don’t be afraid to keep a girl around for longer than five minutes.”

“Is that an insult on my manhood?”

“Ha! I won’t discuss your manhood, mostly because your brother is giving me the evil eye. Keep your eyes, and your heart, open is all I’m sayin’. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Javi disconnected, tossing his phone to the far end of the couch. It landed with a sad thud and slid between a stack of pillows. Unwilling to fall down more of an emotional rabbit hole, he rolled onto his side and turned up the volume on the TV. 

Martha Stewart was still droning on about something with egg whites. Javi really didn’t cook much, most of his dinners came from The Pecan Pit, his favorite dive bar in town, but this show had become his comfort watch. 

When he was younger, his mamá was obsessed with watching cooking shows of all kinds, but Martha was her favorite. Javi had so many fond memories of his papá buying his wife the latest cookbook, of her shrieks of delight when she tried new recipes. His mamá would even record the show on their old VCR until she learned how DVRs worked, watching every episode and taking notes in the margins of her cookbooks. 

So on the anniversary of losing the only woman he ever loved, Javi cued up a mini marathon of Martha and his favorite comfort food of cereal. This made him feel closer to his mamá, made him feel a small moment of ease. His papá never called, and Javi barely bothered reaching out. Some relationships bring comfort, but theirs wasn’t one of them. Unable to psych himself up for the ghosted messages, Javi was texting less and less these last few years.

Javi was tired of his family worrying about him. He was fine, and trying to settle down wouldn’t change a thing. He was the good-time guy; he wasn’t looking for anything serious. And besides, he’d lived in Pinegrove for years. If his soulmate was out there, he would have found her by now.
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July

“Katie! Get your shoes, I mean it!” Lola stumbled over a mountain of forgotten toys in front of the refrigerator. Her daughter’s hobby was not playing outside, messing around on her iPad, or even her obsession with Disney movies. Oh no, her eight-year-old had a passion for leaving things all over the house so Lola could trip and fall to her death. 

Last week it was a pile of old socks that had lost their mates in the dryer, yesterday it was a stack of Highlights magazines, and this morning it was Katie’s collection of finger puppets from the state fair. Her heaps of doom littered their new home, and Lola seemed helpless to stop the chaos. 

Lola righted herself before she could roll an ankle, because that’s all she needed right now. She had her first job lined up today, and she was due right after Katie got on the bus for summer camp. 

As soon as they’d turned in the moving truck on Memorial Day, Lola had hit the ground running. They’d unpacked—most of their things—got Katie registered for summer camp and also school for the fall. Most importantly, Lola had started to find clients. 

“Mommy, which one is best?” Katie asked, stomping into the kitchen in mismatched shoes. One was a glittery pink ballet flat, the other her white sneaker. 

Lola snatched the calendar off the fridge and checked the date. “Katie, it’s gym day. You need to wear your sneakers.”

That was clearly the wrong answer, as Katie whined, “Nooooo. I wanted to wear my ballet shoes.”

Glancing at her watch, Lola winced at the time. “Honeybun, you need to get your other sneaker. The bus is coming any minute.” She sidestepped a pile of LEGO and tossed an apple, yogurt cup, and sandwich into Katie’s lunch bag. 

Thank goodness she thought to make the PB&J the night before!

Katie sighed but did as she was told. She grabbed her backpack, allowed Lola to tie her sneakers, and was at the curb just as the bus arrived. “Have a good day, honeybun! Love you.”

Pausing halfway up the steps of the bus, Katie turned to wave, her gap-tooth smile causing a tear to slide down Lola’s cheek. She’d gotten so big over the last year. A growth spurt had added three inches to her daughter, taking away some of the baby fat in her cheeks. Her hair was still a riot of blonde, her eyes still the color of emeralds. Every single day Lola thanked the good Lord that her daughter took after her, because the last thing she wanted were reminders of Alabama, or of Ray.

Ray was like a blister on your foot: best to be ignored and avoided until it scabbed over. From the time Katie started walking and talking, he’d shown no interest in fatherhood. He never asked them to stay, and he never provided any child support. Lola had considered going back to court for what was owed, but she didn’t want to waste the time or money. She and Kate would be fine on their own; always had been, always will.

Now that Katie was on her way to camp, Lola sprang into action, getting ready for her day. She was due at the local law firm to take their headshots for their new directory and an ad campaign. Their previous headshots were poor quality, and in some cases were laughably outdated. She knew the managing partner had a lot of contacts in town, so if this job went well, she could count on some referrals. 

Corporate headshots were not her bliss, but Lola was always happiest behind the camera. She’d documented Katie’s life since the very beginning, from bathtime and her first steps to birthday parties and holidays. Lola enjoyed doing events like weddings, anything that gave her focus while also giving her the opportunity to make an impact. Nothing brought more joy than a blushing bride swooning over her wedding album. The feeling never got old, and Lola hoped it never would. 

Arriving at the law firm twenty minutes early, Lola popped into the local coffee shop for a jolt of caffeine. While she waited in line, she listened to folks around her laughing and chatting. She missed her friends, especially Roxie, back in Atlanta, but she knew she was doing the right thing for Katie and herself. 

As Lola approached the counter, she overheard a few women discuss their upcoming book club meeting, and Lola’s ears perked up. Granted, she hadn’t been reading as much as she usually did, but she loved the idea of getting into reading again. There was a cute library down the block, and she saw they offered year-round activities for Katie, too. Perhaps they should get library cards this weekend and start making new friends? It certainly felt like they were settled enough to start having some of that fun Roxie kept taking about ...

Lola’s musings were interrupted when she reached the front of the line. She ordered an iced mocha—who can drink hot coffee in weather like this?—and made her way across the street to the law firm. She was greeted by an older woman with graying hair and a pinched expression, who then directed Lola to the managing partner’s office, and the photo shoots began. 

Two hours later, she’d taken pictures of a dozen lawyers and staff, and was ready to collapse. Lola was screwing the cap back on her lens when Chip, one of the partners, approached. “Ms. Lola?” he asked, his Southern drawl pronounced and charming. 

“Yes?” She whirled around, careful not to drop her camera. “What can I do for you, Mr. Montgomery?”

Chip smiled, his perfectly white teeth reflecting the fluorescent lights above them. “Please, call me Chip.”

“All right, Chip.” 

Chip leaned back on his heels, his hands gripping his suspenders. He rocked back and forth twice before getting to the point. “I’m good friends with our local fire chief, Paul Warren.”

She quirked an eyebrow. “Okay?” Her pulse kicked up at the mention of a networking opportunity.

Chip chuckled, a low rumble that reminded her of her grandpap. “Paul said they’re looking at options for their annual fundraiser. He’s got one of his lieutenants, I believe Javi Ortiz, chairing the fundraising committee this year.”

“Oh, a fundraiser? That sounds fun.” She meant it, too. Anything that wasn’t boring headshots would certainly be enjoyable to shoot and edit. “Anyway, Paul said they might need a photographer, depending on what they decide to do. If you don’t mind, Lola, I’d like to share your contact information.”

Unable to hold back her enthusiasm, Lola beamed. “That would be great. Thank you, Chip.”

“Excellent. I’ll have my assistant email your contact information. I think it’d be a good opportunity.”

“Thank you so much,” Lola agreed, following Chip out of the offices and into the warm summer air. 

Once outside and alone, she gave herself a mental high-five, already counting the profits from having another contact in her new hometown. This could be something; she could feel it. 

Wasting no time, Lola jogged to her car, stowed her camera equipment, and nearly broke the speed limit getting home. It had only been an hour since Chip’s promise to share her details, but she was keen to check her email. Perhaps this connection at the fire station was as eager as she was? 

Any attempt at checking her email was long forgotten as the bus pulled up and a very excited Katie tumbled onto the sidewalk. “Mommy!” she shrieked, sneakered feet eating up the pavement as she closed the distance to Lola. “I’m starving! What’s for supper?”

The pair shared a dinner of hot dogs and boxed macaroni and cheese, because Lola wasn’t much of a cook. Katie never complained, always cheering when the little blue box made an appearance. God bless children’s tastebuds—the savior of working moms everywhere!

Lola poured a glass of milk for Katie, sliding it closer. “Did you make any friends today?” 

Katie cocked her head to the side. “Yes?” she asked, eyes darting around as she thought back to the very complicated day of a camper. Fortunately, their realtor told Lola about the Pinegrove summer camp. Not only was it a great way to get Katie out of the house while they waited for school to start, but it provided ample opportunity to make friends. Although in the several weeks since they arrived, no kids seemed to be latching onto her daughter. 

Lola smirked. “Can you tell me about them?”

Katie took a bite from her hot dog, and through a mouthful, said, “One girl was named Morgan, and she had red hair like Auntie Roxie.”

“Was Morgan nice to you?” Lola’s fork hovered halfway to her mouth, because she hated the notion of anyone being anything but kind to her baby.

Katie finished chewing and nodded. “Yes. We sat together at lunch, and she gave me a bite of her string cheese. Then I met Hannah, and she’s fun, too. She doesn’t eat cheese though.”

Lola exhaled. “That’s good, honeybun. I’m glad you’re making friends.” 

Katie helped Lola clear the table, loading her plastic plate into the dishwasher. “Can I please play on my iPad?” she begged, clasping her hands together. 

Not a fan of screen time, Lola knew when to offer this treat. She held up both hands. “You get ten minutes now, and ten minutes after bath time.”

“Yaaaayy!” Katie screamed as she darted to her bedroom. 

Lola finished tidying up the kitchen, joining Katie a few minutes later for bath and bedtime. After tucking her daughter into bed, Lola tiptoed out of the room and closed the door with a snick. She had countless photos to sort through and format, but right now she wanted a moment alone with her musings. 

Pouring herself a glass of wine, she put in her ear buds and pulled up an old episode of Martha Stewart on her iPad. Lola’s mother had never been much of a cook, but the show had provided comforting background noise to Lola’s childhood. Now, as a mother herself, she hoped Martha could share some words of wisdom on dinners that didn’t come from boxes. 

While resting back into the couch, nestling her glass to her chest, Lola surveyed their home. Their cottage might not look like a lot to the untrained eye, but Lola adored it. It was their very first house, a home she bought with her own money, and she planned on sprucing it up ... on her own. She also planned on making whatever this complicated dessert was that Martha was showing the camera. Gobs of gooey frosting clung to a cake so dense, it was amazing that the cake stand didn’t crumble under the weight. 

But as the episode ended and the light outside shifted from purple to black, a familiar pang of loneliness hit her square in the solar plexus. Even though she was proud of all she and Katie had done, there were moments, like now, when the sun had set and the house was empty, that she wanted someone to talk to, someone to share her day with. Maybe even someone to bake with...

“Knock it off, Lola,” she chastised herself as she rinsed out her glass, turned off the lights, and collapsed into bed. 

All of this was useless anyway. They lived in a small town, and no one had caught her eye yet. There were a few handsome faces that looked like they’d provide a little spark to her life, but at the end of the day, these men were all flash.

The only flash she needed in her life was the one connected to her trusty camera. Men were trouble, and she’d seen enough of that to last a lifetime.  

*
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“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Javi said, leaning back on his stool at the local watering hole, The Pecan Pit. A platter of nachos sat in front of him, his fingers covered in salsa and sour cream. “But I think I’ve dated every woman within a twenty-mile radius of Pinegrove.” He wiped his hands on his fifth napkin.

Javi had certainly come out of his funk since Memorial Day, but a listless energy pulled him down as the summer dragged on. Everything felt the same, yet it also felt different.

Trevor, his captain and best friend, snorted, nearly choking on a tortilla chip. Malcolm “Smithy” Smith slapped his back, cracking a grin. “Easy there, Trev. The last thing we need is you choking to death.” He waggled his bandaged arm and added, “Or back in the hospital.” 

Right before the Fourth of July fireworks festival, a horrible warehouse fire nearly brought the Pinegrove FD to their knees. It still amazed Javi—and all of Engine 33—that Malcolm had made it out of that fire in one piece, or at least as close to one piece as he could be. He wasn’t released back to work yet, so Javi savored this time with his friend, keen to have him back in rotation. 

After dabbing at his face with a napkin, Trevor balled it up and tossed it at Javi’s head. “Javi, I already thought your territory stretched across the Mississippi. You’re disappointing me.”

Javi batted the paper ball away, smirking. “You know I don’t believe in borders. I go where I am needed.” In truth, he rarely dated too far outside of town. The older he got, the lazier he got. Driving over an hour for a booty call exhausted him just thinking about it. He was definitely losing his edge ...

Checking his watch, Malcolm grimaced. “Crap, it’s getting late. If I don’t get home soon, my parents will come looking for me. I’d rather avoid a scene,” he sighed and added, “or a scolding.” It was obvious to anyone with eyeballs that Malcolm was ready to heal and eager for his parents to go back to Tennessee. 

“Smithy!” Javi whined. “We barely get guy’s night now that Trev’s in love.” He made a gagging sound, rolling his eyes. 

Trevor leaned over and playfully punched Javi in the gut. “Real nice, man. You just wait, one day you’ll find the woman that knocks you off your feet, and Smithy and I will laugh our asses off.”

Malcolm was serious for a moment, waving down Buster, the pub’s owner, for the check. Wishing he was a mind reader, Javi was dying to know what had his buddy all worked up, other than the accident. He’d bet his next paycheck a girl was involved. Weren’t they always?

While happy for his friend, Javi was not about to sit there and talk about love and romance like a bunch of chicks. He doubled over, making retching sounds that got Buster’s attention. 

The surly, yet sweet-hearted, man stomped over, leaning his elbows on the edge of the counter. Not that Javi would ever tell anyone to smile, but the man could stand to crack a grin now and then. He was hardly a decade older than Javi, but Buster always came across as a brusque curmudgeon if he was caught at the wrong time. Unfortunately, busy nights at The Pecan Pit constituted the wrong time.  

“Knock it off, Javi. If you keep this up, people will blame the nachos. I can’t have that.” He raised an eyebrow, but he hardly looked menacing ... more like a hangry teddy bear. 

“Your nachos are the best thing on this entire planet,” Trevor scoffed. “Well, except for maybe your double pepperoni pizza. And of course, Whitney.”

Javi made a show of standing up, dropping a few bills on the bar top. “All right, y’all win. I officially cannot take another moment of this sappy nonsense. I’m heading home.” He shouldered his work jacket back on, the Pinegrove FD badge shining in the dim bar light. 

Javi fist-bumped his buddies, turning for the door. His mood had soured slightly, and all he wanted was to get home and zone out to a ball game. He’d never begrudge Trevor his love life or Malcolm his family, but suddenly he felt off ... like week-old milk. 

Unfortunately, one of his regular hook-ups had a different plan for him. Julia, a waitress, caught him by the sleeve, thwarting his escape. “Hey Javi,” she purred, her voice promising a night of fun if he was game. “I get off at ten if you want to pick me up.”

“No, thanks, Julia. It’s been a long day.” 

Julia lifted a shoulder, clearly unbothered, and sauntered off her to tables. 

“Uh-oh!” Malcolm hooted from beside him. “What’s up with you, man? You never turn down Julia.”

Javi opened his mouth to explain, but the words wouldn’t come. Lately, he wasn’t quite himself. His usual mojo had fizzled, and he was more content hanging with his buddies, helping out at the station, or even talking romance books with the women in his book club. Julia was gorgeous, but there wasn’t a spark. He didn’t feel like going through the motions, and it was starting to worry him. 

“Nothing, just beat. See y’all tomorrow.” He raised a hand and walked out into the cooling Georgia air. 

Sliding behind the wheel, Javi took the backroads home with the windows down. His favorite country station kept him company, the pickup taking each curve with ease. These roads were as familiar and comfortable as his bunker gear and taking the long road home helped him center himself. Javi also couldn’t deny he loved the scenery of his hometown. Pinegrove was beautiful any time of year, but summer was when it sparkled. 

On reflective days like today, he wished he had a special someone beside him. Maybe with her head resting on his shoulder as he drove them out to his favorite spot in all of Pinegrove. When you reached the edge of town, there were groves upon groves of trees that gave his hometown its name. You could park at a break in the trees and enjoy the view into the valley, hear the wind rustling and the birds singing. 

“Pull it together, man,” he chastised himself, arriving at his driveway, and wasted no time getting inside, the chill of the AC kissing his heated skin. 

Javi tossed his keys onto the counter, narrowly avoiding his laptop. Turning on the device, he hummed to himself as it flashed to life. He keyed in his credentials and saw the email waiting from his superior officer. Chief had sent him details on a photographer who could help them with the upcoming station fundraiser. 

Despite grumbles and ribbing from his friends and teammates, Javi wanted to do a tasteful calendar with the crew. While in his wildest imagination he pictured everyone oiled up and in poses that would certainly be NSFW, he appreciated he’d need to come up with something that was PG at best. 

Kicking off his sneakers, he scanned through the details about the photographer. Fortunately, Chief had included a link to Peabody Photography. At first glance, all the photos were well shot and engaging. The site boasted that their owner and founder, Lola Peabody, had over a decade of experience. Throw in the fact that one of the attorneys in town recommended her services, and that was all Javi needed to know. 

He cracked his knuckles and started typing:

Dear Lola,

My name is Javi Ortiz, and I’m a lieutenant at Engine 33 in Pinegrove. 

I’m planning this year’s station fundraiser, and we’re considering a calendar. Would you be open to sharing your portfolio and potentially meeting our team to brainstorm? We’re looking for something fun and light-hearted. (Nothing sleazy, please.) ::winkie emoji:: 

Thanks so much for your time. I look forward to hearing from you. 

Best, 

Lieutenant Ortiz

That done, Javi leaned back in his seat and smirked. He knew this year’s fundraiser would be great; he could feel it in his bones. 

After he changed into his pajamas, he found the paperback that was the subject of the next romance book club. Not always a reader, this was a new hobby that Javi found he was enjoying more than his hookups lately. Perhaps that should bother him, but he was having too much damn fun reading these steamy stories to care. 

Trevor’s momma, Daisy, hosted the club, and all the ladies involved were feisty and, frankly, a laugh riot. While he’d never admit this to his friends, Javi truly cherished these women. He still missed his mamá more than words could express, yet having these monthly evenings with Daisy and her friends gave Javi a sense of belonging he hadn’t realized he was missing.

And if that wasn’t reason enough to enjoy the book club, he was getting an education. Javi wasn’t too proud to say that he’d learned a thing of two from these books—about certain moves in the bedroom, but also about romance and what makes a woman swoon. 

His eyelids drooped as he read the last paragraph in the chapter, his legs curled up on the couch. Right now they were all reading a book about hockey players. While he didn’t understand the appeal of the sport, he could certainly appreciate the sex scenes. 

But the hell of it was, Javi was starting to enjoy the romance, the connection between the characters, more than the smutty moments. The tenderness, the learning the habits of someone and finding ways to make their day better...it all resonated with him. Either these authors were amazing storytellers, or Javi was truly wishing for more. 

Despite ribbing his friends about falling in love, Javi was jealous. He started to think that having the same woman to call his own would be a nice change, something to add to his life instead of take from it. 

He’d watched Trevor fall head over heels for a woman he’d known for mere weeks, he’d been berated by Junior to find someone like Genie to lighten the load, and he’d thought about how much love his mamá shared with not only their family but with his papá, too. His papá, who still grieved so deeply he could barely hold a conversation with his youngest son. That type of love used to terrify Javi, but maybe he was ready to open himself up for that?

For the time being, Javi would keep that truth to himself. Now he just needed to find the right woman. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lola woke to a paw to the cheek and a claw to her ear. “Ow,” she muttered as she swatted blindly. The first beams of sunlight peeked through her curtains, but that didn’t discourage Mr. Flops, her daughter’s rescue rabbit, from waking her up with a swipe to the face. He was a French Lop, with soft fur the color of milky coffee and ears as long as Lola’s forearm. He was also a promise to Katie for being a good girl during the move. Katie was thrilled to have her very first pet. Although the furry goofball appeared to like bothering Lola more than bonding with Katie. Lucky Lola ...

Rolling out of bed, she nudged the bunny onto the floor with a cluck. Depending on the day, the damned animal could sound like a pig, a cat, or a hellion from the gates of the underworld.  

“Mr. Flops, you know you don’t sleep in here,” she chastised the rabbit despite knowing it was a useless endeavor. He would do whatever he wanted whenever he wanted. Katie had painstakingly created a crate with straw, wood chips, and all the niceties that a rabbit should savor. Unfortunately, they’d adopted a free-range bunny. If her daughter didn’t cherish her new pet so much, Lola might have staged a release into the wild. 

Lola took a quick shower, mindful of the time. She didn’t want Katie to be late for the bus, least of all because she didn’t have time to add chauffeur to her daily to-do list. By the time she was out of the shower and dressed, Katie was at the table slurping on a cup of orange juice, Mr. Flops curled at her feet, nose twitching. 

“Good morning, honeybun,” Lola greeted a groggy Katie, planting a soft kiss on her temple before offering her choices for breakfast. “Eggs and toast or waffles?”

Katie blinked up at her incredulously, like she was a grade-A moron. “Waffles, please.”

As the toaster worked its magic, Lola pulled up her inbox with her free hand, the other clutching a much-needed mug of coffee. Despite the summer heat, she sipped a pumpkin spice blend, a favorite flavor she always hoarded when the temperatures cooled. 

“What’s that, Mommy?” Katie asked, dousing her waffle in syrup while Lola was distracted by the message. 

The email was exactly what she was expecting: an inquiry from the Pinegrove FD. The subject line read Fundraiser Calendar Availability?

The request was from a Lieutenant Ortiz, who was in charge of this year’s fundraiser for the fire department. It was a short yet professional message that discussed their budget and desire for a family-friendly calendar to help raise money for their new firetruck. 

“It’s about another new job,” Lola answered, unable to keep the glee from her voice. Granted, she and Katie were doing fine financially, but getting a big project like this promised more cushion in their nest egg. 

Katie kicked her feet against the legs of her chair, startling Mr. Flops until he darted into the living room. “Oh, fun! Is it more lawyers?”

Lola chuckled, typing out a quick reply to schedule a visit to the station. She added a link to her portfolio and drained the last of her coffee. “Not lawyers this time, honeybun. It’ll be ...” Her explanation was cut off when a honk sounded outside. “Crap on a cracker!” she exclaimed, slamming her empty mug onto the table then, dashing to the door, frantically waving a hand in the air until the bus driver gave her a thumbs-up. 

Katie snatched her bag, leaned down to hug Mr. Flops, and jogged to the doorway. “Love you!” she sing-songed, holding still long enough for Lola to kiss her cheek. 

“Love you, too. Be good, okay?”

“Always!” Katie shouted over her shoulder before bounding down the driveway and into the bus. Where in Atlanta they needed to travel together at all times, Lola cherished the fact that Katie could freely hop on a bus from her own front door in Pinegrove. They were basically living inside a postcard, and Lola felt a zing of satisfaction that they’d made it here. 

Pinegrove seemed damn near perfect, except for one thing ... childcare. There would be times, in the very near future, that she’d have evening and weekend events to photograph. Opportunities existed in picturesque places for weddings, graduations, and baby announcements or portraits. Lola wanted to get
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