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      For Grandma Klungle

      I wish everyone had a grandma like you. Thanks for being my best friend. Love and

      miss you everyday.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In this book, there is a character with severe dementia. I understand this can be sensitive for some people. Three of my grandparents dealt with this. My grandma Wilma was my best friend for years, and I cried the day I realized she didn’t recognize me anymore. It’s a brutal disease. That being said, the stories we remember with fondness now are the funny ones. My Grandma Ann didn’t recognize her husband, and one day she literally kicked him in the head and told him to go away, and then told my mom about the strange man in her room. (I still don’t understand how she kicked him in the head, but that’s the story we were told.) My Grandpa Frank couldn’t go two seconds without asking the same question again. And again. And again. We have sad memories of these times, but also fond ones. So when I knew this story would have a character with dementia, I decided to treat it lightly. This is a romantic comedy after all. Old Georgie gives us reasons to laugh, and he does so because that’s what I want to remember when I think of the late days with my grandparents, not the parts that make me cry.
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          GEORGIA

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday, May 22

      

      

      “Georgia Pepper Potts.” The police officer reads my name out loud for the third time, and I can see him trying not to laugh.

      My father loved all things Marvel, and since his last name was Potts, he naturally wanted to name me Virginia Pepper Potts. My mother, however, had her heart set on me being named after her father. The compromise? A daughter with a name that sounds like either a joke or a law firm.

      I’d always planned to be married by now so I could escape this particular legacy, but alas, I’m still single and stuck with a name that makes police officers fail to keep their composure during traffic stops.

      “Yes, officer.”

      He reads my name again and sniggers. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this. Listen. You’ve got a taillight out. See that you get it fixed right away.”

      “I will, officer. I’m sorry for the trouble.”

      “Where are you heading anyway? You seem an awfully long way from home.”

      I am, in fact, a very long way from home. My license plate says Utah because I’ve been going to school there. But it’s not home. Not really. My parents were in high-end hotel management, and so we were constantly moving around. You’d think it’d be amazing to live in all the incredible vacation destinations in the United States, but mostly, it was lonely. The only place I ever felt at home was West Yellowstone, Montana. As a child, I fell in love with the park and decided that someday I would live and work there. I’ve been chasing that dream ever since.

      It’s easier said than done.

      I’ve applied over a dozen times to be a park ranger at the famous national park and have been rejected every single time.

      But today, all that feels like another lifetime as I sit near the border of West Virginia, listening to a Kentucky State Highway Patrol officer make fun of my name.

      “Cass, West Virginia,” I say, trying not to sound as exhausted as I feel. Three full days on the road isn’t for the weak. “Four more hours. Grandpa needs help.”

      What I don’t say is that I’m supposed to be defending my PhD thesis right now and applying for my dream job at Yellowstone again. Instead, I’m driving across the country because the assisted living facility called and said Grandpa would be homeless in a week if someone didn’t come get him. I’m the closest living relative since my parents are currently in Thailand.

      So I got into my car and started driving without thinking.

      I didn’t finish packing up my apartment in Utah or say goodbye to my advisor. I didn’t even think about the thesis defense I’d spent three years preparing for.

      I just drove.

      Because that’s what you do when someone you love has nowhere else to turn.

      Even if it means your entire life goes on hold. Even if it means watching your dreams slip further away with each mile.

      Even if you have absolutely no idea what you’re going to do when you get there. Mom should be the one here, but when I texted her about Grandpa (no calling allowed, she’s way too busy for that), she told me she was sure I could handle it. Which I can do better than she can. Honestly, Mom would just tell them to find him another place and not care where they put him.

      I think differently than they do.

      While I sometimes resent my parents for leaving me alone so much, I am grateful they instilled in me the ability to be independent and capable. I don’t think I would’ve survived college without it, and I certainly wouldn’t have survived Dylan.

      “Good luck, ma’am. Make sure you get that taillight fixed.”

      I nod but know that’s not going to happen. I’m lucky my old Honda Civic has made it this far. She’s got four hundred thousand miles on her and is on her last leg.

      Ever since receiving the phone call about Grandpa, my chest has felt tight in a way that makes breathing feel optional instead of natural. I keep reminding myself that I’m capable, that I’m an adult with college degrees, a plan, and enough common sense to get from Point A to Point B without falling apart.

      But none of that matters when the person at the center of everything is Grandpa. This is the man who taught me to skip stones and let me eat cold pancakes straight out of the fridge because he said syrup was optional for a tough Potts kid. He’s the one who wrote me letters my entire life, even when his handwriting started to shake.

      I keep imagining him standing outside that facility with his one battered duffel bag, trying to joke with the nurses so they don’t feel bad, pretending he’s fine while his entire life tips over. He would put everyone else at ease first. It hits me in a sickening wave that I should have checked in more often.

      He really liked the place he was at, though. But they told me they just didn’t have the facilities to take care of a patient in the late stages of dementia. Grandpa keeps escaping, and now he’s become a danger to himself.

      I called my PhD advisor when I got to St. Louis and explained everything. He was kind, but explained that it would be yet another year before I could defend my thesis if I didn’t show up next week.

      I cried all the way through the state of Illinois.

      My phone buzzes again, and I glance at the screen.

      Dylan.

      My ex-boyfriend. I don’t recognize the number, but it’s a Utah area code, so it’s probably him. He keeps getting new numbers and calling me. I broke things off six months ago. We’d been together nearly seven years, and I’m still trying to figure out life without him.

      I hit decline and turned the phone face down.

      The thing about Dylan is that he started out perfect. Attentive. Caring. Always wanting to know where I was, what I was doing, who I was with. I thought it was sweet.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Until “caring” became “controlling.” Until “checking in” became “checking up.” Until I couldn’t make a single decision—from what to eat for dinner to which classes to take—without him having a strong opinion. One he’d sulk about if I didn’t follow.

      Leaving him six months ago was the best decision I ever made.

      But he still doesn’t seem to understand what “no contact” means.

      I shake off the memories and focus on the road. On Grandpa. On the only thing that matters right now.

      I’ll find a job working at one of the state parks in West Virginia for the next year while I get him situated. I’d like to really make sure Grandpa is settled so we don’t run into issues like this again. I might as well stay here and see if I can get some actual experience that isn’t just a summer internship.

      One of the reasons I was turned down for my dream job so often was a lack of experience, even though I had the education. With the experience I’ll get this year and my forthcoming PhD in Parks, Recreation, and Tourism Management, Yellowstone will have to hire me. They won’t have a choice.
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        * * *

      

      I bang my head on my steering wheel. I’m twenty miles from Grandpa’s facility, and my poor car went kaput. I managed to pull over onto a flat grassy patch, since shoulders don’t exist here, and try to swallow down the lump in my throat. I can’t afford a tow truck, but I have no choice. I let my AAA lapse last year. I hadn’t anticipated a cross-country trip in my future.

      Glancing at my phone, I sigh. Zero Bars.

      What the hell am I going to do?

      I just sit there, frozen for at least a good ten minutes. Do I risk walking and hitchhiking? No way. That’ll just end up with me dead in a ditch. I dig through my bag and find a granola bar. I need food if I’m going to think clearly. A few cars have passed me. I should probably flag the next one down.

      An old beat-up truck pulls in behind me. Oh no. I’m going to die in the sticks at the hands of some creepy guy. He probably has a gun rack and will take me back to his house and cut me up into a thousand pieces and feed me to his pigs.

      I used to know how to defend myself. I started jiujitsu in middle school and earned my black belt in my senior year of high school. But shortly after Dylan and I started dating, he convinced me I didn’t need it anymore. “Why would you want to fight?” he’d said. “That’s what you have me for.”

      I will my car to restart. To take me away from this awful possibility.

      A loud knocking sounds on my window, and I startle. I glance over at the guy, prepared for missing teeth and a long scraggly beard.

      Instead, I’m met with very blue eyes, a backwards baseball cap, and a smile that could make any woman forget her own name.

      This might be worse, actually.

      I open the door because I can’t roll the window down.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “My car’s dead.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Willow Acres.” It’s the only assisted living place in town.

      He holds out a hand and helps me out of the car like we’re at some red carpet event. Then he motions to his truck. My heart flutters a bit, and I try to ignore it. “Your chariot awaits. I’ll get you there.”

      “What about my car?”

      “I’ll have my buddy Ty tow it to wherever you’re staying.” Right, because I can’t stay at Willow Acres. Thankfully, Grandpa still has a house in Cass. He’s been living in Willow Acres for three years. Ever since Grandma died. I’m sure the house is falling apart, but hopefully it’s livable.

      “That would be amazing, thank you.” I grab my purse and go to the backseat. Money will be tight for a bit. I hate that I’ll be paying rent for an apartment I’m not using, but I didn’t have time to do anything before I left.

      I pull out my suitcase and laptop bag but leave behind most of the stuff in the trunk. No need to bring everything with right now. I slam the door and look back at the guy. “I don’t have any cash on me. I don’t know how to pay you or…Ty?”

      “We take care of people around these parts. You don’t owe us anything.”

      He throws the suitcase in the back like it’s nothing, opens the door for me, and waits for me to get settled before shutting it again. The old truck is tidy inside and smells like gas station air fresheners.

      He climbs into the driver’s seat. Before starting the engine, he turns to me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t even introduce myself. Mom would be horrified. I’m Mark Blackwood.”

      There’s something easy about him. Confident without being cocky.

      It’s refreshing, and I’m instantly attracted to him even though I know I shouldn’t be.

      “Georgia Potts,” I say, purposefully leaving out the Pepper, because who needs that kind of embarrassment twice in one day.

      “Georgia. That’s a very southern name. You’re missing the accent, though, so I doubt you’re from the South.”

      “My mom named me after my grandpa. I’m from Montana.” This is a slight fib because my driver’s license says Utah, but wishful thinking, right?

      “Excellent rafting up there,” he says brightly.

      “Yes, it is. You’ve been?”

      “A couple of times. What about you?”

      “Uh, no. Too much of an adrenaline rush for me.” I adore all things outdoorsy. But nothing that causes my heart to race. No ziplining, skydiving, or roller coasters for me.

      His face falls. Um. I’m a total stranger you’re giving a ride to. No need to take it personally, but for some reason, I don’t want him to be disappointed. Ugh, this is bad. It’s just a ride. After this, I’ll never see him again. No need to worry about falling for his charms.

      He starts the truck, and we ease onto the road. “So, who are you visiting?”

      “George Davenport.”

      “Ah, Old Georgie. Haven’t seen him around lately. He and Grandpa Blackwood were good friends.”

      “What’s your grandpa’s name?”

      “Elza Blackwood. He died years ago, though. Your grandpa might be the last of the old-timers around here. It’s a shame. They were good to have around. I liked BSing with them at Station Four.”

      We pass the town and the state park. I make a mental note of where it is. It’s been a while since I’ve been back. Dylan and I came out for Grandma’s funeral three years ago, but aside from that, I haven’t been back here since I stopped staying over for the summers because I had to work.

      “Can you tell me why my phone doesn’t work?” I ask.

      He chuckles. “Radio Free Zone. The big satellite at Green Bank doesn’t like the interference. No cell service for ten square miles.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” I’d forgotten. We were only here for a day for the funeral, and I’d barely looked at my phone. If Dylan were with me, he’d have remembered.

      “Most places have wifi, though.”

      “But how do I find where I’m going?” I ask.

      “Maps. I have a few stashed in my glove box. Grab one if you want.”

      I open the old glove box and see a stack of brand-new maps sitting there. I take one.

      “You carry these around with you?”

      “You’re not the first stranded person I’ve rescued.” He flashes a charming grin. “Most of the time, they’re just lost. Your dead car is a bit more tragic.”

      We pull up in front of a large, sprawling house with the words “Willow Acres” written on a sign. It’s so cute. Shame Grandpa has to leave.

      Mark parks the truck and climbs out, and I gather my stuff. The door swings open, and he holds out a hand once again. I don’t know how this man is real. I guess aside from dating a few guys in high school, Dylan’s the only man I have experience with. Maybe they’re all like this. No. I’ve been around enough men at jobs and school to know that most won’t hold a building door open for me, even when I’m right behind them, and it’s raining or snowing.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I say.

      “Anytime. Tell Ol’ Georgie that I might stop by and see him sometime. I don’t want to interrupt your visit today.”

      “I’m helping him move back to his house, so you’ll have to visit him there.”

      “You staying for a while?” he asks, and I try not to read into his question. I do not have time for overly charming men. And I certainly don’t have time to get my heart broken again.

      I nod. It’s not ideal, but I’m not going to rush the decision of where to put Grandpa. I have no idea of the extent of his dementia, but when the director of Willow Acres called me, she said that Grandpa had gotten too bad for them to take care of him. That they didn’t have the staff or the facilities to keep him contained. They don’t do locked wards or extensive round-the-clock care. I can take care of him for a little while, and then, once I find a good place, I can get a job and visit him daily so I can make sure he’s getting the care he needs.

      Mark grins. “Well, then, you’ve given me another reason to stop by. See ya ’round, Georgia.”

      He spins on his heel and climbs into the old pickup. I’m still standing there, staring, by the time he pulls away.

      Then I turn back to the assisted living facility. Time to put on my big-girl panties and figure out how to help Grandpa.
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          MARK

        

      

    

    
      Almost four years ago, on a trip out west, I bought a random Powerball ticket at a gas station in Texas and became a billionaire.

      Yeah. Billionaire.

      I didn’t even check the numbers right away. Tossed it into the glove compartment and forgot about it until two days later, when I was waiting for my rafting group to finish touring Carlsbad Caverns. Figured I’d kill time and pulled out my phone to check whether I’d won anything.

      All six numbers matched.

      I stared at my phone for a solid minute, refreshed the page three times, then walked into the nearest convenience store and had the clerk scan it just to make sure I wasn’t having a stroke.

      The teenager behind the counter looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

      “Uh... sir? You need to call this number. Like, right now.”

      Turns out, I was a single winner. $1.8 billion. Pre-tax.

      I stood there for half a minute, holding a Slurpee and a lottery receipt that was apparently worth more than the GDP of a small country, thinking that this was the dumbest thing that had ever happened to me.

      And I once accidentally set my own pants on fire during a Fourth of July barbecue, so that’s saying something.

      The state of Texas lets winners stay anonymous. Thank everything holy. Otherwise, I’d have every distant cousin I didn’t know showing up at my door with a sob story and a business plan for artisanal goat cheese or something.

      After I calmed down enough to form a sentence, I called David.

      He was the only one I trusted not to: (a) panic, (b) tell the entire family, or (c) immediately quit his job and buy a yacht shaped like a dolphin. David’s the practical one. The guy who reads fine print for fun.

      He lived up to expectations. Mostly.

      “Mark. Breathe. Do not tell anyone else. Do not buy anything stupid. And whatever you do, do not post about this on social media.”

      “I don’t even have social media.” Not even to roast Levi. It’s just not my thing. And I’m glad I haven’t gotten roped into doing anything for Whisper Springs as the resort has grown over the years.

      “Good. Keep it that way. I’m calling Seth and Noah. We’ll need them.”

      And that’s how I ended up with a money-management dream team: Seth (business genius), Noah (numbers guy), David (legal eagle), and eventually Cherry (analysis pro), when she got suspicious about why Noah was suddenly moving money around like he was running a shell corporation.

      So now it’s just the five of us who know.

      Today, we’re all crammed into the resort’s back conference room for our monthly money meeting.

      Seth’s sprawled in a chair like he owns the place. (He kind of does.) Noah’s got spreadsheets open on three different monitors because apparently one isn’t enough. David’s flipping through legal documents, and Cherry’s sipping sparkling water.

      And me? I’m distracted. There’s a blonde stranger taking up way too much space in my head, and I’m having trouble focusing on anything else.

      “Alright,” David says, flipping open a folder. “Let’s start with new business. Mark, you said you wanted to discuss another charitable foundation?”

      I nod. “I’ve been thinking about it. Something focused on emergency housing. Expanding what Heaven’s Homes does, but bigger. More reach.”

      Cherry raises an eyebrow. “Another foundation? That’s what… the fourth one now?”

      “Third,” I correct. “And the wildlife sanctuary doesn’t really count. That’s more Isaac and Kiki’s thing.”

      “The sanctuary is down to maintenance costs now anyway,” Noah says, not looking up from his spreadsheets. “So there’s a lot of room in the budget.”

      David leans back in his chair, tapping his pen against the table. “Mark, I think it’s time we revisit what we talked about last month. And the month before that. And the month before that.”

      I already know where this is going. “David…”

      “You should be doing more outside of Whisper Springs,” he continues, ignoring me. “Buy some property in your name. Start a business that’s clearly yours. You’ve got the capital to do real good in the world, but you keep funneling everything through the resort and these other charities you keep trying to hide behind.”

      “Because that’s how it needs to be,” I say, and I can hear the edge creeping into my voice. We’ve had this conversation a dozen times. “The minute I start throwing money around as Mark Blackwood, someone’s going to start asking questions. And then I’m not Mark anymore. I’m ‘that billionaire guy.’”

      Seth sighs. “You’ve been saying that for three years.”

      “Because it’s been true for three years.”

      “You can’t hide forever,” David presses. “At some point⁠—”

      “I’m not ready to come out.” I hold up a hand before he can interrupt. “I know. You’ve heard it all before. I know I sound like a broken record. But I like my life. I like that people treat me like a normal guy. I like that, when I show up to a fire, those families see a volunteer firefighter, not some rich asshole trying to buy his way into feeling good about himself.”

      The room goes quiet.

      Cherry’s watching me with that look she gets when she’s analyzing something. “So what’s the compromise? You want to help people, but you don’t want anyone to know it’s you. That’s going to get harder to manage the more money you spend.”

      “Then Whisper Springs spends the money. Not me.” I lean forward. “That’s why I want to talk about the new resort idea. Let’s find some dying little town and revive it. Build it into something that creates jobs, brings in tourism, gives the community a future.”

      Seth’s eyes light up. The man loves a challenge and we’ve talked about this before, but only casually. “I’ve actually been looking at a few locations. There’s a town about three hours south that would be perfect.”

      “See?” I grin. “Whisper Springs expands. The money gets spent. People get helped. And nobody has to know it came from a lottery ticket and a Slurpee.”

      David shakes his head, but he’s smiling. “You and your hero complex.”

      “It’s not a hero complex. I just like helping people.”

      “Uh-huh.” Cherry sets down her sparkling water. “Speaking of helping people, Abi mentioned you rescued some girl today?”

      I feel my face heat. Abi’s always been my favorite sister, but I wish she’d learn to keep her mouth shut. “I didn’t rescue anyone. Her car broke down, and I called Ty to tow it. That’s it.”

      “Was she pretty?” Seth asks, grinning.

      Yeah. She is. Blonde hair, tired eyes, a stubborn set to her jaw that made me want to know what she was fighting so hard against.

      “It’s not relevant,” I say.

      “That’s a yes,” Seth translates.

      “I had her car towed to a garage. I didn’t propose marriage.”

      “Yet,” Cherry says.

      “She’s in town for like a week, max.”

      “That’s what Ethan said about me,” Cherry points out. “And now we have triplets.”

      They all laugh, and I laugh, too, because that’s what I do. That’s what they expect from me. The fun one. The guy who deflects with jokes. The one who’s always got a smile and a stupid one-liner ready to go.

      “So,” Cherry says, swirling her water, “did you call that woman Mom set you up with last week?”

      I groan. “No. And I’m not going to.”

      “She seemed nice,” Noah offers.

      “She asked me what my five-year plan was before the appetizers arrived. Then she wanted to know if I owned property and what my ‘investment strategy’ was.” I make air quotes. “It felt like a job interview, not a date.”

      “Mom means well,” David says.

      “Mom has a list of ‘eligible young women’ that she’s been adding to since Seth got married. I’m pretty sure she’s got a spreadsheet.” I shake my head. “I keep telling her to stop, but every Sunday dinner, there’s some new cousin of a friend of a neighbor who just happens to be stopping by.”

      Cherry snorts. “You’re the last single brother. She’s getting desperate.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s not the only one,” I mutter before I can stop myself.

      The room goes quiet.

      I didn’t mean to say that out loud.

      “Mark...” Noah starts.

      “Forget it.” I wave him off. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

      But here’s the thing. I’m not fine. I’m tired of first dates that go nowhere. I’m tired of wondering if women are interested in me or just trying to figure out what I’m worth. I’m tired of watching my brothers go home to wives and kids while I come home to an empty house and a dog who judges me for eating cereal for dinner.

      I’ve been ready to settle down for a while now. I’m thirty-five for crying out loud. But every time I think I’ve found someone, something’s off. Either they’re too interested in “the future” before we’ve even ordered dessert, or I catch them Googling my family’s net worth in the bathroom. One woman flat-out told me she was “disappointed” there wasn’t more information about me online. My brain should understand my secret is safe, but it doesn’t, and I always question if somebody knows.

      So I stopped going on second dates.

      It’s easier that way.

      “Enough about my love life,” I say, forcing my voice back to casual. “Can we get back to business? What about the quarterly projections?”

      We shift into planning mode. Seth mentions something about the glamping site expansion. Noah talks about tax shelters. David brings up legal structures for the new charities.

      I respond at the right moments, offer a few thoughts, and pretend that I’m paying attention.

      But my brain’s only half here.

      The other half is stuck on a gravel road in the middle of nowhere, watching a blonde woman climb out of a beat-up Honda like she was bracing for the worst.

      Georgia.

      She didn’t thank me much. She barely even looked at me after I arranged for Ty to tow her car. Just nodded, grabbed her things, and scrambled away from the truck like she was doing me a favor by accepting help.

      But there was something about her.

      Like she was trying to hold the whole damn world together with tape and sheer stubbornness. And maybe losing.

      “Mark?”

      I blink. Seth’s staring at me.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “I said, let’s set aside another half million for local outreach. Low-income dental, prescription support, that kind of thing. You good with that?”

      “Yeah. Perfect.”

      I find myself glancing at the clock, wondering if that rusted-out Civic is salvageable.

      My phone buzzes on my belt.

      Finally. Something to do.

      I grab it, glancing at the screen.

      Fire call. All volunteers.

      I’m on my feet before anyone can say anything.

      “Gotta go,” I say, already heading for the door. “Saved by the fire.”

      “Be safe,” Cherry calls after me.

      I throw her a grin over my shoulder. “Always am.”

      Lie. Total lie. But it makes them feel better.

      I’m a volunteer firefighter.

      Out here, that means a lot of waiting around, followed by short bursts of dangerous situations where you hope nobody dies and nothing explodes.

      The county’s too big. The response times are too slow. By the time we get to most fires, the damage is already done. We’re just there to make sure it doesn’t spread and to put it out.

      But I still show up. Every time.

      Because if I don’t, who will?

      I hop into my truck, pull the portable siren out of the glove box (highly professional, I know), and punch the gas.

      Jacob meets me at the end of the driveway, still yanking on his boots.

      “What’ve we got?” I ask.

      “Mobile home fire. Three units. No injuries reported.” The wind probably didn’t help this situation. If the park didn’t put them so close together, then we’d be responding to one fire, not three.

      “Yet,” I mutter.

      Jacob climbs into the passenger seat. We tear down the road, siren wailing, and I try not to think about how many of these calls I’ve been on.

      How many families I’ve watched lose everything, how many cards I’ve handed out for Heaven’s Homes, and pretended it was a local charity, not something I built.

      Twenty minutes later, we crest the ridge above the scene.

      And my stomach sinks.

      It’s bad.

      What used to be three mobile homes is now three smoking skeletal piles of twisted siding and scorched metal. The big engine is already there, the crew dousing the last of the flames. Three families are huddled in the gravel driveway, jackets pulled tight.

      There are three beat-up cars. No shoes on half the kids and ash on everything.

      I park and climb out, boots crunching on gravel.

      The air smells like melted plastic and burnt wood. It’s a smell that sticks in your nose and won’t leave for days.

      One of the crew members waves at me. “All clear, and everybody’s safe. They got out before it spread.”

      Thank goodness.

      I walk over to the families. They’re standing in a tight cluster, staring at the wreckage like they’re waiting for someone to tell them it’s not real.

      “Hey,” I say gently. “I’m Mark. Volunteer fire. You guys okay?”

      One of the men, covered in soot, nods slowly. “We’re alive.”

      “That’s what matters,” I say.

      But even as the words leave my mouth, I know how hollow that must sound.

      I’ve never lost everything or stood in a driveway and watched my entire life turn to ash. I’ve never had to wonder where my kids are going to sleep tomorrow or how I’m going to feed them or whether the photo albums and the baby books and the last letter my grandmother ever wrote me are gone forever.

      I look at these people, and I try to imagine what’s running through their heads right now. The shock, probably. That numb, floating feeling where your brain can’t quite catch up to what your eyes are seeing. Then the panic. The mental inventory of everything that was inside. Did I grab my wallet? My phone? My medications? And then the slow, sickening realization that it doesn’t matter what you remembered to grab because everything is gone.

      The man in front of me is probably thinking about tomorrow. And the day after that. How he’s going to explain this to his boss when he shows up to work in dirty clothes. How he’s going to get his kids to school. Whether his car insurance is paid up. A thousand tiny logistical nightmares piling on top of the big one.

      And me? I’m standing here with more money in my bank account than this entire place was worth, telling him that being alive is what matters.

      It’s true. But it’s not enough.

      I pull a card out of my jacket. “Listen. The county will cover temporary housing for the next month as well as give you an emergency kit while you figure things out with your insurance.”

      “You think we got insurance?” he says, voice flat. I notice the way his fingers tremble as he wipes soot from his face, smearing it across his cheek instead of cleaning it. His jaw is tight, muscles working like he’s grinding his teeth down to dust.

      Behind him, a woman sits on the bumper of one of the beat-up cars, a toddler clutched to her chest. She’s staring at nothing, rocking slightly, her lips moving in what might be a prayer or could also be soothing words to the child. His wife, probably. The toddler’s face is buried in her neck, little fingers gripping her shirt as though, if he lets go, she might disappear too.

      The man glances back at them, and something in his face cracks. Not all the way. He’s holding it together because he has to. Because if he falls apart, who’s going to be strong for them?

      I know that look. I’ve seen it a hundred times on these calls. The desperate math happening behind his eyes: How do I fix this? How do I make this okay? How do I tell my kids that everything they own is gone?

      He turns back to me, and his eyes are wet now, but he won’t let the tears fall. Pride, maybe. Or just the last shred of dignity he’s got left.

      “That was all we had, man.” His voice breaks on the last word, and he swallows hard, Adam’s apple bobbing. “That was it.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve heard that.

      Not even close.

      I hand him the card anyway. “Go down to the Cascade Motel. Tell Janine the fire department sent you. She’ll get you set up with a couple rooms for now. After that, call this number.” I tap the card. “It’s a local charity. They help people in situations like this. Long-term housing, furniture, that kind of thing.”

      He takes the card without looking at it. Still staring at the rubble.

      “Thanks,” he says quietly.

      I pat his shoulder. “We’ve got you. One step at a time.”

      It’s not enough. I know it’s not enough.

      But it’s all I can say without giving myself away.

      Heaven’s Homes.

      A name I scribbled on a napkin the day after a different fire. One that killed a baby.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about it as I sat in my truck at two a.m., staring at my bank account and thinking: What the hell is the point of all this money if I can’t do something that actually matters?

      So I built a charity and had Seth hire staff and set up a system.

      And now, every time there’s a fire like this, Noah arranges for fully furnished, brand-new mobile homes to be delivered within two weeks.

      But I can’t tell them it’s me.

      Because the second they know, it’s not about helping anymore. It’s about me. About billionaire Mark Blackwood swooping in to save the day.

      And I don’t want to be that guy.

      I just want to help.

      Jacob joins me as I head back to the truck. His face is tight and tired.

      “You good?” I ask.

      He rubs a hand over his face. “I hate this part. Seeing what’s left.”

      “Yeah,” I say quietly. “But at least we can still do something.”

      I climb back into the truck and sit there for a second, hands on the wheel, staring at nothing.

      And just like that, my brain’s back on Georgia.

      “Hey, man. Remember that girl I told you about? The one whose car died?”

      “The one you couldn’t stop talking about for twenty minutes earlier today?”

      “I didn’t…”

      “Mark. You described her eyes.”

      He’s not wrong.

      I think about the way she looked at me like she was waiting for the catch. Because there’s always a catch, right?

      Nobody helps for free.

      Nobody’s that nice.

      Except... I want to be. I want to be the guy who helps without expecting anything back. The guy who doesn’t need a parade or a pat on the back. The guy who does the right thing.

      I shake my head, start the engine, and pull back onto the road.

      Georgia didn’t look at me like I was a hero. She looked at me like I might be a threat. And for some reason, that made me want to prove her wrong.

      Not to impress her.

      Just to show her that sometimes, people really do help with zero expectations.
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      “Why are we leaving again?” Grandpa asks for the fifth time since I handed him his jacket.

      “I told you. I’m coming to live with you.”

      He scowls like I’ve suggested we rob a bank. “Why would you do a foolish thing like that?”

      “Because I missed you,” I say with exaggerated cheer, even though I’m running on three hours of sleep.

      He grunts. “That’s a dumb reason.”

      And we’re off to a great start.

      Behind me, I drag a wagon holding cardboard boxes containing three years of his life, which amounts to two boxes total. Two. His whole life reduced to a cracked photo album, a stack of mystery novels he’s never finished, and enough plaid button-ups to clothe a lumberjack convention. I hope there’s more clothes and other things at his house.

      I told the assisted living staff to toss the recliner. That thing had lost all structural integrity over a decade ago, and it also smelled vaguely of onions. It would’ve disintegrated if moved.

      The director of Willow Acres, Elizabeth, offered to drive us to Grandpa’s place after she found out what happened with my car.

      Grandpa wanders over to the window, squinting at something outside.

      “Elizabeth,” he says, very seriously. “When did you get an ostrich?”

      Elizabeth and I exchange glances.

      “That’s a mailbox,” I say gently.

      “The hell it is. Look at it. Long neck. Beady eyes. That’s an ostrich if I’ve ever seen one.”

      I walk over and look. The mailbox is vaguely shaped like a bird. It’s one of those decorative ones that someone clearly thought was charming thirty years ago.

      “It’s technically bird-shaped,” I concede.

      “See? Ostrich.” He crosses his arms, triumphant. “You trying to trick me about barnyard animals now?”

      “Never, Grandpa.”

      “Good. Because I know my livestock.” He pauses. “We should feed it.”

      “It’s a mailbox,” I say again and can’t hide my exasperation.

      “Well, that explains why it won’t come when I call.”

      A laugh escapes me before I can stop it.

      Elizabeth presses her lips together, clearly fighting a smile, and we haul Grandpa’s boxes to the car.

      “I’m so sorry. I wish there was more we could do,” she says again.

      “I know. It’s okay.” I shut the tailgate. “Really. You’ve said that. A lot.”

      “It’s just... Well, the last time he got out, he was found wandering naked down the highway, yelling at a billboard.” She’s told me this story already once as well.

      “Right. The one with the cartoon cow.”

      Elizabeth nods solemnly. “He thought it was his cousin Denny.”

      I pat her arm. “Seriously. I understand. It’s not your fault.”

      She exhales like I’ve granted her absolution and slides behind the wheel. I help Grandpa into the car. He grumbles the whole way, accusing me of treating him “like some geezer with a bum hip,” which, to be fair, is exactly what he is.

      The ride is beautiful. The trees arch overhead like a cathedral, leaves whispering in the breeze. Wildflowers dot the ditches in bursts of purple and yellow, and the air feels cleaner. The roads all wind the same way—twisty, shaded, quiet—but instead of feeling lost, I feel like the land is gently telling me to slow down.

      Elizabeth pulls up in front of Grandpa’s house, and my stomach dips. It’s worse than I remember.

      The storm door is dangling from one hinge. The roof is visibly sagging. The porch has more holes than boards, and a family of squirrels darts under the eaves like they’re late for brunch.

      Elizabeth hands me a set of keys with a sympathetic smile. “If you need anything…”

      “I know where to find you,” I say quickly. I don’t want her pity. Or anyone’s, really.

      She helps carry the boxes inside, and I flick the switch. The lights come on with a reluctant flicker, casting shadows over every cobwebbed surface. Well, that’s a relief. One thing is going my way.

      The smell is nostalgic, if nostalgia smells like mothballs and old-man cologne.

      Grandpa wanders into the living room and points at the dusty loveseat. “Is this my house?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He beams. “Good. That means I can pee wherever I want.”

      “NOPE,” I say, wheeling him toward the bathroom. “Absolutely not. You are a civilized man, and we are not marking territory.”

      When Elizabeth leaves, I stand in the silence and look around. The quiet here is thick. You can’t just hear it; you feel it pressing against your chest. I pull out my phone. Zero bars. No wifi. No signal.

      We are officially cut off from civilization. Me and a man who thinks squirrels are CIA operatives. The house smells musty, so I open all the windows with screens. Well, the ones that can open anyway.

      “I’m hungry,” Grandpa says, following me into the living room.

      “We just had lunch before we got here.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You had two bowls of pudding and half a grilled cheese.”

      “I thought that was breakfast.”

      I sigh. We need food. A working phone. A plan. And maybe a tetanus shot, judging by the nail sticking out of the doorframe. I pull a bag of Chex Mix out of my bag and hand it to him.

      I stand in the middle of the living room, looking at the water damage on the ceiling, the warped floorboards, and the general state of decay. This might actually be better than the situation I just left. My roommate was awful. She was always leaving passive-aggressive notes all over the place, and she’d change the wifi password if she thought I was using too much internet, even though I explained to her that we weren’t charged by how much we used. If the place weren’t so cheap, I would’ve moved out, but it was the first one I could find after I left Dylan.

      For a second, I hear Dylan’s voice in my head. “You can’t handle this yourself. Let me make some calls. I know a guy.”

      He always knew a guy. Always had a solution. Always took over before I could even try.

      I shake my head hard, banishing the voice.

      No.

      I’m not that person anymore. I don’t need someone to swoop in and fix everything. My mom taught me that I can do anything. Well, she left me alone enough that I had to figure things out. I pull out my phone and start making a list:

      
        
          	
        Call insurance—if Grandpa even has any
      

      	
        Get car back
      

      	
        Find hardware store for tools to fix the door
      

      	
        Check if stove still works
      

      	
        Make Grandpa’s room livable first
      

      	
        Get groceries
      

      

      

      Everything else can wait. It’s not much of a plan. But it’s MY plan. And that has to count for something.

      I head into the kitchen, bracing for whatever horrors await, and miracle of miracles, there’s a pantry full of canned goods. Peas, corn, soup, more soup, green beans, and that might be Spam from the 1980s.

      Not ideal, but at least we won’t starve. Yet.

      I pull the fridge open and am hit with a wall of musty air that smells. I slam it shut before I lose a layer of skin off my nose.

      Soup. Soup is safe.

      I grab a can of chicken noodle from the pantry, open it, and pour it into a pot. Easy. We are thriving. We are functional adults. I wish we had fresh ingredients. My grandma gave me her soup recipe before she died, but that requires carrots, a whole chicken, and spices that aren’t expired.

      I turn around for ten seconds to find bowls.

      Ten seconds.

      When I turn back, Grandpa is standing next to the stove, holding the bottle of dish soap.

      “Grandpa,” I say slowly, “what are you doing?”

      “Making it bubble.” He squirts a generous amount of blue soap directly into the pot.

      “No no no no no…”

      Too late. Suds rise, puff, and billow over the edge of the pot in a slow-motion avalanche. Grandpa beams, very proud of himself.

      “Look at that,” he says. “Now it’s a party.”

      I yank the pot off the burner and dump the bubbly disaster into the sink. It clings to the sides, smelling faintly of chicken-flavored Dawn.

      I turn. Grandpa has the soap pointed at the microwave now.

      “No.” I lunge across the kitchen like an Olympic athlete who trained specifically for this one moment. I grab the bottle out of his hand. “We do not soap the appliances.”

      He shrugs. “You never let me have any fun.”

      I stare at the stove, the suds creeping toward the floor, and Grandpa wanders back toward the living room as if nothing happened.

      I wipe a hand down my face.

      One. Thing. I tried to do one simple thing.

      And I failed so hard that the soup needed a lifeguard.

      I need help.

      Preferably the kind that does not carry dish soap as a
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