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Praise for
 Morbidly Yours

“Sweet and spicy and fabulous … Ivy Fairbanks is a terrific addition to the romance genre!”

—Abby Jimenez, New York Times bestselling author of Just for the Summer

“Five stars. Morbidly Yours is my favorite kind of rom-com. It’s funny, sexy, and smartly written, while also being deeply emotionally resonant. Lark and Callum are characters you’ve never seen before and that you’ll never forget.”

—Annabel Monaghan, bestselling author of Nora Goes Off Script and Same Time Next Summer

“A delightful, wonderfully disastrous romp through love. Fans of the marriage-of-convenience trope will swoon—as did I!”

—Ashley Herring Blake, USA Today bestselling author of Delilah Green Doesn’t Care

“What a marvelous story about friendship, family, grief and, of course, true love. Kudos to Fairbanks for creating a world where heartache and romance can coexist. I laughed, I cried, I definitely swooned. Emotionally complex, wholly unique, and absolutely wonderful—if you haven’t discovered Ivy Fairbanks already, you’re in for a treat!”

—Marissa Stapley, New York Times bestselling author of Lucky

“Offbeat and atmospheric, Morbidly Yours is the perfect escape for anyone who likes their romances to feature multidimensional characters, a cozy plot, and quick wit. It’s utterly unique and I adored it.”

—Tarah DeWitt, author of Funny Feelings

“Adorable! Morbidly Yours is equal parts playful and poignant, as satisfyingly spicy as it is sweet. I dare you not to fall in love with Lark and Callum, an endearing, quirky grumpy/sunshine pairing who couldn’t be cuter.”

—Chloe Liese, USA Today bestselling author of Two Wrongs Make a Right

“I absolutely adored Morbidly Yours by Ivy Fairbanks. With a perfect combo of laugh-out-loud macabre humor and deeply tender moments, Fairbanks builds delicious tension before completely delivering on the ‘friends-to-lovers’ promise. To top it all off, the vivid descriptions brought Ireland to life; I was ready to catch a plane to see the sights firsthand. I devoured this story full of heart and heat.”

—Amber Roberts, author of Text Appeal

www.penguin.co.uk




Ivy Fairbanks
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TO MY MOM.

There’s a confession I must make: during middle school, I stole every shirtless-cowboy romance novel from your nightstand that you warned me not to read. Miss you every day, and I hope this makes up for it.




Author’s Note

Morbidly Yours is a celebration of love, healing, and finding a balance between the light and the dark.

While optimistic and humorous, both characters navigate grief throughout, including the (past/off-page) death of a spouse, and the loss of an elderly friend. This story also contains brief but honest depictions of caring for the departed in a funeral home.

If you are sensitive to these themes, please be mindful.
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Irish / Gaeilge
 Pronunciation and Translation Guide

CHARACTER NAMES

Saoirse / Seer-sha

Deirdre / Deer-dra

Pádraig / PAW-drig

Tadhg / TIE-g

Aoife / Ee-fuh

WORDS

fáilte / FALL-cha / welcome

Gaeilge / GWAIL-guh / Irish language

sláinte / SLAWN-cha / cheers (literally “health”)

amadán / OMma-dawn / fool

tá tú go hálainn / taw too guh HAWling / you’re lovely

tá mé i ngrá leat / Taw may ih ngraw lyat / I love you

For intimate terms, turn to the pronunciation and translation guide on p. 333.




CHAPTER 1

Lark

FIVE BODY BAGS, ADULT SIZE

I blinked and fumbled the box cutter I’d been using.

What the hell?

I looked around, hoping to find an answer in the haphazard stacks of boxes that surrounded me. But no. Just me and the few belongings I’d deemed irreplaceable enough to make the transatlantic trip. It was amazing, really, how little made up a life—especially when you had to factor in shipping expenses from Texas to Ireland.

My attention returned to the innocuous box and the neat stack of black nylon fabric inside. I’d been using the box cutter as a microphone, swept away by Dolly Parton’s shimmering voice and the promise of a new beginning as I unpacked, when the shock of the body bags rudely knocked me out of my groove.

I checked the shipping paperwork for the intended recipient: Willow Haven. The bed-and-breakfast next door.

What. The. Hell?

Galway’s reputation for liveliness had drawn me to the city, and now I found a package of death supplies in my living room. Of course the morbid specter of guilt would follow me from Austin. Grief had been my stowaway across the pond.

I peeked through the blinds of my partially furnished rental apartment. No signs of life from the building across the way. The arched windows and stone facade made it a prime example of local architecture. Google Maps Street View had sold me on this quaint Celtic neighborhood only two weeks ago, thanks to its gorgeous views of the bay and vibrant art scene. I may be spontaneous enough to pick up and move my life for a job in another country on short notice, but I’m savvy enough to brush up on the local crime rate before inadvertently signing a lease in a seedy part of town.

While my new building itself was cute and historical, the apartment’s furnishings were nothing to write home about: a threadbare love seat and water-ringed writing desk that now served as home to my trusty iPad Pro and stylus. My battered steamer trunk stood in for a coffee table. Just the basics for my nine-month stay.

My cousin Cielo’s loopy handwriting on the side of a box caught my eye. I missed her already. Forty-five hundred miles now stretched between me and everyone in my old life. For the first time in twenty-nine years, I was alone. By choice … but still. Body bags delivered to my new apartment was definitely not on my Fresh Start in Ireland bingo card.

Maybe the person who ordered the bags needed them for some kind of project. People who plan to hide bodies usually avoid associated paper trails. Right? Galway was a haven for creatives, with its college and busker-filled alleys. Surely there was an explanation.

Swaths of ivy clung to the Georgian building next door. Graceful willows shaded the yard. It didn’t look evil. Maybe the owner needed these bags right away, for a play or student film. This could be an opportunity to make my first friend here. A friend who definitely wasn’t a serial killer. Outside of the management and HR staff at my new job, I didn’t know a soul in Ireland. I’d even tried to chat up the delivery driver—in hindsight, that was probably what caused the package mix-up. I needed to meet the neighbor before my imagination spiraled. For heaven’s sake, this place was voted the world’s friendliest city more than once.

I slipped into my favorite Ariat cowboy boots and a sweater against the November chill. Curiosity tingled as I approached the bed-and-breakfast with the box tucked under my arm.

The reception desk was unattended. Traditional yet homey, the lobby held a somber energy. A minor operation run by a doily-crocheting matronly woman, one could only assume. Sadly, probably not my new BFF. A service bell sat on the desk, round and silver, as shiny as a drop of mercury. A satisfying ring filled the space when I tapped it.

Nada.

“Hello?” I felt like the horror movie character who wanders off alone, calling into the dark instead of running away.

Grateful I didn’t meet a murderer, I set the package on the counter. But before I could make my escape, a deep voice answered from somewhere unseen.




CHAPTER 2

Callum

THE DEAD WOMAN’S mouth hung open like an opera diva’s in mid-note. Moving the needle through Ms. Murphy’s septum, I pushed the curved stainless steel through her right nostril before piercing the roof of her mouth. The suture threaded around the jawbone before I returned to the starting point to close the loop. With a gentle tug on the filament, I drew her mouth closed and tied it off in a bow that got poked down into a nostril. There. Much better.

Poor thing. Thirty-four years old—my age. No spouse, no children. A distant relative handled her arrangements. After choking on an olive pit and missing a shift at work, Ms. Murphy had been fired without any inquiry into the reasons for her absence. Twelve days later, her neighbor complained about the smell. Other than my handful of employees, I’d have no one to notice my absence, either.

The front hall service bell dinged, and a woman’s delicate voice called out.

“Hello?”

Walk-ins weren’t common, but they happened. The clock read 7:00 p.m. During normal hours, Deirdre welcomed our guests, walking them through the process while assessing the possibility of an upgrade to a mahogany or bronze package. Customer service was not my forte.

Pushing against the door, I shouted toward the entry, “I’ll b-b—Just a moment, please.”

Social anxiety and stuttering were my personal stumbling blocks. Growing up, I became terrified about having to say present at school roll call. Teachers singled me out to read aloud or answer rapid-fire questions at every opportunity (“tough love,” they dubbed this cruelty), or ignored me. My classmates were worse. Between living in a funeral home and rarely speaking, I was a secondary school pariah. Even though speech therapy eventually improved my fluency, it didn’t stop the bullying.

Grumbling, I stripped off my gloves and the splatter guard that shielded my face and spectacles. Once the embalming process started, it was important to follow through without wasting time, so I was glad I hadn’t yet begun. Preservation chemicals set fast, locking limbs and expression in place. It would take only a minute to schedule this visitor a consultation with Deirdre tomorrow. Then I could get back to the task at hand.

Steeling my nerves and adjusting my tie, I made the approach.

Silhouetted by the ruby glow of the stained glass, a petite woman of about thirty with a heart-shaped face held out a large shipping box. Blond hair spilled over her shoulders, and she wore a casual jumper and jeans. Attractive. Not that it mattered.

“Hi. I just moved in next door and was sorting through a mountain of boxes. I think this package is yours?” Her drawling accent wasn’t local. Pale pink cowboy boots tapped on the parquet. “The post office delivered this to my place by mistake.”

I hadn’t noticed the previous tenants move out. Blame it on spending most of my time in the mortuary. As owner of Willow Haven, I delegated work-related calls to colleagues. Avoidance and routine were my comforts.

“Fáilte,” I managed, and cleared my throat. “Welcome.”

“Thanks. Everyone is so nice here. I can see how the city gets its friendly reputation. I mean, I’m used to Southern hospitality. In America, of course.”

“Thank you.” I took the proffered, unsealed box. She’d tucked the tabs to keep it closed.

“I was unpacking and didn’t notice this one wasn’t mine until I opened it. Whoops. It’s all there, though. Promise. I didn’t snoop on purpose.” Words flew as her hands gesticulated. “I’m Lark. As in ‘happy as a …’ And before you ask about the name, yes, my mom does smell like patchouli and read auras. I don’t. Read auras, that is. Or wear patchouli.”

Auras? Patchouli? Silence stretched between us as I grappled for a response to the verbal barrage.

“Callum Flannelly.” Yes, that was the best I could come up with.

Despite my terse reply, genuine warmth infused her smile as she shook my hand. Then she wrinkled her nose. Formaldehyde and eau de decomposition weren’t the most pleasant of scents, no matter how many flower arrangements flanked the front desk. After working in the prep room, I always showered, but I hadn’t expected an interruption. I wilted as she withdrew her hand.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said.

She traced a finger along the wainscoting. Cozy chairs clustered around a fireplace where a peat brick provided heat. Tissue boxes rested on each end table. Pertinent catalogs and brochures stayed filed away between appointments to communicate an emphasis on connection, not consumerism—my granda Tadhg always believed it crass to keep them on display during a wake. All in all, the effect created a comforting, homelike environment.

“How long have you worked here?”

Self-conscious, I rubbed at the red groove on my forehead left by the face shield and adjusted my glasses before they could slip down my nose. “Hard to say. I grew up in this house and have helped since I could walk.”

“All sorts of interesting people must come through, huh?”

My great-grandfather had purchased and converted the inn to a funeral home almost a century ago. Since then, we’d buried Galwegians of all stripes. A tattooist who requested to have a section of their skin removed and preserved for display in their shop. A film buff laid to rest clutching a screen-accurate replica lightsaber, to the sound of a John Williams score. A painter whose family transformed our chapel into a retrospective art exhibition.

The relentlessly outgoing new neighbor plopped down at the upright piano, tapping out “Chopsticks” on the worn keys, without bothering to ask permission. She thumbed through the hymns in the songbook. Sheet music fluttered under her fingers. “Can you play any of these?” She scooted to one side of the padded bench and patted the seat next to her.

Happy as a Lark. Based on her amicable audacity in strolling into my home and blithely requesting a performance, it fit her.

“Oh, I couldn’t—”

“Please? It doesn’t have to be Mozart. As a nonmusical person, anything more complex than ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’ will impress me.” She smiled at me. Despite every fiber of my being screaming to hide in the clinical prep room, I crossed to the piano.

I sat and wiped my sweaty hands on my trousers. I didn’t owe her anything. She wasn’t even a customer. But something about her rambling, energetic presence made me want to oblige.

“Are all of them sad, traditional love songs?”

I supposed they were all love songs, in a way. Grief, rebellion, and faith all stemmed from love. There were a few of the romantic sort. But they weren’t all sad.

My fingers moved over the keys as I played the bridge and chorus of “Galway Bay” by memory. Familiar as the mist. Just as imbued with mysterious magic.

The unabashed appreciation on my new neighbor’s face flushed me with pride. Lark’s eyes drifted shut as warm, rich notes cascaded from the antique instrument. In my peripheral vision, I could see her eyes remain closed for a moment after my hands stilled. I felt paralyzed, all my attention on this brazen stranger.

“I like it.” Lark excavated a notebook from under the sheaf of sheet music. “What’s this? Some kind of handwritten lyrics—”

Clearing my throat, I pried it away, my hands protectively curled around the worn pages. “That’s private.”

“Oh. Sorry. Do you sing, too?”

“No.” My reply was too firm, too quick.

She frowned as I clutched the notebook, then recovered her easygoing smile. Lark swung her feet under the piano bench. Set up for my considerable height, it kept her boots suspended off the hardwood floor. It reminded me of learning dirges when all I wanted to do was watch the sailboats in the bay as a boy.

“Sooo, I have to ask, even though it’s none of my business: What are they for?”

“The sheet music?”

“No, silly!”

Silly? In all the taunts and cruelties thrown at me in my life, no one had ever accused me of being silly. Slow, often. Scary, occasionally. Silly suggested a level of whimsy I’d been too serious to achieve.

“You know … the body bags. What are they for?”

“Bodies,” I answered, not understanding the question.

Her mouth jerked into an uncomfortable, plastic smile. Not like before. “I understand what they’re made for. But why do you need them?”

Lark’s query wasn’t outright accusatory, but cautious. Apprehensive. I wet my lip with my tongue. “Occasionally, we have a disinterment. It can get messy.”

It was her turn to blink. “What?”

“Thanks for popping over. Sorry about the mix-up with the package,” I said, remembering Ms. Murphy still laid out on the table, waiting to be embalmed.

“I’m being nosy.” She exhaled a nervous titter. “I was a little freaked out when I noticed what they were. It gave me this wild idea you were about to slaughter all your guests or something. Ridiculous, right?”

“No need to worry. They’re all already d-dead.”

She paled. “I should go. I’ll be going now. Um, good night.”

Lark hopped off the bench and retreated toward the door without taking her eyes off me. I stood and took a deliberate step back so she wouldn’t feel crowded. What had I said?

“I have to go, too. The guests don’t embalm themselves.”

She stilled. Her focus darted around the foyer as if seeing it for the first time. Then she turned the same unnerving scrutiny on me.

“Hold up. This is a funeral parlor?”

Afraid I’d frighten her again, I nodded. Shock flashed across her face, and she seemed to shrink in on herself, as if body fluids tainted the upholstery and jack-in-the-box corpses sprung from caskets.

“Oh. Oh, damn! So you’re—you were embalming somebody before you answered the bell?”

“What did you think?”

“A Norman Bates situation. I don’t know, I suffer from an overactive imagination. Like I said—ridiculous.”

The vaguely familiar name ricocheted through my brain. I tilted my head.

“You know.” Lark pantomimed stabbing me with an invisible knife while making a screeching sound. “Hitchcock.”

Oh. Psycho. But why would she …

“You assumed I was a homicidal innkeeper?”

From her reaction, my actual vocation wasn’t a far step up from murderer.

“Yes!” Vindication blazed in her gray eyes. “You can’t blame me for imagining you in your mother’s dress.”

Squeezing myself into a flowery frock would make a ghastly sight, indeed.

“I thought this might be an artist’s colony, with the bags ordered for a performance or maybe an installation. Maybe a political demonstration. I try to give folks the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t know you were a … mortician.” As if it were dirty, she lowered her voice on the last word. “I hate to get off on the wrong foot. You must think I’m a fool as well as a package thief.”

Well, yes. A little. I offered her what I hoped was a sympathetic smile. “Only wondering how one moves next d-d-door to a funeral home without knowing.” I braced myself for her to make a face at the stammer, but she didn’t.

“In my defense, Willow Haven sounds like a retirement community or a bed-and-breakfast. And your sign is in Gaelic.”

I’d never understood why Americans used that term for Irish. Here, it was synonymous with the Scots. Regardless, the plaque had stood outside for decades, translating to “Mortuary—family owned and operated since 1931.” Countless layers of fresh paint kept it intact through relentless weather. Tradition mattered—I had no interest in adding English. An update wasn’t happening.

“We just call it Irish. Or Gaeilge.”

She shot me a skeptical look. “Quail-geh? Like the bird with the …” Lark curled a finger and brought it to her forehead to mimic a dangling feather.

No. Not even close, considering it was a hard G sound. I thought about repeating myself but held my tongue.

“Nothing grates us more than our language being called Gaelic, except hearing Yanks boast what percentage of Irish blood they have, according to some website.”

Amused, Lark fiddled with the hem of her jumper. She could barely seem to hold still. “You’re kind of a grump, aren’t you?”

“You ask a lot of questions.” I had a waiting body to return to.

“I thought y’all were super hospitable to foreigners. ‘Land of a Thousand Welcomes,’ right?”

I snorted. “I’m in the business of goodbyes, not hellos.”

“Well, the location would explain why the apartment was available. I have to admit, you wouldn’t be my first choice of neighbor—oh God—not you personally, I mean a funeral parlor. That came out all wrong. I’m gonna get out of your hair, now that I’ve insulted you twice. Sorry.”

After Lark left, I stood in bewilderment. Both at the woman herself and at my odd, relatively genial reaction to her. I locked the door and retreated to the familiar sterility of the prep room, donning my protective gear like armor. I liked the tidy order of it. The quiet.

I sliced into Ms. Murphy’s neck and probed with the aneurysm hook until I found the artery. Since she had been healthy before the fateful olive pit, her carotid’s texture was that of al dente macaroni, easily accommodating the arterial tube that snaked to the embalming machine hose. Formalin gurgled in the clear reservoir like a threat, and I tapped at a pink bubble. Damn thing was on the fritz. One more complication my life didn’t need. It hummed into action, creating pressure in the circulatory system to displace the stale blood with preservation chemicals.

I reflected on the unexpected interaction with the blonde next door. Playing piano for Lark had been … pleasant. Mostly. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a conversation with a stranger unrelated to work. Especially one I enjoyed.

Suppose a grumpy undertaker could do worse for a thieving neighbor.




CHAPTER 3

Lark

TEN MINUTES HAD passed since my bus was scheduled to arrive. My visa hinged on keeping this job, and I wasn’t about to return to Austin with my tail tucked between my legs. I pulled my phone from my purse, jabbing at the screen to call a taxi.

Inching toward the road, I craned to the right to watch for the bus. A cyclist whizzed past, water spraying from her back tire and drenching my face and hair. Sputtering from the shock of icy gutter water, my grip loosened and the phone fell through the slats of a sewer grate. No!

I peered into the murky drain, hoping the device was within arm’s reach, but my phone was surfing the sewer now. Fantastic. My first day of work, and the universe was not cooperating.

Thankfully I’d studied the route to the studio when I was figuring out which bus to take. As the autumn breeze strewed fallen leaves in my path, I tucked my trench coat closer around me and set off on foot.

Before my morning went to crap, I’d sauntered in front of the mirror like Jessica Rabbit to give myself a confidence boost for my first day at the new job. Oversize cherry earrings completed my outfit of a bright pink pencil skirt, a red turtleneck under my trench, and my favorite red heels. It wasn’t as crazy as it sounded: the founder of Pixar was famous for a rotation of Hawaiian shirts. Animators could resemble cartoon characters at work. Some people even expected it.

My heels skidded to a halt at the sight of massive cemetery gates spanning both sides of the road. A dead end, literally and figuratively. Celtic crosses dotted the neatly mown grass. I shut my eyes, remembering a basketball engraved in granite.

Reese Thompson. Husband. Son. Brother. Coach.

If I cut across the misty, hallowed ground, I might make it on time. A backhoe rumbled somewhere in the distance. Nope. Not worth it. Reese and I may have skydived and windsurfed, both daredevils who reveled in the rush of joyful adrenaline, yet since I was a kid nothing made my pulse race like the somber quiet of graveyards. They’d always freaked me out, and now I couldn’t see one without remembering the man I’d lost so suddenly. No shortcut for me. Besides, with my luck this morning, I’d probably trip and chip a tooth on a headstone.

Doubling back, I passed the bus stop as I marched down the street. Few shops were open at this hour, though a cart of roses blocked the sidewalk in front of a florist, brilliant red contrasting with the morning fog. I paused in front of the florist’s window to examine my waterlogged reflection. My curls had wilted into soggy kelp, and my “waterproof” mascara ran down my cheeks.

The door swung open.

“Sorry—” A broad-shouldered man dodged me, and the words evaporated on his tongue. Sensual, full lips hung open, offsetting the sharp architecture of his cheekbones. Intelligent arsenic-green eyes surveyed me from behind round tortoiseshell frames. “Oh. It’s you.”

“Hey …” Guy I accused of being a serial killer? Guy I’d offended in his own home? I settled on: “Neighbor.”

Dressed in a black wool waistcoat over a crisp white shirt and slim trousers that made his legs look like sequoias, he clutched an arrangement of calla lilies. No coat, despite the crisp November morning. If the studio asked me to design an “undertaker” character, he’d wear a pin-striped suit and have dark under-eye circles worthy of Gomez Addams. This starchy man’s fashion sense fit the stereotype, even if his face and body didn’t.

“It’s Callum, right?” I thrust out my hand. “Lark.”

“You’ve got a right puss on.”

I rounded on him. “Excuse me?”

“Your puss.” He gestured at his face, mimicking my frown. Oh. Sourpuss. I had to get used to their weird slang.

“It’s been a mess of a morning. My bus never showed up, so I went to call a cab, but this cyclist sprayed me with street sludge and I dropped my phone. Bloop! Right into the sewer grate. Hence looking like the Swamp Thing and rushing to work on foot like a maniac so I don’t get fired from my new job.”

Callum’s nose crinkled. Whether at my mention of street sludge or my rapid-fire discharge of my problems, I didn’t know. For an instant, his gaze dropped to my impractical (but gorgeous) footwear. “No cowboy b-boots today.”

“Nope. Traded them for a pair of heels that are no fun to walk in.” I rubbed the raccoon mask around my eyes. “Hey, could I use your cell to call a taxi? Waiting for the next bus will make me late.”

He stayed silent a beat too long, and just when I opened my mouth to say never mind, he jerked his head to show I should accompany him. “I’ll run you over.”

“Are you threatening me or offering me a lift?”

He shrugged like it was a toss-up, face remaining neutral. In all fairness, he had cause to want me under his tires after I’d assumed he was a serial killer.

Did I have a choice? Not really. Unless I wanted to call KinetiColor and let them know I was running late the morning of the first staff meeting for the new feature. This meeting was huge—my introduction to the animators and designers I’d be supervising.

My eyes narrowed at Callum. “Are you sure? Looks like you’re busy.”

Callum kept walking without answering, until he led me to a gleaming, vintage ebony hearse on the next corner. An actual hearse. My heels came to a skidding halt a second time.

“I don’t know what I expected,” I mumbled to myself.

“The late Mrs. Higgins will accompany us, if that’s all right with you.”

“Ha-ha. Almost got me.” With a wave of my hand, I batted away the idea. Of course it was unoccupied if he was offering me a lift.

“I’m codding ya. It’s empty.”

Codding?

After a beat, he smiled. Cautiously, like wearing a piece of trendy clothing he wasn’t fully comfortable in. It seemed genuine, if not natural. Nice to discover that the guy possessed a sense of humor after all.

Then, through the windows framed by those strange little curtains, I noticed the passenger. “There’s a coffin in the back!”

“It would get scratched in the transport van. No one’s in it. Yet.”

“Pardon my French, but that’s bullshit,” I shot back, surprising myself a little. The unwanted reminders of the past had me on edge.

“Care to open it and find out?” One of his thick brows arched, daring me to call his bluff.

“No, thanks! Really, I can’t take up your time but I appreciate the offer. I’ll just see if the florist has a phone I can use.”

“I thought you were in a rush.”

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about me.” I pivoted toward the flower shop as he unlocked the hearse and laid the floral spray down in the back. “Nice running into you.”

I stopped myself. Nothing bad was going to happen from riding in a hearse for a few minutes. And I didn’t want to offend Callum after he offered to drive. Without my phone’s navigation, I wasn’t even 100 percent sure where I was going anyway. He was my best option, and, well, beggars can’t be choosers.

He folded his six-foot-whatever height into the driver’s seat and adjusted his tie’s complicated knot in the mirror. “Coming?”

I allowed myself an incredulous snort, hoping none of my new colleagues would see my arrival. “This is super weird.”

“Just get in,” he replied flatly.

Get in the death buggy unless you wanna be late on the first—and arguably most important—day of your new job. With a groan, I jumped into the passenger’s side before I changed my mind. God, what would Cielo say when I replaced my phone and told her about this?

“Where to?”

“KinetiColor Studios.”

He wasn’t familiar, but found it on Google Maps soon enough.

After traveling a few blocks, my heart rate and claustrophobia still hadn’t calmed. I took a cleansing breath and, regrettably, sucked in a lungful of chemical air freshener. Or was that lingering formaldehyde? Piña colada was the scent I’d preferred in my beloved old Volkswagen. My chest ached with the memory of Reese presenting me with the decal that read Normalize Hitting the Curb. He’d put it on slightly crooked, like his smile. My husband had always teased me about my attachment to that beater. Missing the car that ferried me through the Austin traffic was much easier than missing Reese. Far safer to distract myself lamenting over Loretta the Jetta if I wanted to keep my mascara from running again.

Driver’s licenses were an expensive and time-restricted privilege in Ireland, it turned out. As a new immigrant, it would be months before I’d qualify to sit for the test. My boss had assured me that public transport would suffice in Galway. Although, once I thought about it, I doubted that Mr. Sullivan ever rode the bus.

“New job, then?” Callum asked, pulling me back to the present. Today wasn’t about fixating on the past; it was a fresh start.

“Yes. I’m the animation art director.”

He cut me a surprised look. “You make cartoons?”

“Uh-huh. They brought me on board for their first feature project.”

“Worked on anything I might know?”

“The biggest thing was a streaming release about an outcast fourth grader. Shoelace?” I listed other small projects, rambling as if small talk could distract me from the fact that countless bodies had been transported in this vehicle. All the tragedy it had seen. The quiet man kept his attention on the narrow streets.

“In a half hour, I’m presenting my ideas in a conceptual meeting with the senior design team. Who I’ve never met before.”

Callum winced. Efficient, almost mechanical movements eased the car into a right turn. “Nervous, are ya?”

I let out a telling, tittering laugh. Nothing like an impromptu ride in a death coach to calm one’s nerves. “A little. We’re working from a beautiful, quintessentially Irish screenplay. Striking the right tone in our visuals is going to be crucial.”

He nodded in sympathy.

Water was still dripping from my hair onto my lap. “You know, I’ve never been inside one of these before.”

“I’ve never had a passenger so talkative.”

“Quit saying things like that so I can pretend it’s a limousine and we’re chauffeuring to a fancy wedding.”

“Know the difference between a wedding and a funeral in Ireland?” he asked.

I waited for the punch line.

“One less drunk at the party.” Half of his mouth ticked up, then fell flat. “Sorry. It’s a terrible joke.”

It was, but I laughed anyway. I rolled down my window, stealing a sidelong peek at my driver. Callum’s reluctant smile was like lightning in a thunderstorm. Brief yet brilliant. Was he so used to tamping down his joy around other people’s grief that he subconsciously dimmed his positive emotions?

The navigation app announced that we were a block away from our destination, and I recognized the KinetiColor Studios building from their website. A few of my colleagues loitered out front.

Great. Just the first impression I’d wanted to make.

I noticed Wendy from HR, who’d conducted my Skype interviews. Sculpted brows shot toward her hairline when she recognized me and walked toward my open window.

A bearded man called to someone in the group. “That’s convenient. The undertaker’s come to pick up the remains of your career!”

The animator he’d targeted didn’t smile, and he scurried inside without so much as a backward glance as the other man chuckled at his own quip.

“Lark?” Wendy said, grinning. Once she got a closer look at me, she flinched at my sullied hair and makeup.

Forcing myself to play it cool, I smiled. “Wendy, hi!”

A cluster of young professionals gawked at my ride. I cast a look at Callum, expecting a conspiratorial sparkle to glisten in his eyes, but found none. The defrosting connection between us refroze under Wendy’s curiosity.

“Who’s yer man?”

“What? No, no, no. Wendy, this is Callum. He’s—Callum is my neighbor. Only a neighbor. It’s not …” I gulped and clapped my hands. “Well! I’ll be right up. Big day today, I’m so excited.”

Someone poked their head out the door and waved at Wendy, so she excused herself with a promise to meet me inside for orientation and introductions.

“Your entrance will be the talk of the town,” Callum said, his eyes averted.

My fumbling declaration that he was just my neighbor must have suggested embarrassment. But I wasn’t ashamed to be seen with him. My discomfort was rooted in the hearse itself and the hungrily empty coffin waiting to be someone’s resting place for eternity. The painful memories it all conjured. After the kindness Callum had shown, I was grateful.

“This is the weirdest Uber I’ve ever taken. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Anytime.”

Without overthinking, I leaned across the center console and pecked him on the cheek. Callum’s subtle aftershave reminded me of rain.

Nuclear fuchsia blazed on his face and ears once I withdrew. His fingers clamped around the steering wheel, like he was driving over a rickety one-lane bridge with no guardrails. I brushed a thumb over the pink lipstick I’d left and made it worse. Callum swallowed heavily. Crap. Would he read the friendly peck as a sign of interest? It wasn’t. Back when I had friends, I kissed them on the cheek often, but of course Callum and I weren’t on that level. Way to crank the awkward dial to eleven.

“You’ll save a few minutes of walking if you cut through the cemetery next time,” he said.

I opened the door and teetered on the curb.

“Appreciate the tip, but I’ll take the long, not-haunted route.”

Before I entered the building, I turned to find Callum’s hand raised to his flushed cheek. Our eyes met, and he jerked it away. Okay. He was sort of cute. Before pulling away from the curb he mouthed, “Good luck.” I’d need it.




CHAPTER 4

Callum

I STARED AT the chess set, untouched in the year since my granda’s first stroke had transformed him. Overnight, that shrewd but empathetic businessman had lost his ability to function independently, so I’d assumed both his day-to-day work duties and his personal care. Loneliness permeated the house even more deeply in the quiet days after his second stroke, which sent him to hospital. He never returned.

“I was always meant to inherit Willow Haven.” Pádraig’s gruff voice issued from my mobile’s speaker. Regardless of shared DNA, I refused to think of him as “Dad.”

“It’s supposed to stay in the family. The family you left,” I shot back. My fist tightened, knuckles blanching around the device. He had no right. My granda’s will said otherwise. Willow Haven would be held in trust. If I were still single by the deadline—my thirty-fifth birthday in July—Pádraig would take ownership. However, if I could provide a valid marriage certificate, it would become mine.

Eight months to find a wife. Rather, six months, with the requisite three-month wait for a marriage license.

All because my granda was fixated on the idea of an heir to the family business. He made a deathbed effort to reconcile with his estranged son, and it had gotten me into this mess.

“No sense in drawing out the inevitable. Just sign the agreement.”

“No! This is my home. My life. I’m not handing it over to anyone. Least of all you.”

“Look, O’Reilly and Sons gave me an offer. I don’t want to give them time to change their minds.”

“You’ve been shopping for a b-b-buyout from our competitors?”

He cited a number that seemed astronomical to me. “That’s what they’re willing to pay. It includes the business itself, the house, cemetery, hearse, transport van. Any product on hand. It’s a fair valuation.”

So that was the real reason he’d traveled from Edinburgh. He’d stealthily taken inventory, scheming while I’d been mourning and preparing Granda for burial.

The Georgian house boasted a prime, picturesque location, and the fact that we owned the cemetery gave us an edge over the competition. The property’s high value meant I had slim chance of securing a sufficient loan, and recent renovations had drained our liquid funds. I had no personal collateral to offer except my own Peugeot, no meaningful professional experience outside my duties at Willow Haven. There was no chance I could afford to purchase it from Pádraig.

“O’Reilly promised to consider keeping you on staff. And I’d give you a cut.”

I scoffed.

“We should strike while there’s a lucrative offer on the table. This isn’t personal. Just business.”

“I amn’t a sellout,” I spat into the phone. “This isn’t what Granda wanted.”

“Stubborn as the old goat himself, are you not? Well, he’s not here, so it doesn’t matter.” Pádraig lowered his voice. “Be realistic. We both know you won’t be married by July.”

“Watch me.”

I hung up.

What was I saying? Lonely as I was, dating was still a nightmare. I was barely able to speak to women. Connection was elusive and always came slowly for me, which resulted in frustrating dates that went nowhere. I moved at a different pace than most people. Even the dates who insisted they wanted to take things slow still expected a kiss good night. I’d tried to force myself more than once, and it backfired when I’d offended them with a dry peck on the lips. Romance is about feeling desired, and I couldn’t bring myself to fake that.

After I’d first found out about the will’s marriage clause, I panic-downloaded a dating app. I matched with a wholesome-looking schoolteacher. We met, and my stutter created a roadblock that worsened when she asked about my job. I made the mistake of delicately describing the facial reconstruction of a death-by-industrial-accident over dinner. The teacher left for the restroom and never returned.

My fingers brushed my cheekbone where Lark had pecked me earlier this morning; I’d nearly had a heart attack when her lips touched my skin …. But I could talk to her. Maybe her nonstop commentary helped. Maybe it was the exuberant way she skipped through her day, even when soaked in gutter water.

In a letter accompanying the will, shaky penmanship revealed Granda’s motivations. The stipulation was designed to light a fire under my arse to start a family. And he hoped that my father and I could have a relationship. Fat chance. Pádraig was selfish at sixteen when he and my mother left me to run away to Scotland, leaving me to the guardianship of my grandparents. Our conversation proved he hadn’t changed. With a frustrated growl, I tore off my glasses and pressed the heels of my palms to my eyes until they hurt.

Good intentions aside, how could Granda do this? After I’d cared for him in the aftermath of his strokes and poured every ounce of remaining energy into the business to keep it afloat. Willow Haven didn’t just need me—I needed it. Caring for the dead and shepherding families through grief gave my life purpose. Not only did I like it and was good at it, but who was I if not another Flannelly in a suit playing a hymn for the deceased?

Grimacing, I opened the dating app. Six months. Consider the fire lit.




CHAPTER 5

Lark

OVERSIZE POP ART greeted me in the KinetiColor lobby. Wendy welcomed me alongside the studio owner, Mr. Sullivan. They looked me up and down and immediately told me where I could wash up.

Once I looked more “competent professional” than “drowned raccoon,” I made my way through the labyrinth of desks to the conference room. Each animator’s desk was a riot of inspiration, from curated vision boards to vintage toys battling on shelves above computer monitors. Waiting for the team to arrive, I cycled through a PowerPoint of key scenes. An intern set out doughnuts. Fact: when giving a presentation, it’s easier to find confidence when your audience has rainbow sprinkles stuck to their chins. Less awkward than imagining coworkers naked.

Mr. Sullivan smiled warmly and gestured to me. “I’d like to introduce our newest art director, Lark Thompson.”

My hand shot up in a peppy wave.

“Lark worked on Shoelace at Blue Star Studios,” he continued as a few people murmured in excitement. “I was so impressed, I invited her to come all the way from the States to join our little team for this project. Let’s do our best to make her feel welcome.”

The bearded fellow who’d jeered at a coworker outside crossed his arms and skewered me with his eye contact as I stepped forward.

“Thanks so much, Mr. Sullivan.” I scanned the room, committing each new face to memory. “Good mornin’. I look forward to meeting y’all one-on-one as we begin work on The Pirate Queen. Filmmaking is a collaborative effort, and I want everyone to know my door is open if you have ideas or concerns about the production.”

That kicked off a lively round of introductions before we settled into storyboarding. Anvi, a full-figured Indian woman with an elaborate braid that spilled down to the waist of her fashionable dress, shared a handful of sample storyboard layouts she’d drawn at home. Gorgeous and dynamic, they brimmed with drama as they showcased the main story beats.

“Sorry,” she said, “I couldn’t help but get a jump on it once I read the script. Of course, these are just a rough starting point.”

“They’re incredible! I couldn’t help but get to work when I read it, either,” I said. “I’m glad we can hit the ground running.”

Anvi was a kindred soul. Overall, KinetiColor’s staff was as friendly as they were talented. The background artists with their immersive settings, the character artists with their concept sketches. How I’d missed the camaraderie of fellow creatives.

Bringing joy to people through art had always been my goal, ever since I was a little kid. I’d sit on the floor of my mother’s jewelry studio as she blasted an eclectic mix of Fleetwood Mac, Donna Summer, and Kenny Rogers, making simple flip-books to pass the time that I’d give to kids at school. Soon, I was accepting lunch money commissions. People came together over the magic of a moving picture, and I liked being the one who brought them that sense of wonder. Art served as both my escape from the monotony of daily life and my connection to others.

I’d risen through the ranks at Blue Star quickly, starting as a character designer for the ragtag startup founded by classmates. Working with my college best friend and then sister-in-law, Rachel, was a blast. What our small group lacked in budget or experience, we’d made up for with dedication and enthusiasm. She and I bounced ideas off each other with the rest of the tight-knit team, and the studio became a second home … until she couldn’t bear to look at me and the once-welcoming group of colleagues quieted whenever I entered a room. I couldn’t stay, despite desperately needing something to focus on during my grief. Anything to bring the color back into my life, when everything felt gray with Reese gone. The way I lost him meant I lost Rachel, too, and by extension the team I’d practically considered family. Freelance design paid the bills after I resigned, but eighteen months of loneliness ensured I wouldn’t take the opportunity at KinetiColor for granted. My new coworkers wouldn’t know about my past. Ireland would be my clean slate, unless they went digging. But I wasn’t going to be handing out shovels.

After my introductory presentation, I gathered up my materials, salivating as I eyed the last doughnut. Before I could reach it, the auburn-bearded man plucked it up. “Howya. Seán Fitzgerald.”

“Howdy.” It wasn’t a normal part of my vocabulary—I was from Austin, not the sticks—but it felt like the natural response. So far, it was the minor differences about this place that charmed me, like the variations in language.

Seán took a bite. My stomach growled; I’d been far too nervous to eat before leaving home. “So you’re the new boss.”

“You’re a senior animator, right?”

He preened. Hazel eyes perused me from head to gutter-splashed high-heeled toe, pausing on my kitschy cherry earrings. “Our last art director wasn’t nearly so young.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. How long have you been here?”

White teeth flashed in warning. “Since day one. Anything you’re unsure of, feel free to call me directly.” Voice dropped to a discreet volume, he added, “You know, so the rest of the team won’t think any less of you.”

My smile faltered, but I slapped it back on quickly. “I appreciate that.”

“Those ship renderings you want by Wednesday? I don’t know if I can swing it.” He looked at the carpet regretfully. “My daughter has an appointment Tuesday, so I’ll be away the whole day … horrible timing.”

“Your family comes first. Always.” I’d learned that lesson too late. No way would I expect my staff to prioritize work over their children’s medical needs. “I guess it should be all right as long as I get them by Friday morning.”

“I’ll do my best.” He cast one more glance at me before disappearing down the hall. “Welcome to KinetiColor.”

Sprinkles rolled around the empty doughnut box as I tossed it into the trash. Had he just weaseled a deadline extension from me during our first conversation, or was he being honest? A prickle in my gut told me not to trust Seán Fitzgerald.



FROM BEHIND THE curtains, I peered into my neighbor’s yard. My living room window opened right into the garden behind Willow Haven, where Callum was pruning and adding mulch. Suspenders crossed his wide shoulders, and fitted trousers stopped just before his ankles, giving him a look somewhere between debonair and antiquated. Lush crimson roses bloomed on precisely manicured bushes.

Some people want to have their ashes scattered under rosebushes or oak trees: Is that why Callum’s garden is so vibrant? Regardless, the notion of my neighbor tending his flowers was more comforting than how I imagined he spent the rest of his workdays.

My single previous experience with a mortician involved aggressive sales techniques, guilting me into the expensive brushed-copper casket. They pushed upgrades and premium granite for the headstone after I’d stared at identical serif fonts for ten bleary-eyed minutes. My late husband deserved the best, didn’t he? His headstone was the last gift he would ever receive, they said, so I agreed to a basketball etched onto the granite. Husband. Brother. Son. Coach. Reese’s memorial didn’t bring him back. Nothing could.

The public funeral only made matters worse. The entire high school attended. Shock and shame had me practically catatonic afterward. Cielo took me in when I couldn’t take any more of my mom’s hollow platitudes. Always stable during a crisis, Cielo force-fed me between her premed classes and made me bathe on a semi-regular basis. Lo was the only person in all of Texas who I felt bad about leaving.

Of course I recognized the necessity of the service Callum performed. Sewers need treating. Root canals need drilling. Bodies need burying. Despite the painful echoes his profession caused, he was interesting. Soft-spoken, with a rich baritone. Mysterious and stoic, though when his elegant hands touched the piano, they’d revealed a depth of emotion. Heart went into that kind of playing.

God. I couldn’t believe I’d kissed Callum on the cheek like an old friend. Between the morning from hell and the new-job jitters, I hadn’t been thinking straight. We lived next door to each other, and misleading him would be more than awkward. I didn’t want to kiss anyone. The guy probably thought I was a complete airhead, anyway, after thinking he was a serial killer.

A tall woman approached the garden. Black hair poured like a midnight waterfall down her back, complemented by a timeless, sapphire A-line dress and opaque tights. A florist van waited on the curb between our houses. Daffodils formed a familiar logo—same as on the shop where Callum gave me the lift to work.

Flannelly, you scoundrel.

The idea of the dour man flirting with someone piqued my curiosity. From the furtiveness of his gaze during their conversation, he read more nervous than charming. After a couple of minutes, the pretty florist gestured at the van. He brushed dirt off his hands and didn’t move to touch her, but he watched her go.

As if sensing my presence, Callum flicked his attention toward my window.

Shit.

Caught, I staggered back and tripped over the curtain hem. I snatched a handful of fabric to balance myself and managed to pull the rod from the wall, landing on my ass with a hearty ooomph.

I wanted to die. Conveniently, I now lived next door to a funeral parlor.

Before I could pick myself and the curtain rod off the hardwood, a torrent of knocks rattled my door. Of course. I considered hiding under the pool of fabric until my would-be rescuer left, but forced myself to answer.

With a guilty grin, I craned up at him as the door creaked open. He had to be a foot taller than me. “Not here to borrow a cup of sugar, are you?”

“Are you okay?” Callum lifted his chin toward the heap of window treatments behind me. His broad chest heaved like he’d run over.

“I was
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