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Dedication

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to every nerd, geek, and dork out there!  Love you all! 

 

Keep on keeping on!!

 


Playlist

 

 

 

Where Do Broken Hearts Go .................One Direction

 

I'm Too Sexy ..................................................Right Said Fred

 

We've Got Tonight...............Kenny Rogers/Sheena Easton

 

Opposites Attract ........................................Paula Abdul

 

Girl on Fire .....................................................Alicia Keys

 

Something to Talk About .........................Bonnie Riatt

 

I Want You To Want Me ...........................Cheap Trick

 

What I Like About You ..............................The Romantics

 

This Kiss ......................................................... Faith Hill

 

Hit Me With Your Best Shot ....................Pat Benatar

 

Follow Me .......................................................Uncle Kracker

 

 

 


Chapter 1

 



I sneezed for about the thousandth time today, and reached for what was left of the roll of toilet paper I'd snatched from the Ladies Room earlier. I quickly unrolled a piece, and slapped it against my nose, as another sneeze ripped.

 

"Ewww," my cubicle neighbor and best friend, Debbie squealed from the other side. In the next moment, her head popped over the wall, her fingers on one hand pinching her nose. "That last one sounded nasty. I hope it isn't contagious sweetie."

 

"No worries," I growled, blowing my nose. 



"Mallory, you're sick, hun. Why don't you go on home and take care of that nasty cold? I can hold down the fort here."

 

I wadded the toilet paper up, and pitched it over to my wastebasket in the corner. "Two points!" I squealed as it whooshed inside and joined the mountain of others. "It's not a cold, Debbie. I told you, it's Hay Fever. And no worries, it comes and goes from now through September."

 

"Lovely. That makes me so glad we're 'cubie neighbors.' I've never known it to be so bad, though. Are you sure it isn't something more than that? You usually don't get hit this badly in the spring. You're more of a fall girl. Can't you take something for it?"

I gave her an eye roll, which caused a tear to escape because aside from my sinuses leaking like a sivve, my eyes were watering as well. "You know I do, but I can't at work. That shit makes me loopy as hell. I'm getting my allergy shot after work."

 

"None too soon," she replied, "You need to be right as rain for your upcoming birthday party." She gave me a wicked wink. "You know, when you hit the BIG 3-0." 

 

"That's not for a month, Debbie, and I swear I told you I don't want you making a big deal out of it. I really don't want a party, please?" I pleaded, getting ready for another sneeze to land. "I'm perfectly content with my social life as is."

 

Her eyebrows arched as a sign of disbelief. No matter how many times I'd explained to my BFF that hitting thirty was no big deal, she just wouldn't back off. I got that as a single, no-prospects-on-the-horizon, full-figured, gal did not necessarily doom me to spinsterhood, but I had other priorities at the moment. There were more important things in life to focus on rather than an "iffy" career and a blank social calendar. At least I had my health. And a cat who adored me. That was certainly enough for now.

 

"Oh pffft," she replied, waving a hand dismissively. "You just have to get out more, Mallory. Besides that, every time I try to fix you up with one of Brady's friends, you put the whole kibash on it. I swear, you go to work, go home, and that's it. You need a social life, girl. And, for the record, full-figured happens to be "in," haven't you seen the recent covers of Cosmo?"

 

Thankfully an impending sneeze arrived just in the nick of time. Debbie, my friend since junior high, who was all of 5'2" and 106 pounds, ducked for cover on her side of the cubicle as it arrived. "Oh man," I heard her say as she landed back in her squeaky desk chair. "Check your mouse, I think something landed on it," she called over snickering.

 

Debbie and her husband, Brady Collins, were hell bent on my joining the ranks of the 'happily married.' They meant well, but at times, it was stressful for me. They were clueless to my type.

 

I grabbed the toilet paper and unrolled a length of it to wipe my eyes, nose and then inspected my mouse, just in case she hadn't been teasing me. It was clean. I went ahead and sprayed some Lysol around my cubicle, because yeah, I was responsible that way. Then I dug into my hand bag and pulled out the spray bottle of saline solution, and treated each of my reddened nostrils to a squirt. At least it would give me some temporary relief for the next thirty minutes or so.

 

Just then the phone on my desk rang. Caller ID showed it was my boss, Mr. Wallerstein. "Yes, Wally," I answered, trying my best to sound professional despite my scratchy voice. 

 

"Mallory, I need your updated call status report and closures for the week. It was due before lunch."

 

"Oh . . . sorry, Wally. I haven't been feeling well. I'll have it to you in five, I promise."

 

"Not on your game over there are you Jenkins?" Debbie called over. "Never get ahead in the collections business if you don't meet quota."

 

"Yeah, yeah, stuff it Collins," I grumbled, printing off my weekly call log. I went in and refreshed the status in the data base and as promised, handed Wallerstein my updated status report for the week. I watched as he perused it, his reading glasses perched low on his nose, and every couple of minutes he released a grunt or a hard sigh, finally putting the report down, and pulling his readers off.

 

I knew he wasn't going to be thrilled with this week's report, but then again, very little pleased Wally when garnishments and bank account attachments were below ten percent for the week. And mine generally did not come close to crossing that threshold. 

 

"Mallory, why exactly are your garnishment and attachment numbers consistently lower than anyone else's in the department?" he asked, like the broken record he was. I could only guess having spent thirty years at Wallerstein & Associates Collection Agency which his father had founded was a pretty good clue. 

 

But the truth was, I hated bugging people to pay their past due accounts. Some of them had good and legitimate reasons, and yes, others were losers for sure. But either way, I didn't want to be a collections bone-breaker for the rest of my life. Besides that, a lot of their debt was tied to medical and hospital expenses, so it wasn't as if they'd maxed out credit cards at Nordstrom and Bloomingdale’s.

 

"However," Wally continued, "you have the best payment plan implementation rate, so you must be doing something right."

 

"Well, see then?" I replied; so ready to leave his office and go home for the day. "It all pays the bills, right?"



"Well," he continued, "The problem is that a payment schedule doesn't give us instant relief, and if the payer stops paying, gets behind, or heaven forbid, moves to a different state we have to start the whole process over from scratch, and as you know, that burns up time and resources."



"I guess I'm not as aggressive as you might like," I answered, lowering my head in feigned remorse. 

 

"Bingo! But I prefer the word assertive and I want to see that happen. I'd like to see it happen before your end of the quarter review," he finished. "Otherwise, we might need to discuss the future of your tenure with the company."

 

My head snapped up immediately. There was no way I could lose this job right now, no matter how much it sucked. I'd been here for just eighteen months. Debbie had gone out on the limb for me when I'd been laid off at the insurance company where I'd worked for nearly ten years. They'd been bought out and the offices moved to Detroit. I hadn't wanted to relocate, and there weren't a lot of job opportunities in the area. I needed to hang in here no matter what. I mentally calculated when the third quarter would end. It was mid-April, so that would be--

 

"The reports come out around the first of July. Second quarter ends at the end of June," he replied, giving me his granite look as if I should've been on my game much quicker. "With the upcoming merger between Wallerstein & Associates and Radizzo Holdings, LLC, out of Cleveland, this is a matter that should be given your top priority. There will be a meeting of combined board members coming up soon, so it is very important that you outline a new strategy that will assure all of the members you're on track to meet your goals."

 

"Got it. Is that all?" I asked, releasing a sigh.

 

"For now," he replied, swiveling around in his desk chair, "But remember Mallory, your future with the company lies in your performance. I want to make sure you're perfectly clear on what my expectations are going forward."



"Got it, Wally," I said, duly warned. "I'll try to do better."



"I hope so. Have a good weekend."

 

Yeah. As IF!

 

***

 

I was already feeling some sinus relief once I'd stopped at my physician's office and received the much-needed allergy shot. My sneezing had all but stopped completely by the time I unlocked the door to my half-double, and kicked it open with my foot, my arms loaded with bags of groceries. 

 

I nearly tripped over my yellow tiger-striped cat, Sir Lancelot, as he anxiously awaited my return. He was good that way. Almost like a dog, without the tail wagging and tongue hanging out to greet me thing; although Sir Lancelot had his own redeeming qualities that I found most soothing. I loved the way he curled at the foot of my bed, his loud purring rocking me to sleep like a lullaby. Or the way he liked to rub against my calves when I first got home. Going back and forth so both sides of his furry body left their scent on me, giving me the occasional meow which I took to mean, 'glad you're home now feed me.'

 

God, was I becoming a creepy cat lady?  All I needed was a crocheted shawl and my hair pulled up in a tight bun and I'd be set. But the truth was I loved my kitty.

 

"No worries, Sir L," I cooed to him as he rubbed against my legs, "I've got your favorite flavor of Sheba for your din-din this evening." He meowed his appreciation and got his purr going.

 

No sooner had I unpacked the groceries, fed Sir Lancelot, and was stirring canned chicken broth for my dinner when there was a loud banging on my front door. 

 

I wasn't expecting anyone, but if it was the Schwann's man again, I just might lose my shit. How many times did one have to tell a peddler of fattening delights to forego a stop unless I placed an order via my online account? 

 

It wasn't the Schwann guy; it was my landlady, Edna Blumenthal. She too enjoyed showing up routinely, but because she was my landlady and I kinda loved her, she always got a free pass.

 

Edna was a sweet woman in her mid-eighties. She had moved to a single-story condo on the north end of Springfield four years ago after her husband of fifty years, Herb Blumenthal, had passed. 

 

She had decided at that time to keep this duplex which was situated on a corner lot in the Warder Park district of Springfield. It was an older neighborhood, but well-maintained. She claimed she kept the property because it supplemented her income, but I suspected it had more to do with sentimental reasons. 

 

She and Herb had purchased the property on their five-year wedding anniversary. They'd lived here for more than forty-five years, and she loved to tell me stories about some of the renters they had encountered over that time period. As a matter of fact, she and Herb had lived in the side I currently occupied, and rented the one around the corner out.

 

So, I probably need to explain just how this double, or duplex as some called it, was laid out. It was situated on a corner, with one side facing Primrose Place - that's my side, and the other side facing Magnolia Avenue. 

Here's a pic!

 

[image: DOUBLE.jpg]

 

Mrs. Blumenthal was extremely particular about her renters, especially the ones who occupied the unit where she and Herb had once lived. Apparently, I had passed the test. 

 

As usual, she came bearing sweet goodies. She liked to keep me in home-baked goods and man could that woman bake! I really think I was probably the closest thing to a daughter the old woman had. She'd told me many times how she and Herb had always wanted children, but that he couldn't quite deliver. I wasn't sure exactly what that meant, but I sure as hell didn't want to press her for details. 

 

"Edna," I greeted as I held open the storm door to allow her entrance, "how are you?" She was still pretty spry at her age, plump with snow white hair that she still had done weekly at a local salon, and her rosy cheeks always had a perfect circle of rouge on them.



"I'm sorry to drop in on you unexpectedly, Mallory, but I needed to check the other side. I finally approved a new tenant. I wanted to make sure the cleaning company had done a good job after the Bakers moved out. Plus, I wanted to give you a heads-up on the new tenant. I think you will be pleased," she said with a wicked little snicker.

 

I need to tell you that Edna is the Jewish mother I'd never had. She had made it her life's mission to find an appropriate match for me over the past several years. While I appreciated her interest, I doubted very much if Edna's choice of a perfect mate was anywhere close to mine. 

 

"Now, Edna," I replied, "you know how things went with your great nephew Ernest last winter when you tried to hook us up by having him shovel my snow, and suggesting that I invite him in for hot chocolate afterwards. You even told me to wear that navy blue v-neck sweater with a push-up bra for heaven's sake!"

 

She waved me off as she handed me the foil-covered paper plate. "Anybody could've made the same mistake I did. I chewed my niece out good for not telling me Ernest was gay. Why to look at him, there were really no signs at all!"

 

Clearly, Edna was caught up in the stereotypes of her generation. "What gave him away to you?" she asked, as if she hadn't asked me that several times already.

 

"Uh maybe the fact that all he talked about was his partner, Vernon?" I answered, tossing her an eye roll along with a smile of course, because the truth was Edna, meant well and I loved her for it. 

 

"Oh, that's right," she said cackling, "My oh my, I sure misinterpreted that relationship. Anyway, I brought you some fresh snicker-doodles because I know they're your favorites," she said. "I wouldn't mind a cup of tea if it's no trouble, Mallory."

 

       "No trouble at all," I replied. "But you know Edna if you keep bringing me these highly caloric baked goodies I'm never gonna get these extra pounds off," I called out as I headed toward the kitchen to put the kettle on.



"Oh pishaw," she countered, "in my day a man liked some meat underneath him. Why my Herb used to say, "Edna, there's nothing worse than having to bounce off a bag of bones underneath you." 

 

I smiled to myself in the kitchen as I turned the heat on under the kettle and grabbed some cups and saucers from the cupboard. Yes, I'd heard it before. She loved reminiscing about the good 'ole days with Herb. She had pointed out multiple times that he was ten years her senior. She also liked to brag that he apparently had these wonderful sexual experiences while serving in the military stationed in the Orient. 

 

Edna of course made sure I knew that she had saved herself for marriage. Or so she claimed. But 'ole Herb had certainly schooled her in the art of sex, which clearly, was something I didn't want my brain to picture. I always tried to change the subject when she took that trip down Memory Lane.

 

Once settled in the living room, sipping our tea and munching on the snicker-doodles, Edna finally gave me the skinny on the new tenant.

 

"Well, his last name is Johnson," she said, "Darn if I can recall his first name at the moment. Anyway, he looks to be around your age. He's single, never been married, but there's no way he's gay. I know that because I asked."

 

That revelation caused me to nearly spew the sip of tea I'd just taken. I swallowed quickly, and then started coughing. I set my cup down, grabbed a napkin to wipe my mouth, and was shaking my head as Edna reached a wrinkled hand out to brush a stray lock of my hair off of my face.

 

"Are you okay, dear?" she asked, her voice laced with concern. 



I nodded my head, and finally had the ability to speak. "I'm fine, but Edna, I don't think you're legally allowed to ask prospective tenants questions like that," I sputtered. "That could be misconstrued as some form of discrimination."

 

She cackled good-naturedly. "Mallory, I swear, you should know me better than that after all of this time. I have better sense than that, Lord Almighty! No, I was quite crafty about it, I promise. I simply let him know how much I personally embraced diversity of all types. So, I told him not to worry if he fit into any of those new diverse categories because I prided myself on being very inclusive," she finished with a wink. "He said he wasn't special that way, but he was impressed that I was so in tune with the times."

 

Oh Edna, you didn't!

 

"Anyway, his references were fine. He works at some sort of a service company that does this and that, heck if I can remember. Although I did make sure that his credit check came back with no major blemishes. So, he moves in next week. He's already got his key, and I explained to him that in my absence, he could drop off his monthly rent to you. Made it sound like you were the resident manager."  Edna gave me a wink, leaned back and sipped her tea like the Cheshire cat who just set up the mouse to step on a carefully placed glue trap.

 

"Umm . . . Edna," I started, "He's not going to complain to me about stuff having to do with his side, is he? I mean, I'm happy to collect the rent for you but--"

 

"Oh my, no dear. You know this place is kept in tip-top shape anyway. I can't see that happening, but trust me, he's easy on the eyes. And he's built like a brick outhouse to boot!"

 

Once again I nearly choked on a snicker- doodle. Edna certainly was on her game today. And I had to laugh at her sales pitch for this Johnson dude. She wasn't going to be happy until I walked down the aisle and delivered a baby nine months after the nuptials. She was always pointing out two of the three bedrooms in my duplex were going to waste. On the other hand, anybody she rented to had to be better than the Bakers! Constantly feuding with three kids who loved to dig holes in the small backyard, and fill them with water to make mud pies. More than once I had the heel of my pumps taking the deep dive as I hauled my recyclables out to the bin in the garage.



"Well, Edna, no matter what, I have a feeling this Johnson guy is gonna be a helluva lot easier to tolerate than the Bakers."

 

I glanced over in time to see my landlord's eyes sparkle with mischief, a big smile on her face. "My dear, I'd bet my dead husband's last dime on it."

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Brandon Johnson

 



I hated moving. No two ways about it - moving sucked, and this was the second time in six months I'd moved. Not only that, but I wasn't a long-time resident of southwestern Ohio having lived in Michigan and Northern Ohio for the biggest part of my existence.

 

So, let me just say this once so I can get it off my chest:  Springfield, Ohio feels more like West Virginia or Kentucky to me - not that I've lived in either of those places, but visiting counts, right?

 

I wasn't a snob by any means, but I'd be lying if I said Springfield resembled Cleveland in any category. On the plus side, the traffic was way easier to navigate, and the rent prices considerably more reasonable. Other than that, I hadn't yet found any more features to put under the 'plus' column. People here talked like southerners, moved at a slower pace--like southerners, and were way into your business--like Mayberrians.

 

"Brandon . . . are you paying attention to what I just said?" Ginger whined. "Where do you want me to put this box marked 'sheets and blankets'?"

 

"Duh . . . the master bedroom?" I replied, rolling my eyes, because being an un-encumbered bachelor made that pretty obvious, right?

 

"Oh don't you roll your eyes at me, Buddy. You have three bedrooms. How am I supposed to know which one these belong in?" she huffed, climbing the stairs with the box in her arms.

 

I shook my head as I grabbed the next box to empty, thinking that by now didn't she know I had only one bedroom set? Ginger was cute, energetic, and pretty much down for anything in the sack, but an intellectual she was not. She was the first chick I'd met since moving to town, and while there wasn't any real romance involved, I was starting to think maybe I hadn't made that clear to her.



NOTE TO SELF:  Clue Ginger in. 



Moving into this duplex was a relief from the cramped apartment I'd been living in until the lease blessedly ended. The neighborhood was older, well-kept, and the nice thing was that it was situated on a corner so the other occupant's front door faced the side street. It made for a bit of privacy being a duplex and all. 

 

My landlady was an old broad. Ida? Ethel? No... EDNA!  Edna Blumenthal. She was a trip with her pre-lease interview; nosy old bat, but kind of lovable at the same time. She sure was hell-bent on the matchmaking bit. She'd insisted we have tea and cake while I was at her place going over the lease agreement. She'd rattled on about the chick on the other side, and how utterly fantastic she was and believed she was single at the moment.

 

I didn't want to jeopardize not getting this place, so I pretended to be interested as she continued to pummel me with questions and sing the praises of . . . Marla?  Madeline?  Oh hell, I couldn't remember and it really didn't matter because I don't do relationships.  Past history on that had taught me well. The constant demands; the clinginess, and the massive destruction once I'd broken things off.  I nearly shivered at the dark memories.

 

NOTE TO SELF:  Clue Ginger in SOON!

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Ten days later . . .  

 



Okay, so this Johnson dude and I were not getting off to a good start. 

 

It was a Tuesday morning, and I was already running late for work since I'd barely slept the night before due to all the "moving in racket," from next door. For one person, it certainly seemed to generate an inordinate amount of noise. And it had been dragging out for three damn days now! So, I was blaming the fact that I'd over-slept on my new neighbor.

 

Then, as I was getting dressed in a business suit I noticed my brand new out of the box panty-hose had a huge run in them already. I didn't typically dress up like this for work, but today I had to give a presentation to Wally and the newly merged executive board of Wallerstein & Radizzo, LLC. on my strategy for next quarter.

 

So, for that reason, it was certainly not a day I needed to be late; have runs in my hose, or be distracted by anything before getting to work. I still wanted to do a couple of dry-runs in front of Debbie before the ten o'clock meeting in the conference room.

 

I knew Wally was putting the pressure on me to ramp up the number of my collection accounts going to garnishments or attachments because that way, he could technically call it a "win."

 

But there was a financial outlay with court filings, not to mention that many of these delinquent accounts were the same people, over and over again. By law, garnishments had to be renewed periodically, and there was a maximum percentage limit that could be deducted from their payroll checks. If they didn't have a job, that was a completely different story. I preferred to set up payment plans, and very few of my accounts rescinded on the repay agreements.

 

I filled Sir Lancelot's water bowl, and tossed some dry cat food in his other bowl. "Sorry, Sir L., better stuff this evening, I promise."

 

I hurried out of the house, and rounded the corner onto Magnolia Avenue, where the driveway shared by both tenants of the duplex was located, between the backyard and an alley which split the block. I stopped short at the hedge-line which somewhat blocked visibility to the driveway from the back yard, and felt my blood pressure skyrocket as I saw that access to my car which was parked in the garage was blocked.

 

Apparently, Johnson had two vehicles, one which was normal, but the other one had my eyes bugging out. It looked like a fairly new van, painted a bright sunburst yellow with bold neon purple lettering with the name of his business on the side panels. 

 

"THE BUG GUY"

 

I put your pests to rest. Licensed to kill.

 

But that wasn't the worst of it. On the roof of the van, running the full length of it, was a huge plastic cockroach. The roach was lying on its back, with its dead, stiff legs up in the air, and a tombstone at the head with the letters "R.I.P." on it. 

 

Oh. Dear. God.

 

On any other day, I would've taken it in stride and not freaked out like I was seriously about to do. The problem was my car was in that garage. The garage and driveway which were shared between tenants of this double, and therefore I was boxed in by both of the vehicles parked side-by-side in the driveway. Apparently, The Bug Guy had not received the memo. So not what I needed this morning!



I was kinda pissed I admit as I back-tracked down the sidewalk and went up to his porch, knocking on the storm door. I heard nothing from the other side. After another thirty seconds had passed, I upped my game by pounding my fist a few times on the door again. 



Nothing. 



I gave it one more try, waited, and again . . . nothing. 



"Oh man, not today," I moaned aloud. "I can't be late today, dammit." I strained one last time with my ear against the door, hoping I would hear something, but it was complete silence. "Well shit," I hissed pulling my cell from my purse to schedule an Uber. My phone dinged with the confirmation text that my driver was eight minutes away. 



I decided to make use of the time and relieve some of my pent-up anger and frustration before taking it out on anyone else who mattered. I pulled a pen and pad out of my purse, and scribbled a nasty note for my new, thoughtless, idiot of a neighbor.

 

Dear Bug Guy,

 

In case you didn't realize, this is a 2-family duplex. We share common areas such as the yard, driveway and garage. So, I was unable to access my side of the garage this morning in order to get my car out to go to work because your bug mobile was blocking my side of the driveway and garage. This has caused a major inconvenience to me. Some of us don't have flexible hours. Will you please move your van and not park it on my side of the driveway in the future?  



Sincerely,

Pissed Off Neighbor



 

I folded the note, and opened the storm door in order to wedge it between the doors when suddenly the interior door was swung open. There stood my new neighbor, obviously fresh outta bed, wearing nothing but his boxers and an annoyed expression on his handsome face.

 

By God Edna hadn't been kidding when she said he was easy on the eyes. He certainly was a fine specimen of man candy. I knew my mouth was kinda hanging upon, but I attributed that to the sudden appearance he'd made.



"Yes?" he halfway snapped, rubbing the back of his neck with his palm. His hair was darkish blonde and thick, definitely in bedhead mode, but it served him well. His eyes were a dark green/grey combo. Quite extraordinary. 



"I . . . uh . . . I umm . . . I was gonna leave this in your door," I kind of blubbered still caught off guard. I know, not my proudest moment but it was only going to get worse, trust me. 



He snatched the folded note from my fingers, and it was then my eyes lowered for some inexplicable reason to his body's mid-region.



And that's when I saw it. 



His morning wood was peeking out from the elastic waistband of his boxers, I kid you not! I felt my cheeks suddenly heat with embarrassment as my gaze suddenly shifted northward only to see that his eyes hadn't bothered to leave mine in order to read the note he now held in his hand.



I swallowed uncomfortably, not knowing if I should at least tell him politely that his business had leapt over the barn door, or simply turn and make a hasty retreat down the steps to save him from the embarrassment. But when I saw his lips turn up just a bit in a sexy smirk, I knew he gave not one iota of a damn about who saw his business.



And that gave me a bit of sassy indignation that I needed at the moment to not come off as the total blubbering idiot I apparently was.



"Jerk," I mumbled, turning quickly to depart his porch. I heard the soft chuckle behind me which only served to propel me further away as my Uber blessedly pulled up to the curb. I wasted no time in jumping into the back seat, hoping that the rest of my day would not be the shit-show it had started out being. 



Boy, was I wrong. 



My first mistake was confiding the morning's run-in with my new neighbor to Debbie at the coffee machine.



"What!" she squealed much louder than necessary, followed by, "You actually saw his junk?"



At that exact moment, Wally just happened to be coming down the hall, looking at his watch and tossing me a dirty look.
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