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      This book is dedicated to the memory of my grandmother. Thank you for the warm hugs, your sass mouth, your take-no-shit attitude, the laughs, for letting me paint your nails, and for teaching everyone how to do jams and preserves.
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      Eliza

      If you are lucky enough to be loved by an inexplicably generous grandmother, protect her with your life. And make sure you visit her more often.

      If that person happens to be my grandmother, be prepared for a battle royale should you dare offer to stay in a hotel on those visits.

      Case in point: a flight attendant glares at me while I’m trying to wrap up this ongoing argument on my phone. This plane is supposed to take off from LaGuardia in five minutes. For the last day and a half, Grams and I have been going back and forth about my accommodations on this visit.

      “Grams, your house is tiny, and this is the height of your jam-making month. I’ll be in the way. When I sleep, I’ll be snuggling up against a crate of mason jars.”

      “No granddaughter of mine is sleeping at that fleabag no-tell motel. I have plenty of room!” Grams is also part me, which means she’s not only stubborn but also tends to embellish.

      “It’s a bed and breakfast in a historic house,” I correct her.

      “It’s a dump,” she grumbles.

      I can’t help but laugh because I know she doesn’t believe that. “It’s just up the street from you. I can walk over to you first thing in the morning to have breakfast with you. In my pajamas! That’s how much I love you, Grams. I’m giving up eggs Benedict.” Not to mention that gourmet breakfast comes with accommodations at rural Illinois prices and not NYC prices. She has no idea what I’m sacrificing. However, Grams does make the best breakfast on the planet. And her guest bedroom is cozy.

      I should have given in on the hotel argument and instead focused all my energy on the question of the rental car, but like I said, I’m stubborn.

      She insists, “The guest room is already ready!”

      The flight attendant has passed me three times to deliver an evil eye and is now hovering. I honestly feel as if I’m in danger of being removed from the plane now. “All right, Grams. But I’m driving myself to your house. I’m renting a car, so do not come to get me, okay, goodbye!”

      “Like hell you are!” I can hear her reply just as I disconnect.

      I give the flight attendance a sheepish look and apologize, setting my phone to Do Not Disturb and dropping it into my bag.

      As soon as I deboard the jet in Middle-of-Nowhere, Illinois, and check my phone, my notifications blow up.

      In descending order based on the number of texts, my ex Jared has messaged me nine times; my supervisor Debbie, seven; my childhood friend Dylan, three.

      I read Jared’s text messages first because of all three, he is most deserving to be left on read.

      “Just want to make sure you’re okay,” he writes. And then two minutes later: “I’m sorry for the way I ended things.” One hour after that, he added, “Don’t be mad, but I asked around because you blocked me on Facebook. Debbie said you took your vacation time. I’ll take that to mean you’re finally doing something for yourself. I’m happy for you. Have fun.”

      I shake my head and scroll past the six other messages from my ex that were just versions of the previous texts. He has a weird way of showing he doesn’t want to bother me. Come to think of it, Jared exhibits odd behavior overall for someone who just dumped me for some bimbo he met on a spiritual retreat.

      The phone rings while I’m scrolling through the messages. Debbie, of course, can never wait until I’ve texted back before needing my help with something.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say calmly with a smile on my face, not even bothering to say hello. I’ve been practicing drawing boundaries with certain people, and Debbie is number one on the list. “I’m on vacation.”

      Debbie launches in anyway. “I know, and I really appreciate that, Eliza. But there’s a problem with the last batch of Helix pages. The CEO says the final version doesn’t reflect his notes from the mock-up.”

      I sigh heavily. My most mercurial client needs more hand-holding, as always. “He always does this. You just have to finesse him a little bit. Let him rant until he feels heard, then have someone from the art department explain things, using lots of complicated jargon. He’ll get tired and move on.”

      “Nobody knows how to handle that guy like you do. Can you talk to him? He really doesn’t like me,” Debbie pushes.

      Why I don’t have Debbie’s job yet is a mystery. Even more of a mystery is that Debbie raised four children, presumably ushering them through toddlerhood. Yet, she can’t handle this extreme toddler of a client. “It’s going to be okay, Debbie. Have him talk to one of the artists, like I said, and tell him I’m on vacation.”

      “But—“

      “Don’t make me Per-My-Last-Email you. Bye, Debbie.”

      I don’t bother to go back and read the seven texts that she sent to me in the last two hours of my flight.

      Maybe my attitude is a risky way to behave with a supervisor, but I had made it clear before I left that I would not be checking my phone. I should have followed through on that promise because now I’m starting out my vacation time—my healing and bonding time with Grams—with a nasty attitude.

      I’d thought about jetting off to a tropical beach and spending two weeks drinking margaritas in a deck chair, staring at the teal-blue ocean. Have a one-night stand with a stranger to help me get over my breakup with Jared. I would deserve that after three years of sleeping with Mr. “I Don’t Eat Pussy Because It’s Not Masculine.” Yeah. I know.

      Instead of jetting off to the beach for solo pampering, I decided what I needed was a human connection, nurturing, and the quiet countryside. The beach will always be there. Grams will not.

      While I’m here in cornfield country, I plan to forget about my phone and help Grams make her famous jams and jellies that she sells at the farmers market every summer. I need me some Grams time, and she, now in her 80s, could probably use some help around the house. Win-win.

      The only other items on my to-do list for the next two weeks are to wear zero makeup, sit on a blanket and watch a movie at the drive-in theater, spend some time with Dylan and squeeze those twins she gave birth to three months ago.

      Speak of the devil. As I’m headed out of the concourse and toward the escalator, Dylan calls me: “I’m so excited to see you! Hijinks tonight?”

      I reply, “Yes, ma’am! Don’t even think about being the DD. I’m getting the new mom sloppy drunk tonight.”

      She chirps, “Babysitter is scheduled!”

      Debbie calls again when I’m halfway down the escalator, just as I’m about to call Grams. I ignore her.

      Gram doesn’t answer, which makes me nervous. Nobody is looking after her these days, so if she doesn’t answer her phone, I immediately think worst-case scenario. Heart attack. Broken hip. Heatstroke while working in the garden.

      I leave a breezy voicemail to let her know my plane has landed and I’ll be there shortly; I don’t want her to know how much I worry. Grams doesn’t like it when people fuss over her.

      Checking my PayPal and email account is a terrible idea right now; I know this. But I do it anyway, on the off chance…but no. Still no payment from my mother. Did I really expect it? Feeling a little naughty, I shoot her my second email in a month, even though I know she’s not speaking to me. “Hi, Mom. Just checking to see how you are doing. Also, let me know when I can expect payment for services rendered. Love you.”

      I shouldn’t have done that, but at least she can never accuse me of not reaching out.

      I drop my phone into my bag after deciding against setting it to Do Not Disturb mode, in case Grams calls back.

      As I’m headed toward the baggage claim, I’m taken aback when I suddenly see my name in block letters, floating in mid-air about 30 yards away—“Eliza Little”—in black marker set against a bright orange poster board.

      What the…?

      Looking closer, I see the poster board is not floating in mid-air but situated between a pair of lean-muscled shoulders, clad in a pale green tee-shirt under a worn flannel.

      I stop for a second, look the man up and down, and decide he must be here for some other, fortunate person named Eliza Little.

      I roll my carry-on right past him, and he calls after me. “Eliza?”

      I stop in my tracks and spin around.

      “Do I know you?” I ask as the man’s face breaks into a wide grin. He tips the brim of his cap in the familiar way people do in my hometown, but I’ll be damned if he’s from Piper’s Grove. They do not make the likes of him here. I peer up at his faded ball cap, which bears a quaint logo advertising “Gee’s Bees.” I glance down quickly and take in the clay bead necklace he wears, showing a mandala. Then I notice the yoga beads on his wrist. Red flag, Eliza. Some cult has taken over the town and heard I was coming. They sent this thirst trap to recruit me.

      “No, ma’am, not directly,” he replies, blinking and smiling. “I’m Garrett.”

      I squint. “I’m afraid we don’t know each other directly or indirectly. Wait…did my Grams send you to pick me up?”

      He shifts his weight as if he’s intimidated by me. I don’t know why anyone as tall as Conan O’Brien, shaped like Tom Hiddleston and as pretty to look at as Henry Cavill would feel intimidated by me. A lack of confidence in someone who looks that good should be illegal. “Did she not tell you she was sending someone to pick you up?”

      I smirk. “She said she wanted to pick me up, but I forbade her from driving an hour by herself.”

      Garrett steps forward and takes the handle of my carry-on bag. “Betty said you were forbidding.” This description intrigues me, which he says with a shy grin. “She got around that by sending me to pick you up. I’m her neighbor.”

      Up close and in my personal space, this hayseed smells like the outdoors: meadow grass, wood, and something else I can’t identify. If a smell could be warm and feral, that would be Garrett.

      He’s already rolling away with my bag before my brain can process that scent.

      “I can roll my own bag,” I say, taking off after him toward the baggage carousel.

      Like a man on a mission, he replies, “I’m your wheelman now, Miss Eliza.”

      I splutter as I struggle to keep up with him, which is a feat in itself. The stride of his long legs is twice mine, plus I’m in heels. I’ve never been one of those people who wear flip-flops on airplanes. “I told Grams I would rent a car. There’s no need for all this fuss.”

      “No fuss. And anyway, now that I’m here, I can’t go back to Piper’s Grove without you. That would be downright ungentlemanly.”

      Oh my god. What a cornball. A hot as hell, suspiciously hippie-like, folksy cornball with nothing better to do on a Thursday afternoon. I guess this is what I signed up for when deciding to vacation in my hometown—friendly interactions with local yokels. Although, to be fair, I am one of those yokels. I was born in Piper’s Grove, and ten years of Manhattan can’t wash away the Midwesterner in me.

      As we watch and wait for the rest of my bags, I explain, “The other reason I told Grams not to come to get me is so I could have my own wheels. I’ll be at the mercy of her unpredictable Ford Fiesta.”

      Garrett chuckles. “That thing is a bit of a pain, but I’m on top of it. Still runs good when I drive her around.”

      I snap my gaze up to his face. “You drive her around?”

      “No big deal. Just sometimes, if she needs something. And anyway, it needs to be driven once in a while to keep the engine in good shape.”

      I study his profile—a firm jaw smattered with dark scruff, full, playful lips, a nose that looks like it’s been broken at least once—and decide he has an honest, trustworthy face. Not a cult member. Probably. Still, what is he doing, taking two hours out of his day for a neighbor? What’s his angle?

      He can feel me studying him for clues, and his lips curl in that shy smile again. “If you don’t want to cancel your rental, at least let me help you with your bags. Then, you get a head start back to town. I’ll let you explain things to Betty.”

      He turns toward me and looks me straight in the eyes. All I see are two deep, honey-colored pools looking back at me with a wide-open sincerity. He knows Betty, that’s for sure. She’ll be howling at him if it seems like he left me at the airport to fend for myself, even if I am perfectly capable of getting where I need to go on my own.

      At this moment, we understand each other. We both know that when Betty wants to roll out a red carpet, then you’d better get with the program and accept it. I see it in those warm eyes of his, honey flecked with green, like a wise old lion. Betty has so little material wealth to share, we’re better off accepting the small things she can do for us. “I’ll ride with you. I’ll call a rideshare to get back to the airport in two weeks.”

      Garrett’s easy smile radiates down at me, and I can feel his energy sucking me into his laid-back vibe. We couldn’t be more different. He probably doesn’t even own a day planner.

      The truth is, Piper’s Grove isn’t exactly a Filofax kind of town. More of an ink-pen-scrawl-reminder-on-the-palm-of-your-hand, phone-number-on-a-cocktail-napkin sort of town.

      I’m grateful for the lack of small talk while we gather my bags off the carousel and eventually make our way outside of the small terminal. While I’m not thrilled at the idea of loading my matched luggage into the back of a pickup truck, I’m impressed that Garrett covers the whole thing with a tarp and secures it with a bungee cord.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “In case it rains,” he says.

      “Right. I appreciate the forethought,” I reply with a smile.

      Another thing I appreciate? I mean, apart from watching his veiny forearms ripple as he arranges and rearranges my stuff with care. I appreciate the fact that this pickup looks like it’s used for actual work. I remember a date with a boy back in my high school days whose truck bed was pristine. Not a single scratch. The cab, even more so. I don’t think the wheel wells ever saw a speck of mud.

      Garrett looks and smells every bit like a person who likes to get dirty. Of course, I don’t say this out loud. I don’t blurt things out. This is where Grams and I are different; she has no filter, and sometimes I have too much of one.

      The drive to Piper’s Grove flies by. In part, because I’ve relaxed enough to accept that Garrett is a big part of Grams’ life now, so he must be a good person. And also because the drive is full of familiar sights that bring me back to my childhood, reminding me that I liked growing up here. When I turned eighteen, I got out of here as fast as I could. I’m glad I did, but looking at the rolling hills, creeks, and the wide-open spaces, I think I should have made more of an effort to visit from time to time. I feel a twinge of guilt, realizing that I’ve been so busy working that it’s been years since I’ve seen Grams.

      I’m not quite ready to admit that another reason the drive flies by is that I’m enjoying talking to this stranger. I ask about his cap, and he tells me all about his beekeeping business. He reveals that his parents are retired and traveling the country in an RV. He has a brother who’s a university professor.

      “As for me, I received a small inheritance when my grandparents died a few years back, and I used it to do what I’ve always wanted to do. Play music and hang out with animals.”

      I could make a snarky remark about how stress-free and easy his life sounds, but I refrain. Instead, I chuckle, “At least one of us has it figured out.”

      “She’s proud of you, you know,” Garrett says. It feels at first like this is out of nowhere.

      I turn my gaze from the perfect rows of corn back to Garrett. “Oh?”

      “She talks about you every day. She’s proud no matter what you do or how much you have figured out.”

      There goes one of those red flags again. I squint at him. “And you see her every day?”

      “Most days. And even more now that she insists on cooking for me all the time.”

      I have a strange feeling there’s more going on here than what he’s telling me. Is he mooching off her? The chivalry, the truck, and the cowboy boots threw me off of the scent of the scruff, the hippie accessories, the messy hair. Maybe he’s some kind of transient trying to worm his way into Grams’ inheritance. Perhaps he has a history of this sort of thing. If that’s the case, good luck. Grams keeps about seven hundred dollars under her mattress, and that’s all there is.

      “Why is she cooking for you all the time?”

      He chuckles. “Well, you know how she is about guests in her house.”

      There could have been a record scratch, and I wouldn’t have been more shocked. “Wait a minute. You’re staying at her house? Why? I thought you were her neighbor?”

      Garrett goes on to explain—because apparently, Grams has left out a lot of details—that his house was severely damaged in a fire several weeks ago. The kitchen caught fire due to some faulty wiring, and his bedroom above it burned as well. “The inspector declared it uninhabitable while it’s being renovated. I was going to stay with my brother in Urbana, but Betty wouldn’t hear of it. And I don’t want to have to move my bees somewhere else. I kinda think they like the wildflower meadow between Betty’s house and mine. Not to mention her flowers and produce.”

      I blink at him. “So if you’re staying in the guest room, where am I staying?”

      If he hears the concern in my voice, he doesn’t let on. As casually as can be, he replies, “Oh, the guest room is yours as long as you want it. I’m fine sleeping on the porch.”

      Who willingly sleeps on a porch more than one night for fun unless they’re eleven years old? This is unacceptable. “Excuse me, did my grandmother buy a pullout couch and hire someone to close in the porch?”

      Garrett smirks and cranks the wheel at the sign at the intersection: “Welcome to Piper’s Grove!”

      “Nah, I have a bedroll. That guest bed was too short for me anyway. My legs hang off the end of it.”

      The man is either oblivious to how absurd this situation has become, or he is pulling my leg.

      I have to consciously close my gaping mouth and remain silent for the rest of the ride. We drive past the turnoff for the drive-in movie theater (which I’m happy to see is still in operation), roll past the post office, the high school, the library. Nothing has changed. Not in my twenty-eight years of life has any of these things been updated—no surprises in Piper’s Grove.

      None except the ridiculously hot porch squatter whom I’m going to have to step over every time I want to go outside. Unless I start using Grams’ front door, which would just feel wrong. I don’t think a single soul ever uses the front door. Even the different Mormon kids who show up every summer seem to know to go around back.

      Just when I’ve talked myself into the idea that maybe I’m making too much of this situation, an animal’s wild bleating rudely interrupts my thoughts. Through the windshield, I’m somehow staring into a pair of unsettling blue goat eyes. I shriek in surprise, confusion, and indignation. Out of nowhere, this creature has appeared on the truck’s hood as Garrett parks next to Grams’ house.

      “What the fuck!”

      “That’s just Gertie; she won’t bite.”

      Garrett laughs, throws the truck in park, and exits the cab. I stay put but roll down the window. I watch him scoop up the goat in his arms and gently set it down. “What are you doing over here, Gertie? Where’re your babies at?” The goat bleats when Garrett scratches her behind the ears. Just then, a scruffy little dog runs up, barking and jumping. This animal, he picks up and holds against his chest, laughing as the thing wiggles and licks his face. His voice changes in that silly way that dog lovers’ voices always do. It’s odd, but I’ve always been a little bit envious. No animal has ever had that effect on me, and I’ve always wondered if something is wrong with me or with everyone else. So, apparently, this man is at everyone’s beck and call: the bees, a dog, goats, and my grandmother. Something about this feels like a setup. He’s too good. Too perfect. Too … I don’t know. I mean, who in their right mind goes so far out of their way to pick up their neighbor’s granddaughter from the airport?

      And then I remember as I watch this man who’s conversing with a goat and a dog at the moment as if they were classmates catching up on old times: This is Piper’s Grove. None of this generosity should be a surprise.

      “Just hang on a minute, girls. I’m gonna help our new friend unpack, and then we’ll play, okay? Jeez, I was only gone two hours.”

      “Oh no,” I protest, exiting the truck. “That’s not necessary; I can get my stuff.”

      “Go on inside,” he says, ignoring me. “I’ll bring in your bags.”

      Let the record show I don’t like being told what to do. Right now, though, I’m tired, and all I want to do is hug my Grams.

      Stepping over his bedroll, sleeping bag, and assorted yoga accessories, I nearly trip in my excitement to see my Grams. I can’t wait to hug her, fill her in on all the ugly details of my breakup, and then ask her about this extra polite weirdo who’s camping on her porch.
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