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For Kathleen.

Much like Jessie, you’re the best sister anyone could ask for.
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PROLOGUE
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10 Years Earlier

“Did you finish all the Moscato?” Jessie asked, reaching blindly and pawing around in the dark. Seconds later, she smacked Malcolm straight in the face.

“Oof,” he exhaled, smothering a smile as he handed her the nearly empty wine bottle. It was ghastly stuff, sweeter than his nana’s sweet tea, and left the chemical taste of grapes in his mouth, but he’d do anything for Jessie Mays. 

Always had, always would. 

“I’m thinking you should switch to water, JJ,” he suggested, unscrewing a fresh bottle and jostling it overhead. Grabbing the wine cork, he tucked it into his pocket. Not necessarily the most comfortable position, he was propped on his elbows, with Jessie’s head nestled on his lap. The whole damn meadow could burst into flames, and he’d be tempted to stay exactly where they were; two souls sharing the same air. And a really awful bottle of vino ...

Jessie, completely undeterred, blew raspberries before downing the last of the wine. She covered her mouth as she belched, the sound echoing in the empty space. Fireflies flitted around them, their lights providing the perfect romantic atmosphere—despite his girl’s sound effects. 

High school graduation had been that afternoon. While their classmates were at various parties getting drunk on their daddy’s vodka or their momma’s schnapps, Malcolm and Jessie had stolen a bottle of wine from her mother’s stash and headed out to the meadows of a local farm, Hog Hollow. 

What used to be a large farm and plantation had turned into a smaller, more workable farm with acres of meadowland and pine groves stretching out in every direction. Their small town had lots of better places to find trouble and embrace teenage drama, so very few kids ventured to the fields. Malcolm and Jessie had discovered the space the year before, desperate for a spot to just be. 

Not to say they didn’t get up to a fair bit of trouble, but most of their time in the meadow was spent doing this ... laying with their faces toward the night sky, searching for answers in the stars. And any place that he and Jessie could claim as their own held a special spot in his heart.

Sometimes, Malcolm would point out constellations he remembered from their astronomy class, and it was no different today. “Isn’t that the Big Dipper?” he asked, knowing damn well it wasn’t. 

Jessie scoffed. “I may be drunk, but that’s clearly Orion’s belt.” Her words slurred, her breath tickling his skin.

Malcolm inched closer and whispered, “Did you know it was originally called Orion’s Fanny Pack?”

Jessie burst out laughing, rolling onto her side and poking Malcolm in the ribs. “Like hell it was,” she said through another round of giggles. He would do anything to warrant a laugh from JJ; it was like taking a deep breath after being underwater—life-affirming. 

“Water, Jessica June Mays, or else I’m telling your momma about the pilfered wine. We can discuss Orion’s fashion choices later.” Malcolm did his best to channel his father’s sternness, but he sounded mostly smitten. 

Jessie sighed, finally taking the water and chugging a third in one go. “Pfft. Pilfered, look at you, College Boy.” She winked to soften the dig, her blue eyes sparkling in the dim lighting. 

Malcolm swept a lock of reddish-brown hair off her forehead, clearing the view to her lovely profile. “You can still join me,” he offered, his voice low and tentative. “That acceptance letter hasn’t expired.”

He held his breath, knowing already the answer was a big fat no. 

“Malcolm,” Jessie warned, suddenly sounding more sober than she was. She angled her head to meet his gaze. “You know I have to try this. Please don’t follow my parents’ lead. It would be nice for someone to support my plan.” She hesitated a moment and sighed. “Even Trevor’s giving me guff. I don’t know why everyone is on my case.”

Her older brother Trevor was a good friend of Malcolm’s, and he knew how much Trevor struggled with his sister leaving. The Mays clan was a tight-knit family of four, so surely their only daughter and sister moving away would sting. Growing up an only child, Malcolm understood all too well how it felt to be in a small family. There were invisible ties that could feel both comforting and cloying.

“I do support your plan, but that doesn’t mean I won’t miss you.” His finger traced down her cheek to her neck, committing the path to memory. He was intimately acquainted with every inch of his girl, but he couldn’t keep his hands away. 

When his fingers reached her shoulder, she covered his hand with her own. “I love you, Malcolm. Me joining the Peace Corps doesn’t change that.”

“I love you, too.” He dipped his head and pecked her lips before pulling back and staring up at the sky. Blinking away tears, he focused on finding the constellations, hopeful they could point him toward safer topics of conversation ... and a heart that wasn’t splitting in half. 

“My first tour is just six months, so I’ll be home by Christmas. It’ll be like I’m at college, and we’ll see each other over breaks.” Linking their fingers together, she brought their joined hands to her lips. “Leaving Pinegrove doesn’t mean I’m leaving you,” she urged, but Malcolm didn’t answer. 

His eyes roamed the stars, his heart beating an urgent rhythm. Jessie Mays had been the girl of his dreams since he arrived in town four years prior. His father was an engineer, sent to rural Georgia for the project of a lifetime. His mother’s acting career had cooled, and she’d welcomed the change of scenery. At the time, Malcolm had whined about leaving everything he knew in Atlanta behind. Those arguments ended quickly that first day of high school when a certain brunette lent him a pencil in algebra class, and his world flipped upside down. 

Within a month of meeting, the pair were joined at the hip. They were high school sweethearts, always expected at family functions, school dances, and community events like the fireworks festival. Malcolm had foolishly hoped their coupledom would continue after graduation, but Jessie had other ideas. 

“I know, JJ.” The lie melted bitterly on his tongue. Jessie dreamed of travel, wanted to see the world and help her fellow man. Malcolm was a homebody who loved their small town and the roots they’d planted. Despite his youth, he wanted those roots to grow into a life, a family, a future. 

“You’ll see, nothing will change.” Jessie seemed to be reminding herself as much as Malcolm. Squeezing her hand, he swallowed past the lump in his throat. 

“I trust you.” He blinked away a tear as it slid down his cheek, dissecting his somber expression in half. 

“I’ll write all the time; you’ll be sick of hearing from me.” Jessie laughed, but it sounded like it was under water. After a few sniffles, she sat up and wiped at her face. 

“JJ,” Malcolm whispered her nickname, pulling her to his chest, “we’ll figure it out. I love you.”

“Love you more, and I mean it, dammit.” She coughed into his T-shirt, soaking the fabric with her tears. “I know no one thinks high school romances go anywhere, but we’ll prove them all wrong.” 

Covering the back of her head with his hand, Malcolm cradled Jessie against him, rocking them in time to the crickets’ chirping. In the distance he heard the sounds of animals in the barn and hushed voices. It could be classmates saying goodbye to their high school years, or it could be the farm owners. Either way, Malcolm wasn’t keen on getting caught. 

Despite not wanting the night to end, they needed to get home. Much like a ticking clock, the thudding of his heart reminded him that their time was drawing to a close. Because regardless of what Jessie promised, Malcolm knew the truth. 

Not all love stories had a happy ending ...

*
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“Daddy,” Jessie whined, hands thrust on her hips. “It would be nice if you backed me up, please.” She tapped her foot in time to her racing heartbeat. 

Her father rested on the doorjamb to her bedroom, arms crossed over his chest. His usual jovial expression was pinched as he frowned at the luggage on her bed. “Forgive me,” he started, letting out a sigh that nearly blew the curtains. “I’m a sad to see my little girl leave.”

Jessie picked up a stack of tank tops, waving them wildly in the air. “You’ve known about this for weeks, and if all you’re going to do is cry and mope, I’ll call Malcolm.”

“Hush up now,” her mother warned, joining her husband and resting a hand on his shoulder. “Forgive your daddy and I for hating that our only daughter would rather live south of the equator than in lovely Pinegrove with us.”

“Not again, Momma,” Jessie warned, balling up a pair of cargo shorts and shoving them with too much force into her duffle bag. “I’ll be home at Christmas. You won’t even miss me, I promise.”

“Ha!” Her mother, Daisy, snorted. “I’m sure you’re right, sugar. I’ll hardly notice that my eighteen-year-old has fled across the globe to stop world hunger.” Her father snickered, earning a glare from his wife. “Not you, too, Nick. Back me up here.”

Nick rubbed his face, stepping into the room and flopping down on the corner of the bed. He took his time folding a stack of T-shirts, lining them up carefully next to her suitcase. “I’m incredibly proud of you, June Bug.” His praise came out soft, and Jessie had to strain to hear it. “But,” he added, clearing his throat, “that doesn’t mean I won’t miss you something awful. It isn’t easy watching you leave, no matter how much good I know you’ll do.” 

Having been the stoic fire chief in Pinegrove since Jessie was old enough to tie her own shoes, she wasn’t used to seeing her daddy this upset. Bottom lip trembling, she closed the distance and wrapped her father in a fierce hug. 

How could she possibly explain to her parents that she had to try this? She had to leave the safety of her small hometown. This itch to travel wasn’t what her friends were doing this summer, palling around Europe and staying in hostels while they drank beer and ate their weight in tapas and cheese. Jessie wanted to see the real world, to go where the tourists didn’t, and make her mark. 

She’d always struggled with her place in Pinegrove. Never one of the pretty, popular girls, she’d fumbled her way through school, never making lasting friendships. Jessie had always been tight with her brother, but they were older now. Trevor was at the academy preparing to follow in their father’s footsteps. Daisy wanted nothing more than for her daughter to stay home, marry Malcolm, and fill the town with their offspring. For a progressive woman, her mother still had old-fashioned ideas ...

Jessie opened her mouth to explain herself, or at least attempt to, when the doorbell rang. Daisy sighed, patting her damp cheeks. “I’ll get it. It’s probably Malcolm.”

There was no doubt her boyfriend was at the other side of the door, and that didn’t help Jessie’s roiling belly. For all her muster to go, she hated leaving Malcolm behind most of all. Her parents would be fine in the end. Parents were meant to raise children and set them free, right? But Malcolm, her sweetheart boyfriend, was a walking marshmallow, always soft and tender. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she didn’t know how to avoid it either. 

Nick pushed himself to standing. In the distance, they both heard Daisy greeting Malcolm, but they didn’t join them. “June Bug, listen to me.” Her father’s voice didn’t waver, despite his trembling bottom lip. “You’re going to do amazing things, I have no doubt. There’s greatness in you, but remember you always have a place here.” He pointed at his feet, hand quivering.

He pulled her to him, resting his chin on top of her head. Jessie let out a sob, unable to stop the waterworks. He shook around her, and she squeezed until she feared they’d both pop like balloons at the county fair. Reluctantly, her father stepped back. “Take your time with Malcolm. We don’t have to leave for Atlanta for another hour.”

Take her time ... if only. 

“Thanks, Daddy,” she breathed, frantically swiping away more tears as Malcolm approached. 

Malcolm stood awkwardly in the doorway, nodding at her father as he made his exit. His hands were shoved into the pockets of his shorts, his gorgeous brown eyes downcast and red-rimmed. His dark skin was ashen, jaw tense. “Hey, JJ,” he said, unable to look up. He’d recently gotten a haircut, his riot of black curls tamed into waves. It made him look older, like a different person. She hated this small reminder that his life was moving forward already. 

“Hey,” she whispered, falling onto the bed with a huff. “Damnit, this is depressing.” Her exhale left in a whoosh, but she didn’t bother hiding the tears as they slid down her cheeks. 

Malcolm glanced over his shoulder, ensuring the coast was clear before joining her on the bed. Even though they’d been dating for years, they both respected house rules and left the bedroom door open. Easing himself down onto the mattress, he snatched her hand and pulled it toward his chest, cradling it like a precious treasure. “You know what wouldn’t be depressing?” he asked, voice barely audible. 

Jessie knew what he was going to say, and she begged him to stop. The last thing they needed was a repeat of their last round of fights. It was impossible not to be sad when one of them was leaving. Jessie understood they’d only be delaying the inevitable. Malcolm left for college in three weeks, and she’d be alone anyway. All she was doing was beating fate to the punch. 

“Don’t,” she warned, pulling her hand free and sweeping a short curl off his forehead. His skin was smooth and cool under her touch, despite the summer heat outside. “Please don’t, Malcolm. You know I have to go.”

Slowly, he shook his head. “You really don’t, JJ. You can come with me to school and we can—”

But Jessie didn’t have the fight in her anymore. She slid her hand down to cover his mouth, her own lips quivering. “I need to try this. You know I do. I’ve never felt like I fit in, and I want to see if I can find out who I am. Please, you have to let me go.”

Hand falling down to her lap, Jessie squeezed her eyes shut, unwilling to watch his face crumple. Beside her, she heard the rumble in Malcolm’s chest as he struggled to collect himself. “But I love you, JJ. Doesn’t that matter?”

She hated him in this moment, for poking at the hole in her plan. Her desire for self-discovery had one flaw—that she was leaving the love of her life behind. These days, Jessie clung to the old adage of If you love someone, set them free...

Right now, she clung to Malcolm, turning to face him until he wrapped her against him. He pressed a kiss to her temple, his lips whispering terms of endearment meant only for her. “I love you so much, and I’ll be back.” She repeated the promise over and over again until her parents knocked on the door. 

“Sorry, kids,” her father said, actually sounding remorseful. “We need to get ready for the airport.”

Malcolm helped her father carry out her luggage, swiping at the tears on his cheeks when he didn’t think anyone was looking. Once her parents were in the front seats, she tugged him to the side of the driveway and repeated the mantra she’d been saying since she accepted her first position with the Peace Corps. “I love you, and I’ll write every day.”

Jessie kissed Malcolm goodbye, telling herself she wasn’t making a mistake, telling herself she wasn’t walking away from the best man on earth. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Present day

Malcolm “Smithy” Smith had been a firefighter and EMT for nearly a decade. The job was tailor-made for him: the perfect mix of excitement, planning, and variety. Nothing compared to the rush he got when he raced off to a scene—the danger was always lurking, but it wasn’t front of mind. 

It was rewarding. It was challenging. It was everything. 

“Yo, Smithy!” Javier “Javi” Ortiz called from the opposite side of the bullpen. 

“Yeah, Ortiz?” Malcolm asked, not looking up from the report he was typing up. He and his buddy were part of an arson investigation that was heating up—pun unfortunately intended. A series of fires had sprung up all over Pinegrove, from residential developments to the retail district. Their captain, an inept man who got the job through nepotism, hadn’t given the investigation the support it deserved. Scott Hastings was a tool, but Malcolm never skirted a commanding officer. Even morons like Hastings ...

Javi walked over to Malcolm’s desk, leaning against it and yawning. His dark hair was slicked back and perfectly styled, a feat for anyone who wore a helmet on the job. “I’ve been thinking ...” he said, scratching his jaw. 

“That’d be a first,” Malcolm quipped. Javi discreetly flipped him the bird before snatching a peanut butter cup off Malcolm’s desk. “Hey,” he argued, but it was too late. Javi had already unwrapped the candy and popped it in his mouth. 

“Maybe next time you’ll be nicer, man.” Javi winked, lips covered in peanut butter. 

Malcolm went back to his typing, hoping Javi would take the hint. No such luck. “Other than stealing my snacks, you need something, Ortiz?”

Javi tipped his head back and forth in thought. After swallowing his stolen snack, he said, “I’ve been looking at the accelerants used, and I think ...” but he didn’t get to finish his thought, because the alarm sounded. 

Five-alarm fire called in, Warehouse District. EMTs requested. 

Dispatch blared through the speakers, the team already on their way to the garage and jumping into their gear. Malcolm’s heart rate kicked up, but only a little. He was ready as he slid behind the wheel of the ambulance. Tiffany Maxwell, one of the rookies, was hot on his heels. 

A young mother of two, Maxwell was no-nonsense. She made it perfectly clear she was one of the guys, and she’d happily punch anyone in the nuts who disagreed. He’d never admit this to Javi, but she was Malcolm’s favorite partner. 

“Ready, Smithy?” she asked as she buckled in, helmet smothering her sandy hair. 

Malcolm shot her a thumbs-up as he switched on the sirens and turned onto the main road. It was evening, and fortunately most of the rush hour traffic had died down. Or as much rush hour traffic as Pinegrove, Georgia, got with less than ten thousand residents.

Maxwell chatted with dispatch as Malcolm sped to the Warehouse District. Even before they arrived, Malcolm had a feeling this fire was tied to the series of arsons they were investigating. It was too suspicious and too coincidental, but he’d worry about the logistics later. Right now, he needed to get to the scene. Hopefully he and Javi could talk to Hastings about their investigation before the end of their shift. 

Parking the ambulance on the curb, he radioed the main truck that he and Maxwell were ready to attend to the injured. “I’ll check the south perimeter,” Maxwell said as she hopped out and jogged away, her bunker gear clattering with each step. 

Malcolm went to work getting the gurney ready, all the while listening to chatter on the intercom. A few moments later, Javi and Trevor arrived. “Smithy!” Trevor barked, running up in his gear. His voice was muffled through his helmet. 

“Maxwell went south. I’m going to join her out the back.” 

It was the last thing Malcolm said before he ran into the fire, flames licking up the walls, smoke billowing all around him. He scanned the space, fortunately not finding anyone else. Using his flashlight, he swept it across the room, but the smoke was thick. 

Creaking and groaning echoed around him, and Malcolm was careful of his steps as he paced into the second room. Again, no one was in sight as he continued into a far corner. Just as soon as he stepped through a doorway, a loud crashing sound reverberated, a chunk of ceiling crashing at his feet. Singed wood and crumbling drywall added dust to the smoke, making visibility nearly impossible. 

Malcolm licked his lips, pulse skyrocketing, about to call out to the crew when a log-like structure fell directly on Malcolm, pinning him to the floor. The force knocked the wind from his lungs, but he didn’t panic yet. He was in his gear, his team knew where he was. They were all prepared; it would be fine. 

For the first few minutes, no one came. Blinking through the smoke and tears, Malcolm struggled to slow his breathing, fought to keep his cool. Yet, the minutes ticked by and help didn’t arrive. This warehouse was in a remote part of town, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other lives to save. He knew his crew was doing their job. 

Their job, his job. It was the biggest joy of his life. Of course, there was something else that brought him joy, and he’d give anything to see Jessie one more time. If this was the end, that would be the bigger tragedy, not being able to say goodbye. Not being able to hear her laugh, to feel her in his arms ...

The very last thing Malcolm thought about as he closed his eyes was his girl, her warm smile welcoming him to rest. As the smoke wafted around him, he reached out with his free hand, eager to get a touch of her smooth skin. He only hoped she knew how much he missed her, how much he still loved her. 

As another chunk of ceiling fell at his feet, faint voices approached Malcolm’s prone form. “He’s over here,” yelled Javi, urgency coating his hoarse cries. “Smithy’s over here!”

“Are you sure? I don’t see his reflective gear!” Trevor called out, stomping around a pile of debris. 

Malcolm closed his eyes and smiled, reassured that his friends were here at the end. He also took comfort knowing that Trevor would take care of Jessie; she was his little sister after all. She would be okay, he mused as he passed out from the pain. 

She had to be. 

*

[image: ]


Jessie Mays had been working for the Peace Corps for nearly a decade. She’d always loved the comradery of her coworkers, the selflessness they shared while serving. But she also loved the variety. Depending on the location, she could be working with kids and teachers on educational initiatives, building houses and schools, or helping towns struggling with critical water shortages. There was always something new, always something different. 

Currently she was stationed in South America on an agricultural mission. She was tasked with helping a village start over after a devastating series of fires. Forests and farmland had been demolished by Mother Nature, and Jessie was part of a team to support the farmers. 

When she first arrived, Jessie couldn’t help but see the parallels to her and Malcolm’s jobs. As she walked through fields of soot, she thought about Malcolm—and her brother and their father before—who put out fires like this for a living. They put their lives in danger constantly to ensure their neighbors were safe. It was noble, and it fit her ex to a tee.

Jessie strode out of her tent, clipboard under her arm and slathered in sunscreen and bug spray. Ahead her supervisor, Noel, spoke with one of the farmers about crop placement. 

Noel was older than Jessie by about ten years. He’d been working for the Peace Corps since he graduated high school, and he showed no signs of changing careers. He was what Jessie aspired to be, management with more of a say on his projects. 

After shaking hands with the farmer, Noel turned to Jessie. “There you are, Jessie. I was chatting with Gael, and we’re debating between sugar cane and beans for this plot of land. I’d love to pick your brain over breakfast.” 

Noel strode ahead, toward their series of tents. His blonde hair was tucked under a Panama hat, his fair skin bronze from the sun. Jessie’s own skin had turned a golden caramel color, bringing her freckles out in force. She’d learned to keep her hair shorter during her missions, and it was currently hidden beneath a bandana. 

Once they were inside, Noel kicked out a chair and motioned for Jessie to join him. She eagerly slid into her seat, placing her clipboard on the table. Fingers trembling, she tucked them under her legs until Noel met her gaze. She’d been hungry for an opportunity to lead more ventures, and she prayed her boss was about to deliver good news. 

“You want some coffee or anything?” he asked, reaching across the table for a carafe of coffee. Jessie nodded and he poured them two cups. The best part of this particular assignment was this coffee; grown and roasted mere miles from where they sat, it was rich and flavorful. Not the stuff she’d usually add a vat of cream and sugar to. This was mellow and smooth, the perfect wake-up call.  

When she knew her hands wouldn’t shake, Jessie picked up her cup and sipped while Noel updated her on the project. “As you know,” he said, opening up a folder and shuffling around papers. “We expect to wrap up this project within the month. Then we’ll all have a break back in the states before we can apply for our next placements.”

Jessie nodded, sipping her coffee and hoping she could blame her bouncing foot on caffeine jitters. “Yes, sir.”

Noel smiled, chuckling as he clicked his pen. “C’mon, Jessie. You can call me Noel. I’ve been your supervisor for years now, and we’re beyond the formalities.”

“Yes, sir. I mean, Noel!” she practically shouted, her cheeks flaming. 

He downed his coffee in two long gulps, placing the mug on the table and sliding it to the side. “I wanted to talk to you about a potential opportunity. There are no guarantees anything I’m about to say will get approved, but I thought we should talk.”

“Okay.” Jessie’s voice was barely a whisper. Her heart galloped in her ribcage, and she feared if she spoke again it would either be a yelp or a scream. Nerves on fire, her pulse pounded; this could be the big break she’d been waiting for. “You think there’s a promotion opportunity?”

“I do,” Noel answered, handing her a sheet of paper with a job description. “Again, I need to stress that nothing is even official. We have to see what happens with budgets and the board, but there should be at least two opportunities to lead teams next year.”

“Really? Two opportunities?” she parroted, not believing her ears. Supervisory roles did not come up often, and when they did, it was usually one position that had already been earmarked for someone with connections. 

Adjusting his hat, Noel leaned back in his seat. “I’ve been very impressed with you for a while, Jessie. You’re dedicated, you’re fearless, and you lead by example. What you’ve been doing with Gael and his farmers has been inspiring. You really know your agriculture.”

Jessie nearly fainted right out of her seat. While she took pride in what she did, she knew she wasn’t alone in that skill. With enough time and guidance, almost anyone could learn the basics of farming. Not to mention, Noel didn’t hand out compliments freely. If he was saying she did a good job, she believed him.

“Thank you, s ... Noel.” She cleared her throat. “What do I need to do to be considered for this?” Pointing at the job description, her hand shook like a leaf.

“Right now, exactly what you’re doing. I’ve been keeping notes in your employee file, and I’ll be happy to share them should you choose to apply.” He inched closer and added in a hushed tone, “And remember, this isn’t official yet, so I’d appreciate if you didn’t publicize until we know more.”

Jessie’s head bobbed in agreement, her grin overtaking her face. This was her shot, this was what she’d been working for all these years—an opportunity to lead a team, but also have more control over her placements. 

Noel got up, pushed his chair in, and collected his papers. “Grab some grub and meet me in the west fields with the team in about thirty. Thanks for chatting, Jessie.”

As soon as her supervisor was gone, Jessie sprang to her feet and did a little happy dance around the table. Her body vibrated, and she couldn’t stand still. This conversation alone had given her a confidence boost she hadn’t realized was missing. 

Granted, she understood that she did a good job. She’d seen the results of her work, the people she’d helped, the communities that were reborn. This current assignment had been her favorite, because it gave her the opportunity to work with animals and crops. 

Jessie had never been a good student, eager to avoid making plans for college and a desk job. She’d always thrived outdoors, getting her hands dirty, the sun beating down on her. While her brother aced his tests and asked for extra credit, she’d turn in half-completed homework assignments and barely managed to show up to take the SAT, let alone excel at it. 

When the time had come to start looking at colleges, her high school guidance counselor was quick to suggest other career paths. Trade schools, the military, and even beauty school were suggested. Jessie had gestured at her cut-off denim shorts and crooked ponytail and quickly nixed that latter suggestion. Although her momma would have loved to have a girly girl...

During a quiet night in her room with Google, Jessie had found links to the Peace Corps, and the rest was history. It took nearly a year of applications and talking her parents—and Malcolm—into it, but she never regretted her decision.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Sometimes she did. Like when it was late at night in the South American jungles and her only company was a lizard and her soggy sleeping bag. Or that one time in the deserts of West Africa when she stared up at the stars all alone, no one by her side to point out constellations and make up stories about their origins.  

She missed Malcolm, every day. But she wasn’t sure what to do about it. 

Instead of wallowing, Jessie shoved a granola bar in her pocket and strode out into the sunshine for another day on the farm. She was eager to work with Gael and his team on planting for their future. 

She could worry about her own future at another time. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Jessica, it’s Momma.” 

That was the moment Jessie knew something was terribly wrong. The last time her mother used her given name was when she called about her father’s death. It was a sudden heart attack; a moment in time that broke her heart and trashed her hope in the future. If Nick Mays was gone, she had no reason to stay anywhere near the great state of Georgia. Life simply didn’t make sense without her daddy. 

“Noel, I need to take this,” Jessie said, her hand clamped over the team’s shared satellite phone. Out here in the wilds, cell service was spotty at best. Most phone calls sounded like they came through cotton wool, but it was better than nothing. 

Her boss waved her into the rear of the tent and closed the canvas flap to provide the illusion of privacy. She exhaled and squeezed the phone before talking to her mother. 

“Momma? Is it Trevor?” Sweat pooled under her arms as she waited for her mother’s reply, her mind whirling with prayers of good news, despite her mother’s quivering voice. 

She often feared a call like this would come. Even though she grew up surrounded by firefighters, and the risks they took, she’d operated under the misconception that the flames and smoke would never touch her family. 

“No, sugar. Trevor will be fine.” 

A whoosh of air escaped her as Jessie sagged against the folding chair in the makeshift office. The card table in front of her was piled high with paperwork and a laptop that was three years beyond its replacement date. Ah, the joys of working for a nonprofit in a third-world country. 

“That’s good, I’m glad Trev’s okay.” Jessie wiped sweat off her brow, her eyes unfocused. “What happened?”

There was muffled conversation on the other line until her mother finally responded with, “There was a fire.”

The hairs on the back of Jessie’s neck rose the longer her mother spoke. “But Trev’s okay?”

“He has some smoke inhalation and bumps and bruises, but he’ll recover. Whitney is taking care of him.”

“Who’s Whitney?” Jessie asked, leaning forward. A fly buzzed around her face, but she couldn’t bother to swat at it. This phone call was distracting enough. 

Her mother chuckled, the first happy sound she’d made this whole phone call. “She’s your brother’s new girlfriend, an absolute doll. You’re going to love her.”

“So you’re calling to tell me about Trevor’s love life?” While not necessarily a boring topic, she was happy to learn her brother had moved on from his horrid ex-fiancée. Yet it didn’t explain her mother’s urgent tone. Noel had sprinted out of the management tent when the phone rang, gaze searching for her as she wrapped up a conversation with a colleague. 

Her mother cleared her throat, and Jessie pinched the bridge of her nose. Something was clearly up, and she needed answers before she had a panic attack in the middle of the jungle. “Momma, what is going on?”

“It’s Malcolm.” Two words—maximum impact.

Jessie bolted to her feet, pacing back and forth around the cramped tent. In her haste to move, she kicked over an empty canteen. “What about Malcolm?” The question nearly choked her. 

“He was there, sugar, at the scene. They got him out before the building collapsed, but he’s not in good shape.”

“What do you mean, not in good shape?” Her voice sounded funny to her own ears, like she was stuck in a tunnel.

“He’s in ICU. He’s got a couple broken bones, smoke inhalation, and a possible head injury. He is doing better; he was in a medically induced coma until the swelling went down in his skull.”

“Holy shit!” Jessie exclaimed, falling to her knees with a thud. Her head tipped forward as she gasped for breath. “Is he going to ...” She couldn’t force herself to utter the words, to bring the thought that Malcolm Smith wouldn’t be on this earth. She’d lost so much with her father’s passing, she couldn’t lose Malcolm, too.

“They don’t know yet,” her mother said, voice dripping with fatigue. “I wanted you to know, in case ...” but she thankfully left that sentence unfinished. 

“I’m coming home.” 

“Sugar, that’s not why I’m calling. I only wanted you to know.” Daisy hesitated a moment and added, “I think he’d want you to know what happened.”

She believed her mother, knew she wouldn’t want Jessie to waste what little free cash she had flying across the globe on a whim. But this was Malcolm, and she couldn’t live with herself if she wasn’t by his side. 

“I’m getting on the next flight out of here. I’ll text when I land. Can you pick me up in Atlanta?”

“Sugar, you know I will. But don’t jump to conclusions. I’ll keep you posted on Malcolm’s condition.”

Jessie sighed, her chin dipping down to her chest. “Momma, I’m coming home. I missed Daddy’s heart attack. I can’t live with myself if I don’t get to see Malcolm.” 

Daisy was quiet, save for the din in the background. When she spoke again, her voice sounded normal, filled with determination and support. “You text me your flight details, and I’ll be there in Atlanta.”

“Love you, Momma.”

“Love you more, sugar.” Her mother disconnected first, leaving Jessie alone with her thoughts and a crushing sense of dread. 

“Is everything all right, Jessie?” Noel asked, joining her in the tent. 

It was hard to believe that a couple days ago they were discussing her future career plans, and now she was about to take leave before the project was complete. 

“There’s a situation back home,” she said, running a hand down her face. Her eyes felt gritty, her mouth dry. 

Noel raised an eyebrow. “It’s serious?”

“Yes, sir,” she said, not bothering with being casual. “My brother and friend were in a fire at work, and they’re both in the hospital.” Technically not the whole truth, but Jessie would worry about that later. 

Back when her father passed, Noel had been very supportive. He gave her extended bereavement and ensured she made it home to grieve and be with family. The trouble now was, he didn’t seem as keen to offer her escape. Gone were the damp eyes and sullen expression. In its place were a set jaw and bored demeanor. 

“That’s terrible. I hope they’ll recover soon.” Noel blinked, holding out his hand for the satellite phone. 

The pair of them stared at each other, the only sounds that of the ruckus outside the tent. The team was working on building an irrigation system, and the hammering echoed through Jessie’s skull. 

“I need to take some leave, please. After everything that happened with my dad, I need to be with family.” She pulled her bandana off, fluffing her hair with her fingers. Fidgeting had been a nervous habit from childhood, but in this instant she found it comforting.

Noel tucked the phone into the pocket of his cargo shorts, grimacing at the ground. “Of course, you’re free to go home. But Jessie”—his words faltered as he collected himself—“I’m about to put your name in for one of those promotions. If you leave now, before we can finish our work on these farms, I can’t promise it will help your application.”

Jessie rocked back on her heels, her gut churning. “But my ...” She couldn’t find her words. The situation was impossible: the choice between seeing Malcolm and her brother and potentially moving forward in her career. How on earth was she supposed to choose?

Sighing, Noel rested his hands on his hips. In the dim light of the tent, he looked older, more worn out. Jessie could relate. “I don’t mean to sound insensitive, but we both know these opportunities don’t come along very often.” 

“I know,” she said, her voice a pained whisper. “But, sir, I won’t be able to live with myself if something happens. I’ll have to take my chances.” Jessie squared her shoulders, meeting her supervisor’s gaze with her chin held high. “I appreciate you putting in a good word, but I need to see my family.” She needed to see Malcolm more than her next breath ...

Noel nodded, holding the tent flap open for her to exit. “Then I hope everything goes well back home. Keep me posted on your return.” He patted his pocket where the phone rested, and all Jessie could do was nod. 

Sprinting to her tent, Jessie threw her meager belongings in her duffle. She hadn’t even looked for flights yet, but she had to do something productive or she’d crumple to the ground. It took her a couple hours, but she found a flight that left the following evening. As she bid farewell to the crew, she said a prayer that she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life. Yet even if she was, she knew Malcolm was worth it.

*
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Pinegrove had the best fire department in Georgia, hands down. Despite years of razzing each other and causing trouble on the job, when the rubber hit the road, this crew had each other’s backs. That’s why when Malcolm finally opened his eyes in the ICU, he knew he wasn’t dead. His brothers and sisters in arms wouldn’t allow it. 

“Son, it’s Chief Warren.” The reassuring baritone of his boss eased a tiny bit of Malcolm’s nerves. He blinked under the fluorescent lighting, his throat scratchy and raw as steak tartare.

“Ch ...chief?” Malcolm leaned forward, coughing as his body shook with the effort of trying to say one word. His esophagus burned like he’d drunk battery acid, bile rising up. His stomach tensed as he gasped for air.

“Shhh,” Chief urged, resting a hand on his shoulder to keep him still. “Let me get you some water.” A moment later, a paper cup was thrust under Malcolm’s sight line. “Slow sips,” Chief instructed. “I pressed the button for one of the nurses.”

In the time it took Malcolm to have one sip of water, a team of nurses barged into the cramped room. “Mr. Smith, it’s good to see you awake,” the senior nurse said as she strode over to his bedside. Chief Warren jumped to his feet and stepped into a corner as the other two nurses checked the machines by his bed and jotted down notes in an iPad. 

The youngest nurse leaned over Malcolm, pulling back his eyelids and flashing a pen light in his face. “Can you tell me your name and birthday, please?” she asked coldly. 

“My what?” he asked, turning his face away and coughing into his pillow. His lungs burned with every exhale, and he realized he couldn’t bring his left hand to his mouth. Wiggling his limbs, he discovered one of his legs was in an air cast, dangling from a support in the ceiling. His left arm was also wrapped, so heavy he could hardly lift it from the mattress. 

Panic surged through his veins as Malcolm strained against the nurse’s touch. “What happened to me?” He screwed his eyes shut, desperate to remember what brought him here. Obviously it was something on the job, but his mind was blank.

“Can you give him a minute, please?” Chief Warren asked, stepping back to Malcolm’s side. “He just woke up.”

“What happened to me?” This time, Malcolm addressed his question to his superior officer. 

“There was a fire, son, in the warehouse district. Everyone made it out okay, but you took the brunt of the injuries.” Chief’s eyes were tired, dark smudges marring his face. His voice sounded strained, but from more than fatigue. “You’re going to be fine, isn’t that right, Nurse Hopkins?”

The older nurse nodded, ushering the other nurses to the doorway. “You will, Mr. Smith. But I do need to collect some samples and run more tests to determine if there’s been any brain damage.”

Malcolm’s skin paled at the mention of brain damage. “Are you serious?” He blinked, trying in vain to remember the last thing that happened. He remembered being at the station shooting the shit with Javi, Trevor, and the rest of the A shift. After that, it’s a haze of shadows. 

“Chief Warren, if you can wait in the hallway, I’d like a little privacy with my patient.”

Always a rule follower, Chief nodded and carefully patted Malcolm’s shoulder. “I’ll be right outside. Your parents are coming down from Tennessee later today, but I’m not leaving until they arrive.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Trevor, Javi, and Maxwell are chomping at the bit to visit. As soon as you’re ready, the whole damn station wants to see you.” Chief paused a moment and chuckled. “Hell, I think half of Pinegrove wants to stop by and check on you.”

Malcolm smiled, but the movement made him grimace. Every muscle in his body felt strained and exhausted, like he’d been dragged over a mile of hot coals. Well, maybe he had?

After chatting with the chief for another moment, Malcolm’s heavy eyes finally closed. As he drifted back to sleep, he thought about his parents’ impending visit. Yes, he wanted to see them. Even though he was pushing thirty, he still wanted a little TLC from his folks. The problem was, nothing was ever little with his mother. 

Growing up in Atlanta, he’d been used to her being gone during filming season. She was the star on a cable soap opera in the early ’00s, Atlanta Hearts, which left Malcolm alone with his father, and more often his own thoughts. Being absent as long as she was, when Estelle was back in their family home, she was the Queen Bee, dictating what everyone did and overwhelming Malcolm with attention. He hadn’t realized how much she could smother him until tastes changed and cable soaps were no longer a draw. 

When the show went under just before Malcolm entered high school, everyone agreed it was time to move to a quieter part of the Peach State, at least until his mother could figure out her next move. His father’s career afforded him the flexibility to live anywhere, and they’d chosen the little hamlet of Pinegrove. The rest, as they say, was history. 

The next twenty-four hours were a blur of nameless doctors and nurses and his parents. Javi, Trevor, and Maxwell visited, each wearing anxious—and almost guilty—expressions. Malcolm didn’t want any pity. Their job dealt with risk every day, and sometimes the odds weren’t in their favor. However, there was a visitor who brought news that nearly sent Malcolm catapulting off the bed—injuries be damned. 

Daisy entered with his team, hanging close to Chief. It was public knowledge that the pair had been courting, and Malcolm was thrilled to see both of them smiling ... and living ... again. “I hear your parents are coming soon,” Daisy said, filling up his water cup and unwrapping a fresh straw. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Malcolm said, striving to keep his tone light. He wasn’t used to this many people fussing over him. 

“Well, speaking of visitors.” She licked her lips, her gaze snagging his. “I spoke with Jessie, and she’s coming home for a visit.”

“JJ’s coming home?” His question was laced with hope and a tinge of fear. Perhaps all the medications he was on sent him into a tailspin—or maybe he was hallucinating this whole encounter. 

Daisy steadied the cup of water under his chin and waggled the straw, urging him to stay hydrated. “Yes, sugar, she’ll be here in a few days.”

Malcolm didn’t remember a damned thing after Daisy’s news. The hospital could have imploded and he wouldn’t have noticed. All he could think about was the fact that JJ was coming home. Granted, Daisy said it was for a visit, but he’d take any scrap of his girl he could. Maybe it was having a warehouse fall on him, but Malcolm needed to see her, needed to feel her and hold her as close as he could. 

Yet, before his girl would arrive, the other woman in his life was due in Pinegrove. Every time he opened his eyes, Malcolm braced for the piercing tone of his mother’s voice. Before he was ready, his parents invaded the relative quiet of the ICU. 

“Malcolm, baby!” Estelle wailed as she glided into his room. Better dressed for a night on the town, she was clad in a sundress and heels that skittered on the floor. “How are you?” she asked, her manicured fingers already combing through his hair. 

Malcolm winced, her nails snagging on a stitch below his hairline. “Ouch,” he hissed as he forced a smile. 

“Baby, what hurts?” Estelle crumpled onto his bedside like she was auditioning for a role on Broadway, her free hand fluttering over her heart. 

“Estelle, please,” his father said behind her, attempting to get her into a chair. “Give the boy some air.” 

While his mother was the emotional heart of their family of three, his father was the brain and spine. For as dramatic as Estelle loved to be—and as a retired actress it was in her blood—his engineering father, Craig, was the polar opposite. His even gaze swept up and down his son’s broken body, lips pressed in a firm line. 

“How are you feeling?” He carefully took his wife’s jacket and hung it over the foot of the bed. Pulling another chair closer, he took a seat and waited for Malcolm’s reply.

“Umm, I’m okay?” It came out as a question because Malcolm had no answers. All he knew was he was in pain and wanted to be anywhere but in a hospital. Fatigue weighed him down, and keeping his eyes open was a chore. He yearned for a measly night in his own home, in his own bed, but apparently he wasn’t going anywhere yet—especially alone.

“The doctors said you broke your arm and leg, and your lungs were damaged!” Estelle fanned herself with Malcolm’s chart. Craig patted her back and pulled a paper fan from her handbag, swapping out the two. He carefully hung the clipboard back, glancing at the cover sheet and wincing.

Estelle flipped open the fan with a flourish, the movement jangling the tennis bracelets on her arm. In an instant, she’d turned into a modern-day Scarlett O’Hara. 

Craig cleared his throat. “They also said you didn’t suffer a concussion and would likely be discharged by the end of the week. You’ll need physical therapy, but overall you dodged a bullet.”

“That’s good,” Malcolm said as he rested his head back and pinched his eyes shut. 

Apparently the notion of him resting was a step too far, as Estelle leapt to her feet and cried out, “Baby, are you okay?”

Malcolm winced at the shrill tone in her voice. “Mom, please. I’m resting my eyes.”

“Estelle, do we need to go back to the hotel?” Craig’s tone suggested this wasn’t their first attempt visiting their only child. 

His mother blew her nose into a lacy handkerchief and shook her head. “I’m fine. Hush up.” She winked to soften the blow and his father chuckled. 

“You rest up, son. I’m going to look for some coffee.” Craig dipped down and muttered something in his wife’s ear, but she flapped a hand to dismiss him. 

Malcolm listened as his father’s measured footsteps disappeared down the hallway. It could have been the fire, the medications, or the general exhaustion, but Malcolm was already half asleep. Fortunately, Estelle took the hint and quietly hummed a tune he remembered from childhood. 

As his eyelids closed, he thought of the last time he’d seen Jessie. It had been ages ago, during a rare visit back to Pinegrove. In typical fashion, they’d spent the first half of her trip together, acting as if the years hadn’t marched on. Then when it came time to download her boarding pass, they’d begun fighting. Right now, he couldn’t remember the details, simply the hollow feeling that crippled him when she crammed her belongings into her duffle and disappeared—yet again. 

It had been a decade since their official breakup, but that didn’t mean the pair didn’t make reconciliation an Olympic sport. All it took was a visit to Pinegrove, and Malcolm crawled back to Jessie every single time. Apparently resistance when it came to JJ was futile, as all he needed to hear was his name on her lips and he was a simp. 
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