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            CHAPTER 1

          

          LOREN

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        Don’t forget to gas up the hearse before the funeral.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Everyone has heard the saying: Love conquers all.

      Well, that’s a load of bull if you ask me.

      I’d love to know why the folks who came up with it didn’t write more helpful proverbs. Something like: “Don’t fall for someone at a funeral.”

      I know what you’re thinking: But Loren. That’s obvious. Funeral homes aren’t for falling in love; they’re for mourning and grief and death.

      Normally, I would agree with you. However, when you spend ninety-five percent of your free time stuck in the funeral home your parents own, you don’t have a lot of spare hours to troll the bars or dating apps or wherever the rest of the world’s twenty-somethings meet other twenty-somethings. Or thirty-somethings.

      Or forty-somethings if they’re hot.

      But let’s get back to the falling in love part.

      Here I am, offering tissues to a bunch of related strangers mourning the crochety old woman who lived right next to us for as long as I can remember. Guess what I don’t remember? Any of these people coming by to help mow her lawn or bring her meals when she couldn’t leave the house anymore.

      Makes me wonder how genuine these tears really are.

      I actually knew Hazel VanMeter and, I’m sorry for saying this considering she’s stretched out in a pine box at the front of the room, but she was awful.

      When I was twelve, she called the police because I accidentally left the back tire of my bike on her lawn. As I got older, she constantly ratted me out for sneaking out after curfew. I’m still not sure how she knew because I was pretty damn stealthy slipping from my bedroom window and down the drainpipe.

      Most recently, she told my parents I was smoking in the shrubs at the back of our house.

      That one, I can honestly say wasn’t true. I haven’t smoked a cigarette a day in my life except that one time back in college when my friend Erin and I were drinking out the back of a frat house and I thought I’d try it.

      Disgusting, by the way. Would not recommend.

      The fact that I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman and can make my own choices didn’t stop my mother from texting me picture after picture of grayish-brown lungs that became riddled with disease after their owners had fallen victim to their vices.

      Needless to say, I’m not shedding a tear for poor old Hazel VanMeter.

      These tear-free eyes have a decent view of the whole funeral home as those who’ve gathered “celebrate” the life of the Wicked Witch of Westmorland Street. They all bow their heads for Amazing Grace performed by my mother on the organ in the far corner next to two arrangements overflowing with lilies and baby’s breath—the world’s worst flower name, in my opinion.

      How did someone come up with it, anyway? Baby’s breath.

      Makes me think of blended peas and sour milk.

      As I’m scanning the crowd, my gaze snags on a guy toward the back. Taller than the older blonde woman and the silver-haired man next to him, he doesn’t seem that put out by the loss of my old neighbor. His head isn’t even bowed.

      This should probably be some sort of red flag.

      He could be a psychopath who feels no emotions.

      Then again, maybe Hazel called the cops on him when he was twelve too.

      Although that would mean he would’ve had to stop by her house at some point, and I have never seen this guy in my life.

      That square jaw and those shoulders are two things I would definitely remember. Thirteen-year-old Loren would’ve tried sculpting his features out of clay during her artist phase. Fifteen-year-old Loren would’ve found out his full name and deep-dived his social media profiles so she could learn everything there was to know about him and then drop hints about all the things we “have in common” during a completely “impromptu” run-in at his favorite place to hang out.

      Yeah, teenage Loren was weirdly obsessive.

      I blame it on this one-stoplight town where nothing interesting ever happens.

      Thankfully, quarter-of-a-century Loren is much, much smoother.

      I’ll casually sidle up to him after the committal and say something witty and charming that will endear him to me. In no time at all, we’ll be walking down the aisle hand-in-hand, me in an ivory gown and him in a sexy black tux.

      Call me an optimist, but this feels like fate finally coming through for me after Sean Malloy and I broke up.

      Who is Sean Malloy, you ask?

      The other undertaker here.

      Tall. Dark. Pale as a vampire.

      A product of my Paranormal Romance phase.

      Everyone says not to date a colleague, but for a hot minute I thought, why not? Might as well find someone interested in taking over the family business because I sure as heck don’t want to.

      Sean was fine.

      But I’m not looking for fine. I want fizzy tingles and flapping butterflies and shortness of breath.

      Enter: The tall mourner with a great head of thick, golden hair.

      If the older man next to him is any relation, this one might even get to keep all that hair when he gets older.

      Unlike poor Sean who has aged at least ten years since our breakup.

      My ex smiles at me from where he stands next to my father, the light above them reflecting off what’s left of Sean’s dark hair, their hands clasped in front of them like they’re ready for caskets of their own.

      I love my father, but I do not want to end up with someone exactly like him.

      Tried it. Hated it. Not for me.

      The service ends, and the family and friends shuffle out, waiting for the pallbearers to carry the casket to the hearse. Guess who gets to drive that sex machine?

      This girl.

      Did I mention how much I hate my job?

      Thankfully, the graveyard isn’t far away, and once Hazel VanMeter is in the ground where she can’t haunt me anymore, everyone is free to head back to the church for a dinner catered by the local diner where Hazel had a corner table reserved in her honor.

      I use the term “reserved” in the loosest sense of the word. Basically, everyone was too scared to sit there in case she came in and ripped them a new one.

      The crisp autumn air rattles the browning leaves still clinging to the branches as I lean against the hearse and wait for everyone to pile into their cars so I can maneuver this gigantic black metal cockroach out of here.

      “Hey.”

      I turn toward the deep voice and holy hell, the golden god with shoulders of stone has found me.

      Is this real life?

      “Hey.” Not exactly the smoothest start to a meet cute. Good thing there’s nowhere to go from here but up.

      I can see my own reflection in his aviator sunglasses, and while my hair is on point, my smile looks tight as hell.

      Oh no…

      Words are starting to bubble from my throat and— “How do you know the Wicked—I mean, the deceased?”

      Tell me I didn’t nearly call this man’s poor relative the Wicked Witch of Westmorland Street! Those are inside thoughts, Loren.

      The bridal march playing in my mind has morphed into the out-of-tune chorus of Amazing Grace because this is now my funeral.

      He mustn’t have caught my slip, because his lips tug into a smile. “Hazel was my great aunt, but I didn’t know her very well. She and my grandmother didn’t exactly get along.”

      That voice. Think Clooney crossed with Damon.

      Perfect. Just perfect.

      If he can look past my terrible introduction, we’re destined to be together. I just know it.

      Okay, maybe I don’t know. But a girl can hope, right?

      He pushes his sunglasses onto his forehead, revealing a pair of deep-brown, puppy-dog eyes that look a little sad. Like a young Richard Gere or John Cusack. You know the eyes I’m talking about. When they meet mine, my stomach doesn’t just drop. It completely bottoms out.

      When he holds out his hand and says, “My name is Josh,” my knees go weak.

      “Loren. Loren Piper. Of Piper Funeral Homes.” Why did my mouth think it was necessary to add anything after Loren?

      “Nice to meet you. Are you going to the dinner after this?”

      “Oh, yes. We’re a full-service funeral home. Taking care of everything from start to finish.”

      Thank goodness the beautiful man takes pity on me and chuckles.

      Flashing me another perfect smile, he slides his glasses back into place. “I’ll see you there, Loren Piper of Piper Funeral Homes.”
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      The golden god blessing our tiny town with his presence is named Josh Bosnick.

      I learned his last name over a plate of crispy fried chicken and green bean casserole in the church social hall. For reasons I cannot fathom, Josh stayed by my side the entire dinner, and then asked me out to dinner the next night.

      Dinner led to a movie which led to the most glorious goodnight kiss a girl could have ever asked for which led to coffee the next morning and lunch after he finished helping his father prepare old Hazel’s home for an estate sale.

      He’s charming and smart and handsome and everything I’ve ever wanted in a partner. The only downside is that he happens to live in Nashville.

      That’s right.

      Nashville Tenne-freaking-see. A short ten-hour commute from where we currently stand on his great aunt’s front porch.

      Now there’s nothing to do but say our goodbyes.

      It’s funny how someone you barely know can become so important in such a short amount of time. The thought of him leaving brings tears to my eyes.

      Surely that has to mean something, considering Sean and I dated for almost two years, and when we broke up my eyes were as dry as the grass on a sunny July afternoon.

      Josh hugs me tight and presses the sweetest of kisses to my lips, saying, “I wish we had more time.”

      It’s like the end of one of those terrible movies I watched as a kid that you thought was a romance but ends up being a depressing drama. My heart feels like it’s being shattered into a billion pieces by one of those comically large sledgehammers at the county fair.

      I kiss Josh one last time and wave goodbye as I watch him drive away.

      My mother calls from our porch, telling me someone needs to collect the lilies from the florist for tomorrow’s funeral.

      Is this how I want my life to play out? An endless wheel of death and sickeningly sweet flowers and hearses?

      Hell no.

      When you find love, you chase after it, no questions asked.

      If you don’t, you’ll be living in a perpetual third act break up instead of finding the happily-ever-after you deserve. At least that’s what all those classic nineties romcoms have taught me.

      And I’m desperate for a HEA of my own.

      I race over to my house, telling my mother as I pass that there’s somewhere else I want to be (hint: it rhymes with Crashville Spennessee).

      As I stuff all my worldly possessions into suitcases, my dad threatens to disown me, reminding me that, as their only child, it’s my responsibility to take over the funeral home that has been in our family for three generations. They spend the rest of the night trying to talk me out of leaving.

      When I wake up the next morning to get an early start, my mom cries on the stoop, sobbing loudly enough for the neighbor we have left to hear.

      But I’m following what could be true love.

      And when you follow your heart, nothing can go wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          LOREN

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        You’re making a terrible mistake.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Come back home.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Everything is going wrong.

      Not only did my poor car break down on the side of the highway an hour outside Nashville, it’s going to cost an arm and a leg—and probably a lung or two—to fix the freaking thing. I thought my day couldn’t get worse, but every time I try to get ahold of Josh, the call goes straight to voicemail.

      This is where impulsiveness gets you. Leaking sweat on a curb outside a Waffle House, questioning your life choices and being dive-bombed by gnats.

      I know what you’re thinking: Things can’t get worse. This is as bad as it gets. Rock bottom. Nowhere to go but up.

      You’re wrong.

      My heartbroken mother keeps leaving tearful voice notes filled with all her bitter disappointments.

      I can’t take much more of her wailing, begging me to come back home “where I belong.”

      I may have told myself that this move was for a guy I barely know, but spontaneously relocating to “Music City” was for me too. I have lived in the same town since I turned four. Went to high school there and attended community college thirty minutes away while still living with my parents to save money. After that, I went straight into full-time employment at Piper’s Funeral Home.

      Even I’m putting myself to sleep thinking about my life.

      I was a twenty-five-year-old woman facing a future of dead bodies and grieving relatives.

      Don’t get me wrong, the world needs people to run funeral homes. Helping folks say goodbye to their loved ones is an important role in society. I’m not knocking the job, but it’s not for me.

      That’s part of the reason I got a degree in marketing. Not to work for my parents, but to work somewhere else. Anywhere else.

      I got this degree to do more with my life.

      To prove to my parents and to myself that I can make it on my own.

      Instead, I’m going to melt into a puddle on this curb.

      It’s almost November. Doesn’t Tennessee recognize autumn as a season?

      When I press the button on the side of my phone, the little battery icon in the top right-hand corner flashes an alarming shade of red.

      This is what I get for forgetting to grab my charger before the tow truck took my car.

      My phone rings, and I nearly burst into tears when Josh’s smiling face flashes on the screen. I took that picture of him in his sunglasses the day before he left.

      Man, he’s good-looking.

      I answer the call with a smile of my own. Even rock bottom looks brighter when there’s someone wonderful in your life. “Boy, am I glad to hear from you.”

      Josh’s deep laugh rumbles through the speaker, warming me all over like gooey toffee. “Hey, girl. I didn’t expect your call until tonight. How are you?”

      “Great.” I’d be better if this damn fly buzzing around my head would find someone else to annoy. I swat at the thing, but it keeps on coming. “So, fun fact: I’m almost to Nashville.”

      “You’re kidding! Where are you staying? If you don’t have any plans tonight, we should grab dinner. There’s a great place that just opened in the Gulch that I’ve been dying to try.”

      “I’d really love that.” So, so much. “The thing is, I don’t have a place to stay yet. I’m sorta winging it.”

      “How about I get you a room at the Hilton? It’s right downtown and our company has an account with them, so we get a discount.”

      That sounds a bit out of my price range, and letting the man who may one day be the father of my children know I’m not exactly flush with cash feels more like a one-month-anniversary conversation. “That’s sweet of you, but I was actually thinking of staying for a while so a hotel may not cut it.” I tug on the white fringes along the hem of my jean shorts, which are unravelling one frayed thread at a time.

      What keeps them from falling apart completely?

      “No way. How long are you going to be in town?”

      “I don’t know. A year? Maybe two?” Or forever and always depending on how things go with my potential soulmate.

      There’s a pause.

      The longer it lasts, the more I start to freak out and wonder if this really was all a colossal mistake.

      As if on cue, my phone buzzes with another message from my mom. “I told you so” is going to be the only thing she says to me for the rest of my life.

      Remember when you drove ten hours just to turn right back around with your tail between your legs?

      What have I done?

      “Wait. You’re moving down here?” Josh finally says.

      Is that excitement or horror in his voice? I really hope it’s the first one, otherwise I completely misunderstood the “I wish you lived closer” comment from dinner the night before he left. “Yep. That’s the plan.”

      “That’s fantastic, babe.”

      The tension in my chest uncoils, and a shaky breath blows through my lips, knocking my gnat enemies off course. “You’re not freaked out or anything?”

      “Why would I freak out? We need to go out and celebrate. Let me know where you are and I’ll come pick you up.”

      “I’m currently stranded at Waffle House.”

      “Shit. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, but my car isn’t.”

      “Send me the address, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
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      A white Range Rover rolls up parallel to the curb, and the tinted window slides down, revealing a handsome face smiling from inside the cab. “Hey, girl. Need a lift?”

      “Josh!” I scramble to my feet, knocking over my purse in the process, which of course means the clean underwear and toothbrush I threw in before the tow truck drove away with my car and my bags tumble out onto the sidewalk.

      I’m not so worried about the underwear. All going well, Josh is going to see them at some point anyway. My toothbrush landing bristles down? That’s a different story.

      I scoop them up and throw them back into my purse, then scramble over to the driver’s side to awkwardly hug his neck through the window.

      He smells like expensive cologne and leather. Actually, the leather is probably coming from the car seats.

      It’s so crazy how a dire situation can turn around when the right person shows up to rescue you. “You don’t know how happy I am to see you.”

      “Same here.” His lips graze mine. “I’ve missed you every second since I left.”

      It’s a relief to hear. I’d be mortified if this thing between us was only one-sided.

      “Now get in and tell me everything.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. I trade the heat for the cool confines of his luxury SUV. I never understood why they called them that until the leather envelops me in its buttery embrace.

      He shifts into drive and away we go, the Waffle House slowly vanishing in the rearview, my new life spreading before me like the open road. And would you look at that? His charger works on my phone.

      Things are finally looking up.

      “So you you’re really moving here? What prompted this?”

      “I wasn’t happy back home.” Existing isn’t living. “I think it took meeting you to finally do something about it.” I shudder to think how long I would’ve stayed stuck if we hadn’t bumped into each other.

      He reaches across the center console to give my fingers a squeeze. “Glad to be of service. What’s your plan now?”

      “Find a place to rent and a job. Any suggestions?”

      His lips purse as he stares out at the road, weaving between cars as traffic starts to pick up. “I think all the apartments in my building are full, but I can always check around to see if there’s a place close to downtown that would work for you. On the job front, I have a few buddies who might be looking for staff. What’s your degree in again?”

      “Marketing.”

      “That’s right. It’s too bad I didn’t meet you a few months ago when our firm was looking for a secretary.”

      Oh, a secretary. I imagine that wouldn’t be so different from what I was doing back home. The scheduling and organizing part, not the hearse driving.

      Working with Josh would’ve been amazing.

      Maybe the person they hired won’t work out.

      Wouldn’t that be fate?

      He flicks his blinker and zips around the car in front of us. Man, this car has some power. “You could always try headhunters.”

      Yeah, I don’t know what that is.

      “A recruiting agency,” he clarifies. “A lot of companies use them to find their employees. That’s where we got Naomi.”

      I’ve always liked the name Naomi. It’s fun to say. Naomi. Nay-ohh-meee. “Naomi is…?”

      “Sorry. Our new secretary.”

      Recruiting agency, huh? Sounds like a great idea. “I’ll check them out. Thanks.”

      His smile lights up his whole face. “What would you like for dinner? Sushi or flatbread?”

      Good question. Considering how hungry I am, both sound amazing. Literally, I would eat both. However, I did just sit on my ass all day, so bingeing probably isn’t the best idea for my stomach. “I had a lot of beige carbs on the way here, so let’s go with sushi.”

      “Perfect.” He brings our clasped hands together, pressing a kiss to my knuckles and making me melt a little bit more. “Just like you.”

      Gah! Could he be any sweeter? “You’re sure it’s okay that I’m here? You’re not secretly freaking out? Because it’d be totally understandable if you were.” If our roles were reversed, I’d be jumping up and down with excitement, but that’s me.

      This is Josh. Fancy lawyer from a city who wears sexy three-piece suits. He probably has women fawning over him wherever he goes.

      “Not freaking out. More like…taken aback? I can’t believe you’d abandon your whole life just for me.”

      Honesty. This is good. Healthy. Just because his confession floods my stomach with dread doesn’t mean this can’t turn into a good conversation. I’d hate to start a relationship based on lies.

      “It’s not just for you.” Mostly, but not completely. He’s more like the catalyst. “I think I was searching for a reason to leave without even realizing it.” Almost like I was looking for permission from the universe or some higher power that it was okay to go.

      To take a chance on myself.

      Or on someone who could end up being the love of my life.

      “Oh, thank God.” Huffing a laugh, he drags a hand down his chiseled jaw. “I really like you, Loren, but the fact is, we barely know each other. I’m looking forward to learning more about you, growing closer, but…” He blows out a breath. “If you came here just for me. That’s a lot of pressure. I think we should take things slow. See where we end up.”

      “I totally get it. This is a zero-pressure situation. Just two people who like each other, hanging out.” Spending every waking moment together. Falling desperately in love. Getting married and having babies.

      No, Loren! Don’t think about how cute your babies would be.

      That’s not slow. That’s fast.

      Don’t be a waterfall. Be a lazy river. Drift along, float where the water takes you.

      “Two people who like each other a lot,” Josh says.

      Some of the tension in my body eases. “Exactly.” We do like each other a lot. Someone who wasn’t as chill as me might even say we could be soulmates.

      Only time will tell.

      For now, I’m just happy to be here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          LOREN

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        MOM

      

      
        Did you know you’re 15x more likely to be murdered in Tennessee than any other state?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        4:17 PM

      

      
        That’s not true

      

      

      

      

      

      

      One expensive sushi dinner followed by a night in a cheap motel later, my life is looking a little bit brighter. Not only is my car fixed, but also after Josh left last night, I found a place to call home.

      Turns out, I can’t afford to live anywhere near Nashville. The closest I can get to the city is a suburb called Mt. Juliette. Sounds pretty, right? It is. There’s a lake and a ton of craftsman-style homes lining every street.

      Did I find one to rent?

      Not even close.

      What I did find was a studio apartment that may or may not have been a closet at one point. If I spread my arms wide, I can almost touch the opposite walls at the same time.

      But hey, at least there’s a balcony and a random door that’s locked and painted shut. Not creepy at all.

      The real bonus is I don’t have to worry about a burglar hiding in here—something my mom has warned me about multiple times since I left.

      There’s nowhere for him to hide.

      My kitchen consists of three lower and three upper cabinets, a two-burner stove, and a mini fridge like you’d find in a motel.

      Another upside? The place comes “fully furnished.” Meaning there’s a single bed complete with suspicious brown stains and a table with two mismatched chairs shoved into the corner. There’s no couch, which works because there’s no living room. However, there is a fat TV sitting on top of a chest of drawers that reminds me of the one at my grandma’s house. Is this one black and white too?

      The bathroom isn’t much better. At first, I thought the grout between the puke-green subway tiles was black. Then I realized it was mold. There’s more in the corners and around the exhaust fan that sounds like a revving chainsaw.

      Other than that, the place is great. Nothing a little bleach can’t fix.

      Or a lot of bleach.

      Add that to the list of things I need from the store.

      The best part is, it’s only four hundred a month, and I budgeted five hundred for living expenses. Unfortunately, I forgot to include the security deposit in there, so I’m down an additional four hundred, plus the two hundred from last night’s hotel, a hundred and fifty for gas, and the thousand it took to fix my car.

      But my car is back in action, utilities are included, and tomorrow, I’m going to find a job.

      It’s all a little bit backwards but everything is going to work out. If push comes to shove, I can always waitress to earn a bit of cash while waiting for something more permanent.

      What matters is, I’ve done it. All. By. Myself.

      Which is why I pick up my phone and dial my mom’s number.

      She answers on the second ring. “Tell me you’ve come to your senses and are on the way home.”

      And she wonders why I wanted to leave. Who answers the phone like that? “Even better. I found a place to rent!”

      Silence.

      “You still there, Mom?”

      “Yes, but I’m trying to find someone to remove this knife you stabbed into my heart.”

      I never considered Susan Piper to be a dramatic woman; it would appear I was wrong. “Why can’t you just be happy for me?” I don’t add “for once” but I think it. Boy, do I think it.

      “Would you prefer I lie to you?”

      Kinda. Yeah.

      Unfortunately, Mom prides herself on her honesty. Who doesn’t want to hear that their prom gown makes them look like a twenty-dollar hooker? Or that the serving size for ice cream isn’t four scoops?

      Why did I call her again?

      Oh, yeah. Because I was proud of myself, and I wanted her to be proud of me too.

      Looks like that was too much to ask.

      “Hey. I have to go. Love you. Tell Dad I say hi.”

      Aaaand END.

      My phone immediately buzzes with a message, and I take great delight in tossing it onto the counter unread. I’m about to sink onto the edge of the bed when I spot that disgusting stain.

      How much do mattresses cost?

      There’s only one way to find out.

      I collect my phone and purse, then venture from the dim confines of my apartment into the bright day. Before I can lock my door, I’m nearly bowled over by a dark-haired man and a blonde woman, tangled in each other’s arms. It’s impossible to get a good look at their faces with the way they’re fused together.

      Probably not the best time to introduce myself as their new neighbor. 

      Once they move past, I jog down the five flights of stairs to my car.

      The moment my butt meets leather, my phone rings. Josh’s smile flashes on the screen and those tummy flutters start flapping around all over again. “Guess what? That place I found last night is perfect.” If mint-green walls are your thing. “I can send you my location if you want.”

      “That’s great, babe. I can’t wait to see it. Listen, I hate to do this, but I’m still in the office, and it looks like I’m going to be here for quite a while. Can we go to the movies tomorrow instead?”

      But…I was hoping to see him tonight.

      Come on, Loren. The man has a life and a job. He can’t throw everything aside because you decided to move on a whim.

      “That’s no problem.” On the bright side, now I can unpack and get settled in.

      “Great. Can’t wait.”

      “Neither can I.”

      Happily-ever-after, here I come.
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      Mattresses come in boxes now. Who knew?

      Not me.

      Pretty convenient considering there wasn’t enough room in my car for an unpacked mattress, and I would’ve had to wait two days for the delivery folks to drop it off.

      Now all I need to do is haul this sucker up to my apartment along with the rest of my purchases and I will officially be moved in.

      Just because the mattress-in-a-box is compact doesn’t mean it’s lighter than any other mattress. By the time I reach the top of the stairs, I’m a ball of sweat and my arms feel like they’re about to fall off.

      Which doesn’t bode well for carrying the disgusting old mattress currently hanging out in the concrete stairwell back down to its new home in the dumpster across the parking lot.

      Come on, Loren. You’ve got this.

      If all else fails, I can always slide the thing.

      The problem with that plan is that the floor isn’t smooth but scratchy, like Velcro, and the mattress doesn’t want to slide anywhere. The stubborn thing doesn’t want to bend either, which is something I learn the hard way at the first ninety-degree turn.

      Dammit. This was supposed to be the easy part. Gravity is on my side; however, the mattress is not.

      It’s just me and the sweat dribbling down my back versus the world’s heaviest and grossest single mattress.

      And I’m losing. Big time.

      The damn thing has to fit; someone brought it up the stairs, after all.

      Unless the architects designed the entire building around my bed, which, I’m starting to wonder…

      “Hey.”

      I whip toward the sound, finding the guy from next door standing in his doorway, a white lollipop stick poking from between his smirking lips.

      Now that his face isn’t fused with someone else’s, I can safely confirm that he’s hot. Not that I’m interested since I’m dating the potential love of my life, but I can label him as objectively attractive.

      First, we have the dark brown hair that looks freshly washed. The ends curl slightly, which isn’t surprising considering the amount of humidity in the air right now.

      Then we have the black T-shirt that fits way too well. The word “tailored” comes to mind.

      I’ve always wanted a tailor, especially for pants. When you’re as tall as I am, all the legs are a little too short. Going up the sizes increases the length, but then they don’t fit in the hips/butt region.

      I could go on but there’s no point when there’s a mattress to wrestle.

      My neighbor glances from the mattress to me and says, “Nice shoes.”

      I don’t even remember which shoes I’m wearing. Oh yeah, the black ones I bought during my emo phase. I shove my hair back from my sticky forehead.

      Now isn’t the ideal time to discuss footwear, but my mom taught me to be polite when receiving compliments. “Thanks.” They’re not the cutest pair I own, but they are the most comfortable.

      “My grandma has the same ones.”

      Very funny. Lucky for him, I have a fantastic sense of humor. “Sounds like your grandmother has great taste.”

      The lollipop clicks against his teeth when he chuckles, which of course prompts me to say, “Nice lollipop.”

      “Thanks, I got it at the bank.”

      Yeah. Okay.

      “What’s that snort about?” he asks, tilting his head and making his hair fall across his forehead.

      Is he saying they mistook him for a child? I’m not buying it. “And you got one how? Based on maturity?”

      “Wow. You talk a lot of shit for a woman who looks like she needs help.”

      “You’re the one who came out swinging and dissing my shoes.”

      Mr. Lollipop rests his shoulder against his door. “I’d hardly call ‘nice shoes’ a diss.”

      “And the grandma part?”

      “The truth. Now, do you want help or not?”

      I’d love to say no but we both know I’m not getting this mattress down these stairs on my own. Maybe I could launch it over the railing and let it fall. Except then it might bounce and hit one of those cars parked in front of the building. I don’t have the spare money to handle being sued right now.

      “That would be great. Thanks.” Beats listening to him tell me his great aunt owns the same jean shorts or that his mother has the same ratty Southern High School T-shirt.

      He closes his door and comes over to where I’m wrestling to free the far end of the mattress from where it’s stuck to the corner of the railing. “I’ve heard a mix of hydrogen peroxide, baking soda, and dish soap is great at getting out piss stains.”

      Not sure why he felt the need to spout that random fact at me. Wait! “Is that something you suffer from? That’s why they gave you a child’s lollipop, isn’t it?”

      He gestures toward the brownish-yellow splotches coating the entire back side of the mattress. “This is your bed, sweetheart. Not mine.”

      Okay, I’m an idiot. “I’ll keep that in mind. Unfortunately, I’ve a policy against sleeping in someone else’s urine.” Not sure why I said “unfortunately” but there’s no taking it back now.

      He lifts the back side of the mattress, forcing me to catch the front or be shoved down the stairs. “But sleeping in your own is fair game?”

      Walked straight into that one, didn’t I? “Obviously.”

      Carefully, I descend the stairs. Walking backwards carrying a heavy mattress wouldn’t be so bad if my fingers weren’t starting to cramp. Why don’t they put handles on the ends of mattresses?

      My new neighbor doesn’t seem to be the least bit winded by the time we reach the second floor. I, on the other hand, sound like I ran a marathon and look like I bathed in a puddle. “Can we stop for a minute?” Otherwise, I may end up passing out.

      He eases the mattress against the railing once more while I stretch my back and try to quietly catch my breath.

      “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what do you plan on doing with this thing when we get to the bottom?”

      Sweat burns my eyes, forcing me to use the hem of my shirt as a towel. “Why? Do you want to keep it? You’re more than welcome. No judgement here.”

      “Funny.”

      I thought so.

      “You know you’re not allowed to put it in the dumpster, right?”

      Crap. I didn’t know that. “Yeah, I know.” I lift the mattress and wait for him to do the same with his end.

      I’ll just… Um… Tie it to the roof of my car? Wait. I can’t do that because I don’t have any rope. Haul it back to my apartment? Leave it on the balcony?

      My neighbor sighs. “I have a truck. I can take it to the dump for you.”

      “Really? Thank you.

      I help him load the mattress into the bed of his truck and it isn’t until he drives away that I realize that I never asked for his name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4
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        Should’ve told me you were going to the dump

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I have a couch to get rid of

      

      

      

      

      

      

      A hot girl moves in next door and what do I do?

      Insult her shoes.

      Did I introduce myself to make things less awkward?

      Nope.

      But I did tell her how to remove piss stains from a mattress.
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        There are tornadoes in Tennessee!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TORNADOES, LOREN!
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      Money isn’t tight.

      It’s non-existent.

      All it took was a month to drain my poor account drier than the Sahara.

      A few months ago I had money, but then I decided to be fiscally responsible and pay off my student loans.

      Silly me.

      My current woes began with the new mattress followed by the selfish desire for pots and pans with actual handles. I wasn’t the biggest fan of the taste of rust either, so I bought disposable forks and spoons, but those kept breaking so I bit the bullet and got new silverware. No one tells you ahead of time how much freaking forks and spoons cost. Highway robbery, that’s what it is. No wonder disgruntled servants in period novels stole the cutlery.

      Don’t even get me started on the ridiculous price of toilet paper. I’ve resorted to rationing single-ply. Sometimes I find myself sitting on the toilet, dreaming of the good old days when I didn’t count unquilted squares.

      Sadly, those days are no more.

      My current situation is—I don’t want to say dire, but that’s the word that keeps popping into my mind. Every time I open my wallet, it’s like one of those loud, creaking doors in a horror movie, only way more terrifying.

      As I sit at the drive-thru counting the change in my car’s cup holder so I can eat dinner tonight, I realize I might have to do the one thing I swore I wouldn’t: Call Mom and ask for a loan.

      This will lead to a lecture about responsibility and how I should come home and work for them again.

      The one and only time I let my financial troubles slip, they promised me a raise if I came home.

      The idea of having a bank account with actual money in it again and a free place to live that isn’t infested with mold is almost too tempting to pass up.

      My head falls forward against the steering wheel. I really don’t want to give up and go back, but if life doesn’t start going my way soon, I might not have a choice.

      Something silver flashes between the seat and the center console.

      No way.

      My hope builds as I wedge my fingers into the tight gap, straining and wiggling until I manage to snag the stray coin.

      Not just any coin. A whole freaking quarter!

      I’ve never been so happy to see George Washington’s powdered wig.

      Now I have enough for nuggets and fries. The Hallelujah Chorus erupts like a symphony in my mind.

      My luck is finally turning around.

      The pickup in front of me pulls ahead, and I ease off the brake pedal. My car rolls forward to the backlit menu where an androgynous voice crackles through the tinny speaker, asking for my order. When I drive around to the first window and hand the sour-faced teen a ball of change, she looks like she wants to throw it right back.

      Instead, she takes her sweet time counting every penny.

      That’s right. I’m desperate enough to use everyone’s least favorite coin to pay for fast food.

      As concerned as I am for my arteries, when you’re literally pinching pennies, you can’t be picky about what you put in your stomach. Meg, my only friend at work, brings healthy, elegant lunches like exotic salads and sushi while I mainline peanut butter and jelly.

      The joys of being a temp.

      None of the benefits of working at a multi-national advertising firm apply to me since I’m not technically their employee, but a lackey for the head-hunters who hired me. I’m lucky to have gotten my foot in the door considering my lack of “relevant” experience.

      That’s something I’ll never understand about the world of employment. Everyone wants you to have experience, but how do you get experience if no one will hire you?

      That will all change in six months, when my contract ends, and my boss gets to choose whether to bring me on board as a permanent employee or send me on my merry way to whatever the next opening might be.

      That’s why I’ve been busting my ass since I started three weeks ago. We’re talking first to arrive and last to leave, proving myself as a valuable asset.

      Hopefully, someone notices soon because I’d like to have a social life at some point.

      By the time I pull into my apartment complex, my hunger is sufficiently sated. Nearly. I would’ve loved one of those hot apple pies, but penny-pinchers don’t get pie.

      I swing my legs out of the car and tug down my pencil skirt to keep from flashing my underwear at the guy leaning against a black BMW, puffing on a cigarette.

      “Hey, Tony,” I say with a wave.

      He lifts his hand in response, dispersing the cloud of smoke floating around his head like that cartoon donkey’s raincloud.

      I grab my purse and click the button on my key to lock my car before heading into the main office where Tony’s scarier brother Toby leans back in his black leather chair, his bushy black mustache hiding his entire upper lip.

      I don’t need to see his mouth to know he’s frowning. Toby always frowns.

      His thick fingers drum against a stack of papers riddled with coffee-mug stains as he scowls across the desk. “Ah, Ms. Piper, Apartment 5136. Your rent is late.”

      “Sorry. It totally slipped my mind to come by yesterday.” Pretty sure he knows it’s a lie, but it’s not my fault the first of the month fell on a freaking Wednesday. Payday isn’t till Friday, so if he tried to cash my check before that, it would’ve bounced like one of those rubber balls you get from grocery store vending machines.

      Since the banks are now closed for the night, Toby won’t be able to cash the check until tomorrow, when my account will be a little less depressing.

      I withdraw my checkbook and fill out the missing information. Tearing along the perforated edge sounds a lot like my soul being ripped in two. With a few careful swipes of the pen, I’m four-hundred dollars poorer.

      Toby grimaces at the check like its covered in the mold I’ve complained about for the last few weeks. I’ve tried bleach, vinegar and baking soda, and just about every bathroom cleaner I’ve come across, but nothing kills that stuff.

      “You know, you can always do the direct debit,” he says in a thick accent that’s impossible to place.

      Man, I’d love to pay by direct debit and avoid him altogether—except that would require actual funds. “Maybe next month.”

      I leave before he can say anything else, my feet aching in my heels as I dart down the sidewalk. If I don’t get out of this skirt and button-down in the next five minutes, I might turn into an actual puddle.

      We had two weeks of crisp autumn and then reverted to scorching summer. Even the locals say it’s never this hot in December.

      The air is so thick, my lungs can barely take it in. It’s like soup.

      Hot, wet, thick, soup.

      Don’t even get me started on the fact that there isn’t so much as a breeze to flutter the hair plastered to my neck. By the time I make it up the stairs, there’s an actual river running down my spine, and my quads are starting to wobble.

      Then I catch sight of broad shoulders encased in a black T-shirt and a tapered waist disappearing into a pair of low-slung jeans and my legs just about give out.

      My neighbor, mattress guy, also known as Elliott.

      How do I know his name when he’s never properly introduced himself?

      Because I hear a different girl screaming it every other night.

      Is he hotter than Hades? You bet. He also has a brunette pressed up against his door.

      More often than not, this is how we meet. On the rare occasion when he doesn’t have a woman with him, I try not to stare directly into his beautiful blue eyes for too long, lest I fall under his hypnotic spell.

      He drags a key from his pocket, fumbling as he tries to fit it into the lock.

      I really hope they make it inside before he sticks his “key” in her “lock,” if you catch my drift.

      He comes up for air long enough to glance down at the doorknob while she slurps at his neck so hard, he’ll definitely end up with a hickey. When I see the mark, I will absolutely be making fun of him
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