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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes romance with warmth, humor, and heart-forward pacing, focusing on clean, emotionally satisfying love stories that feel modern, grounded, and genuinely human. Each title is crafted to deliver a distinct premise, fresh characters, and an ending that earns every promise it makes.
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For the people who learned to live alone so well that letting love in felt like breaking a rule.
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Sadie Caldwell is a meticulous project coordinator who believes calm is something you schedule, and love is something you do not gamble on twice.

Reid Mercer is a locksmith and security consultant with a stubborn streak, a soft heart he keeps mislabeling as “common decency,” and a reason he cannot afford to lose his key to Sadie’s door.

Bridget Lane is the co-op board president who treats building bylaws like sacred text and gossip like a public service.

Tobin Marsh is the superintendent with a deadpan sense of humor, a tool belt full of opinions, and a talent for showing up at the worst possible moment.

Willa Hart is Sadie’s closest friend, a voice-note addict, and a romantic optimist who believes the universe only repeats lessons until you stop resisting them.

Cyrus Vale is Reid’s longtime friend, a dry-witted barista, and a man who can smell denial from across a room.

Maisie Rowe is the neighbor across the hall, a cheerful chaos engine with too many plants and too much curiosity.

Gareth Pike is the developer’s representative, polished, patient, and quietly predatory in the way he waits for people to make mistakes.
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The first thing Sadie noticed was that her new front door sounded different when it opened.

Not the hinge, not the latch. The sound a space makes when it agrees to let you in.

She paused on the landing with a cardboard box in her arms, the winter air still caught in her hair, the stairwell smelling faintly of old paint and someone’s cinnamon tea. The key in her pocket felt heavier than it should have, as if it had been holding its breath.

Then she heard the lock click from the other side.

A clean, confident turn. The kind that said someone knew exactly what they were doing.

Sadie’s hands tightened around the box. She had carried it up three flights because she did not trust the building’s elevator, and because it seemed wrong to arrive at the apartment her aunt left her with a wheezing mechanical assist and no dignity. In the box were practical things: a kettle, a mug, a folder of documents, her aunt’s worn recipe book tucked between bubble wrap like a fragile secret. On top sat a small envelope with Sadie’s name, written in ink that still looked like her aunt’s hand.

She took one step closer.

The door opened, swinging inward, and a man she had never seen in her life walked out like the hallway belonged to him.

He was tall, bundled in a dark jacket, hair a little damp as if he had hurried. He had a ring of keys in one hand and a paper cup in the other. He did not look guilty. He did not look startled.

He looked mildly annoyed.

His gaze flicked to her box, then to her face, then down to the keyring at his own hand as if the reality might rearrange itself into something simpler.

Sadie’s heartbeat did a small, precise stutter, like a calendar reminder that had been set incorrectly.

“Can I help you?” he asked, voice calm, almost polite, as if she were the one stepping out of his apartment.

Sadie held the box tighter, because it gave her a reason not to gesture wildly.

“That’s my door,” she said.

The man’s eyebrows lifted. “No, it’s not.”

Sadie stared at him for one long second, the cold in her bones making her thoughts sharper. She had the deed. She had the letter from the attorney. She had the building’s welcome packet in her bag. She had spent the entire last week signing forms and forwarding addresses and telling herself that moving into her aunt’s place for a few months was practical, temporary, and emotionally safe because it was about logistics, not grief.

“Excuse me,” she said. “It is.”

He took a slow sip of his coffee like he was buying time, then angled his body toward the doorway. Sadie could see past him into a narrow entry hall with a coat rack and a pale rug. Her aunt’s rug. She remembered tripping over it as a child, her aunt laughing as she tugged Sadie back upright, telling her that homes were supposed to hold you, not trip you.

The man seemed to register something in Sadie’s expression. His posture shifted. Not defensive, exactly. Assessing.

“Who are you?” he asked.

Sadie exhaled through her nose, the way she did when an email thread went off the rails and she had to decide whether she was going to be the adult in the room.

“Sadie,” she said. “Sadie Caldwell. This apartment was left to me. I’m moving in today.”

He stared at her, then glanced over his shoulder into the apartment like someone might be standing inside with a cue card explaining how this happened.

His jaw tightened. “That’s not possible.”

“It is,” Sadie said, because if she did not keep her voice steady, she might do something ridiculous like fling her kettle at him.

He stepped back into the doorway, half blocking it. “I live here.”

Sadie’s laugh slipped out before she could stop it. It was small and unbelieving and immediately regrettable, because it sounded like she thought this was funny.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“You,” Sadie said, choosing her words carefully, “do not live in my aunt’s apartment.”

He looked at her the way people looked at a printer that had decided it was no longer participating in the modern world.

“I have a key,” he said. “I have a lease.”

Sadie’s stomach went cold in a different way than the winter air. She could handle a misunderstanding. She could handle a clerical error. She could not handle the word lease.

“You’re lying,” she said, because it was the cleanest option.

He held up his keyring. “Want to watch me lock it again? Want to watch me unlock it again? Would that help?”

Sadie moved her box slightly to one hip, pulled her own key from her pocket, and held it up between them like evidence.

“I already did,” she said. “That’s why I’m here.”

He stared at her key. For the first time, something in his face shifted toward uncertainty. Not panic. Not fear. But the faint tightening around his mouth that suggested he hated surprises.

“Okay,” he said, voice lower now. “Okay, then something’s wrong.”

Sadie’s laugh tried again, louder this time. She swallowed it. “Yes.”

He set his coffee cup carefully on the hallway windowsill, as if the building itself might be offended by spilled caffeine, then took two steps closer. Sadie’s pulse did not speed up so much as it re-routed, taking a sharp turn through awareness. He smelled faintly like rain and soap. His hands looked used to tools. Not in a romanticized way. In a real way, like he knew how to fix things that actually broke.

He did not reach for her. He did not crowd her. He simply looked at her, then at the door, then back at her.

“What’s your proof?” he asked.

Sadie’s mouth opened. Closed. She had proof in a folder, in her bag, under the box, because she had been more worried about carrying a mug than being robbed of an apartment.

“I have documentation,” she said. “From the attorney handling my aunt’s estate. Plus the building’s management already confirmed my move-in time.”

He blinked. “Management confirmed your move-in time.”

“Yes.”

He dragged a hand down his face like he was trying to wipe the day back to an earlier, calmer version. “That’s... impressive.”

Sadie frowned. “What is?”

“That they confirmed anything,” he said, and there was a dry humor there that made her irritation wobble, just slightly, into curiosity.

She did not like curiosity. Curiosity was how you opened doors you did not mean to walk through.

“Who are you?” she repeated.

He hesitated a fraction of a second too long. “Reid.”

Just Reid. No last name. He said it like it should be enough.

Sadie stared. “Reid what?”

His eyes flicked, quick and wary. “Does it matter?”

It mattered because Sadie did not trust men who stepped out of her door with a key and a shrug.

“Yes,” she said. “It matters a lot.”

He let out a breath. “Reid Mercer.”

Sadie held his gaze, committing it to memory the way she committed terms in contracts, because this was going to become a problem she would need to resolve cleanly. Preferably within the next ten minutes.

“Okay, Reid Mercer,” she said. “Step aside.”

His jaw tightened again. “I can’t.”

Sadie felt heat rise, the kind that came from being forced into disorder. “You can and you will.”

He started to speak, then stopped as another sound filled the stairwell. Footsteps, measured and purposeful, accompanied by the faint tap of something hard against the railing.

A woman rounded the corner on the landing below them, climbing with the authority of someone who believed stairs were a moral test. She wore a long coat and held a clipboard like a shield. Her hair was pinned neatly, and her expression suggested she had never laughed at a joke she did not approve in advance.

“Ah,” she said, as if she had anticipated this exact scene. “Good. You’re both here.”

Sadie’s confusion snapped into focus. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

The woman looked at Sadie’s box and her key, then at Reid in the doorway, then nodded once like she had checked off a box in her head.

“Bridget,” she said. “Co-op board president. Unit inspections. Today.”

Sadie blinked. “Inspections?”

Bridget lifted her clipboard slightly. “Occupancy verification. Quarterly. We have rules. You will learn them.”

Sadie turned to Reid, silently demanding an explanation.

Reid’s mouth tightened. “She always does this.”

Bridget continued, ignoring him. “We had a report that this unit might be vacant. Vacant units become vulnerable. Vulnerable units invite buyers with cash and patience.”

Sadie’s mind made a quick inventory of every piece of paperwork she had read. She had skimmed the co-op rules because she did not plan to stay long enough for them to matter. She had underestimated, apparently, the building’s commitment to being involved in her life.

“This unit is not vacant,” Sadie said. “I am moving in.”

Bridget’s eyes flicked to Reid. “And yet he is already here.”

Sadie swallowed. “He shouldn’t be.”

Reid’s voice sharpened. “I have a lease.”

Bridget’s gaze remained steady, and in that steadiness Sadie felt a cold sort of warning.

“You have a lease,” Bridget repeated.

“Yes,” Reid said. “Signed. Paid. I’ve been living here.”

Sadie’s fingers tightened around the box until the cardboard creaked. “That’s impossible.”

Bridget looked between them again, then smiled in a way that did not soften her face.

“Well,” she said, “this is unfortunate.”

Sadie’s throat went dry. “Unfortunate how?”

Bridget tapped her clipboard. “If the unit is disputed, it is considered unverified. Unverified means it is flagged. Flagged means the building’s legal counsel is notified. Notified means delays.”

Sadie’s chest tightened. She did not have room in her life for delays. She had taken leave from work. She had packed up her small apartment. She had promised herself she would not have to call her mother and explain why she was sleeping on a friend’s couch because a stranger had stolen her aunt’s home.

Bridget’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if she had spotted the shape of Sadie’s fear and decided it was useful.

“And delays,” Bridget continued, “are precisely what certain interested parties are hoping for.”

Sadie’s gaze snapped to her. “Interested parties?”

Bridget’s mouth thinned. “A developer. He has been circling this building like a polite shark. He wants units to slip through cracks. He buys them at a discount. He renovates. He sells. He calls it progress.”

Sadie swallowed, grief flickering sharp and brief behind her ribs. This was her aunt’s home. Her aunt’s refuge. Her aunt’s small, stubborn corner of the world. Sadie had told herself she was moving in for practical reasons, but the truth was her aunt had left her something that felt like a final handhold.

A home.

She was not ready to let it be swallowed by someone else’s idea of progress.

Reid’s voice came quieter, more controlled. “Bridget, this is not a good time.”

Bridget’s eyes cut to him. “It is exactly the right time. Inspection day is always the right time.”

Sadie looked at Reid again, and her irritation shifted, reluctantly, into a new question.

If he was telling the truth, how had he ended up with a lease to her aunt’s apartment?

And if he was lying, why did he look like someone who hated lying?

Bridget stepped closer, peering at the doorframe like she could read answers in the paint.

“Open,” she said.

“It’s already open,” Reid said.

Bridget ignored him and looked at Sadie. “You will both come inside. I will verify occupancy. I will verify my intent.”

Sadie blinked. “Intent?”

Bridget’s smile returned, thin as paper. “Whether this unit has stable residents who understand what co-op living requires.”

Sadie’s gaze sharpened. “Stable residents.”

Reid exhaled. “Here we go.”

Sadie turned her head slightly, lowering her voice. “What is she talking about?”

Reid’s mouth twisted. “She wants to know if you’re going to live here, or if you’re going to sell it, or if you’re going to disappear. She thinks instability invites developers.”

Sadie’s stomach tightened. “I’m not selling it.”

Reid’s eyes flicked to her, quick and assessing. “Good.”

The word landed too easily between them. Like a small agreement.

Sadie did not like how it felt.

Bridget cleared her throat. “Inside.”

Sadie stared at Reid. “Move.”

Reid held her gaze, something stubborn and careful in his expression. Then he stepped back, opening the doorway wider.

Sadie walked in with her box, the space immediately familiar and unfamiliar at once. Her aunt’s coat rack was still there, but a different jacket hung on it. Her aunt’s rug was still underfoot, but a pair of men’s boots sat neatly beside it, like they had always belonged.

The apartment smelled like citrus cleaner and coffee. It should have smelled like her aunt. Like lavender and old books. Sadie’s throat tightened, not with tears, but with the shock of something personal being overwritten.

Reid watched her face like he was reading a reaction he could not afford.

Bridget moved with brisk efficiency, checking windows, tapping walls, making notes. “Bedroom,” she said.

Sadie stiffened. “Excuse me?”

“Bedroom,” Bridget repeated. “Occupancy requires sleeping arrangements.”

Sadie’s face heated. “That’s private.”

Bridget’s gaze remained flat. “This is a co-op. Privacy is a privilege maintained through compliance.”

Sadie turned to Reid. “Tell her no.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “If we tell her no, she flags the unit.”

Sadie’s pulse hammered. “We?”

Reid’s eyes held hers for a beat. “Right now, whether you like it or not, the building thinks this is a shared situation. If she flags it, it invites the developer’s lawyer to start sniffing around. That’s what she’s warning you about.”

Sadie stared at him, mind racing. She wanted to hate him. She wanted him gone. But she also wanted her aunt’s home protected from a stranger with money and patience.

Bridget looked over her clipboard. “Bedroom,” she said again, and this time the word sounded less like a request and more like a door closing.

Sadie drew a slow breath, then set her box down carefully on the entry table like she was placing a fragile piece of herself in a neutral zone.

“Fine,” she said. “But this is a mistake. I’m not living with him.”

Reid’s mouth tightened. “I’m not exactly thrilled either.”

Sadie shot him a look. “Then why are you here?”

His eyes flicked away for the briefest moment. “Because I need to be.”

It was not an answer. It was a confession shaped like one.

Curiosity anchor one settled into Sadie’s chest, irritating as a grain of sand.

They walked down the small hallway. Sadie recognized her aunt’s framed photo of the sea on the wall, but beside it was another frame, one Sadie had never seen: a black-and-white print of old keys, ornate and heavy, like they belonged to a different century.

She stopped. “That wasn’t here.”

Reid followed her gaze. “It was in a drawer when I moved in.”

Sadie turned. “You went through her drawers?”

Reid’s expression hardened. “I didn’t take anything. I found it with a note.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. “A note.”

Reid nodded once, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a small folded paper. He hesitated, then handed it to her.

Sadie took it, fingers stiff, and opened it.

The handwriting was her aunt’s.

If you’re reading this, you have a key for a reason. Be kind. Be careful. And do not let this place fall into the wrong hands.

Sadie’s breath caught. The note was short, but it felt like a hand on her shoulder, steadying her.

She looked at Reid again, and the world shifted slightly, not into trust, but into the possibility that this situation was not as simple as theft.

Curiosity anchor two took root.

Bridget pushed open the bedroom door and stepped inside as if she had every right. Sadie followed, tense, and saw her aunt’s bed replaced with a different one. Neater. Less worn. The quilt her aunt loved was folded on a chair, untouched, like an artifact.

Bridget made a note. “One bed.”

Sadie’s face flared hot. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

Reid’s voice came quickly. “I sleep on the couch sometimes.”

Bridget’s eyes lifted. “Sometimes.”

Sadie glared at Reid. He did not look at her. He looked at Bridget, as if he knew exactly how to talk to people like her.

Bridget tapped her pen. “If two residents are claiming occupancy, the board requires confirmation that the unit’s use complies with the co-op’s standards. One resident cannot be transient. The unit cannot be in dispute. The unit cannot be in limbo.”

Sadie’s mind snagged on the word limbo. She had lived in it for months after her aunt died, moving through days like she was walking through fog. She had promised herself she was done with limbo.

Bridget’s gaze sharpened. “Are you both residents?”

Sadie opened her mouth, ready to say no, ready to say this man was a problem she would remove, ready to say the unit belonged to her and only her.

Then she imagined a developer buying this place, stripping it down to white walls and glass, erasing the softness her aunt had built here. She imagined losing not just a property, but a last piece of her aunt’s life.

Her answer caught in her throat.

Reid’s voice came first. “Yes.”

Sadie whipped her head toward him. “No.”

Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “Then we have a dispute.”

Sadie’s breath shortened. “I can fix this. I can call the attorney. I can call management.”

Bridget nodded once, satisfied. “You may. Meanwhile, I will flag the unit as unverified.”

Sadie’s stomach dropped.

Reid took a step forward. “Bridget.”

Bridget held up one finger. “Rules.”

Sadie heard herself speak before she could stop. “Wait.”

Bridget paused.

Sadie looked at Reid. He watched her with something careful in his eyes, as if he had been waiting for her to decide whether she was the kind of person who burned everything down to prove she was right.

She hated that he might already know her patterns.

Sadie turned back to Bridget. “What counts as verified?”

Bridget’s mouth softened by a fraction, not kindness, but interest. “Co-residency paperwork. A signed statement of intent to occupy for a fixed term. The board’s acknowledgement that the unit is stable.”

Sadie swallowed. “How long?”

“Sixty days,” Bridget said. “Minimum.”

Sadie’s hands clenched at her sides. Sixty days sounded like a prison sentence. Sixty days also sounded like a solution.

Reid’s voice came low. “Sadie, you don’t have to.”

Sadie stared at him. “Don’t tell me what I have to do.”

Reid’s expression flickered, something like surprise mixed with respect. “Fair.”

Bridget checked her watch. “I will return this evening for paperwork. If it is not signed, it will be flagged by morning.”

She turned to leave, then paused in the doorway.

“And for the record,” Bridget added, eyes moving between them, “the board prefers couples. Couples tend to stay.”

Sadie’s face went hot again. “We are not a couple.”

Bridget’s lips pressed together. “Then perhaps you should practice looking like you could be.”

She left, footsteps steady down the hall, like she had dropped a match and walked away from the smoke.

Sadie stood in the bedroom, staring at her aunt’s folded quilt, her throat tight with rage and grief and a new, unwanted thread of panic.

Reid exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry.”

Sadie turned on him. “Are you?”

“Yes,” he said, and there was no drama in it, only a quiet weight. “This wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “How was it supposed to happen?”

Reid hesitated. “I was supposed to be temporary.”

Sadie’s pulse kicked. “Why were you here at all?”

Reid’s jaw tightened, and for a moment his composure slipped. Not into anger. Into something more vulnerable, quickly hidden.

“Because your aunt let me,” he said. “And because I didn’t have a better option.”

Sadie stared at him, the note still in her hand, the ink like a voice from the past insisting this was not random.

Curiosity anchor three settled in, the most dangerous one yet.

Why had her aunt given Reid a key?

Sadie forced herself to breathe evenly. “I’m not signing anything that gives you rights to this place.”

Reid nodded once, immediate. “I don’t want rights. I want time.”

Sadie’s laugh came out sharp. “Time for what?”

Reid’s gaze held hers, steady now. “To fix what management messed up. To keep this unit from getting flagged. To keep that developer from getting a foothold. And,” he added, quieter, “to leave without making it worse for you.”

Sadie stared at him, anger still burning, but the shape of the problem changed.

She had arrived expecting solitude and control. Instead, she had a stranger with her aunt’s handwriting in his pocket and a co-op board president giving her an ultimatum.

Two keys. One door. One decision that had to be made before morning.

Sadie looked down at her aunt’s quilt, then at the old-keys print on the wall, then at Reid standing in her aunt’s bedroom like he belonged there when he absolutely did not.

“Sixty days,” she said, voice flat.

Reid’s eyes widened slightly. “You’re considering it.”

Sadie lifted her chin. “I’m considering protecting what’s mine.”

Reid nodded slowly. “Then we need a plan.”

Sadie’s gaze sharpened. “We need boundaries.”

Reid’s mouth twisted, faint amusement threading through the tension. “I’m good with boundaries.”

Sadie didn’t know why the line irritated her more than it should have.

“Fine,” she said. “We sign nothing tonight. We call management now. We called the attorney. And you explain exactly how you ended up with a lease to my aunt’s apartment.”

Reid nodded. “Okay.”

Sadie took a step toward the hallway, then stopped, turning back. “And Reid?”

He looked up.

“If you’re lying,” she said, “I will make your life very uncomfortable.”

Reid’s mouth curved, not into a smirk, but into something almost sincere. “I believe you.”

Sadie held his gaze a beat too long, the air between them suddenly too full, like a room that had been shut for a long time and was now being asked to hold two people’s breath.

She looked away first, because she was not a woman who got distracted by eyes when she was standing on the edge of chaos.

But as she walked back toward the entryway, her aunt’s note warm in her hand, Sadie couldn’t stop thinking about Bridget’s parting comment.

The board prefers couples.

Sadie did not intend to be anyone’s couple.

And yet, when she reached the front door, Reid was already there, holding it open for her as if they were a team.

As if they had always been.

Sadie stepped past him, their shoulders nearly brushing, and for one ridiculous second she imagined what it would look like to pretend. To smile. To convince a building full of strangers that she belonged here with him.

The thought should have been laughable.

Instead it landed like a spark.

Sadie tightened her grip on her key, and the other key, Reid’s key, hung between them in the air like a dare neither of them had agreed to accept.

Not yet.

But soon.

Because by morning, the building would demand a choice, and Sadie could already feel the shape of her life shifting around it.
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Sadie didn’t let herself stand still long enough for panic to get organized.

The apartment was too familiar for that, too full of her aunt in the angles of the light and the shape of the hallway, even with a stranger’s boots lined up neatly where her aunt’s slippers used to sit. Familiarity made grief sneaky. It slid in sideways, disguised as logistics. Sadie refused to give it a foothold, not while the front door of her aunt’s home was still a contested border.

She crossed the entryway with purpose, picked up her phone, and opened her call history as if she could bully reality by being efficient.

Reid hovered near the door like he was waiting for a verdict. He didn’t crowd her. He didn’t touch her. He simply watched with a quiet, contained focus that made Sadie want to bristle, because focus was her thing. It was how she survived. She didn’t like seeing it worn so comfortably on someone who had walked out of her aunt’s apartment like he belonged there.

Sadie called management first.

A chipper automated voice thanked her for contacting the office and informed her that the current wait time was “approximately eight minutes.”

Sadie stared at the screen as if the number were an insult.

Eight minutes was a long time to share air with a man who might be a liar, might be a victim of the same mess, or might be something worse, something that didn’t fit cleanly into her carefully labeled categories.

She put the phone on speaker and set it on the entry table beside her box. The kettle inside shifted, clinking softly like it was trying to remind her that she was still carrying pieces of a life, not just paperwork.

Reid’s gaze flicked to the box. “You can put that down.”

“I already did,” Sadie said, even though she had not. She held it for another moment on principle, then lowered it carefully, like she was placing a fragile argument on a table.

The hold music began, a tinny melody that sounded like an apology made by someone who didn’t mean it.

Sadie turned toward the living room, scanning the space the way she would scan a meeting agenda for land mines. The couch was there, the same worn armrest her aunt used to pat when she wanted you to sit down and stay a while. The coffee table held a few items that were not her aunt’s. A set of keys, of course. A small tool roll. A folded receipt. A paperback with a cracked spine.

Sadie’s mouth tightened. Evidence of a life in the wrong place.

Reid cleared his throat, not loudly, just enough to signal he was about to speak. “I’m going to take my boots off.”

Sadie’s eyes snapped to his face. “You’re already inside.”

“I know,” he said evenly. “I mean, I’m not trying to bring in more dirt.”

The line should have been nothing. It was nothing. And yet her body reacted anyway, a faint loosening at the edges of her tension, because basic consideration was disarming. It was harder to hate someone who worried about dirt.

Sadie watched him slip his boots off by the door. His socks were dark, plain, the kind of detail that suggested he didn’t spend time curating himself. He stood straighter afterward, as if bare feet made him less like an intruder and more like someone human.

Sadie didn’t like how her brain filed that away.

The music continued. A voice cut in to tell her she was “still in the queue.”

Sadie pinched the bridge of her nose. “Of course.”

Reid leaned his shoulder lightly against the wall, not too relaxed, not too tense. “If you want, I can call from my phone too. Two calls might get through faster.”

Sadie’s laugh was short. “What, like we’re ordering a pizza and the first person got put on hold?”

Reid’s mouth curved faintly. Not a smile exactly. Something like agreement. “Like we’re ordering a pizza and the first person got put on hold.”

Sadie’s irritation tried to flare, but it met something else instead. A recognition, unwanted and grudging, that he understood the rhythm of her frustration.

“Fine,” she said. “Call.”

Reid pulled his phone out, tapped quickly, and held it to his ear. He turned slightly away, giving her a sliver of privacy while still staying close enough that she could hear if his call connected first.

Sadie’s phone clicked, and a recorded voice informed her that “all representatives are assisting other callers.”

Sadie’s hand tightened around her own device. She looked toward the hallway where her aunt’s recipe book sat inside her box like a memory she hadn’t earned yet. This move was supposed to be practical. Temporary. A quiet way to heal without making a show of it.

Instead, she was fighting for access to her aunt’s home before she had even taken off her coat.

The hold music shifted. The automated voice returned. “Your call is important to us.”

Sadie mouthed the words silently, her lips pressing together. If her call was important, someone would answer.

Reid’s phone beeped and he lowered it. “Voicemail.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “Already?”

“They have a direct line for maintenance emergencies,” he said. “I left a message. I didn’t say anything dramatic. I said there’s a discrepancy in unit occupancy and we need a call back today.”

Sadie stared at him. “You left that message like you’ve done this before.”

Reid’s gaze held hers. “I have.”

Sadie didn’t like how quickly her imagination filled in what that could mean. She didn’t like not knowing what kind of man he was in this building. The kind who left polite voicemails, or the kind who knew how to shape a narrative.

Her phone finally clicked, and a real voice came through with the weary kindness of someone who had already apologized to five people that morning.

“Building management, this is Olivia. How can I help you?”

Sadie straightened. “Hi. I’m calling about Unit Three B. I’m the new occupant. I have a confirmed move-in today and a key, but someone is currently in the unit claiming he has a lease.”

There was a pause, long enough for Sadie to hear typing. “Unit Three B,” Olivia repeated, voice cautious now. “One moment.”

Sadie held her breath without meaning to.

Reid’s eyes stayed on her face, tracking the micro-shifts like he was reading a gauge.

Olivia returned. “Okay. I’m seeing... that unit is listed as occupied.”

Sadie’s skin prickled. “Occupied by me.”

“I’m seeing it listed as occupied by a tenant,” Olivia said, and her tone dipped into discomfort. “Are you... the owner?”

Sadie felt her throat tighten. The owner sounded too permanent. Too heavy. She hadn’t earned that word yet. She had inherited it, and inheritance didn’t stop grief from making you feel like an impostor.

“Yes,” she said, keeping her voice steady. “The unit was left to me. I have documentation from the attorney.”

Olivia paused again. “Okay. I’m going to need to escalate this. Can you hold it?”

Sadie’s fingers curled. “Sure.”

The line filled with another melody. Sadie stared at the wall, refusing to let herself imagine what “escalate” could mean in co-op language. Delays. Legal counsel. Developers circling politely.

Behind her, Reid spoke quietly into his own phone, likely sending a text. The small sound of his voice in the background made the apartment feel less like an empty stage and more like a scene she had walked in on.

Olivia came back with a slightly different tone, brisk and careful. “Thank you for holding. I have a few questions. Did you sign any lease agreement yourself?”

“No,” Sadie said. “I didn’t rent anything. The unit is mine. I’m moving in.”

“And you said a man is currently in the unit?”

Sadie looked at Reid. He didn’t flinch. He didn’t look away. He simply waited.

“Yes,” Sadie said. “He’s here.”

Olivia’s voice tightened. “Okay. For safety reasons, if you feel unsafe—”

“I don’t feel unsafe,” Sadie cut in, because she didn’t want this to become a police matter, a spectacle, a story in the building that would follow her for the next sixty days like a shadow. “I just need the paperwork corrected. And I need to know how this happened.”

Olivia exhaled audibly. “Understood. I’m going to be honest with you. Our records show a lease signed for that unit three months ago.”

Sadie’s stomach dropped, slow and sick. “That’s impossible.”

“I can’t speak to the estate transfer,” Olivia said. “But I can see the lease. It looks... valid in our system.”

Sadie’s voice went cold. “Whose name is on it?”

There was a pause. The soft click of keyboard keys.

Olivia read it out. “Reid.”

Sadie didn’t repeat it. She didn’t have to.

Her gaze locked onto Reid’s face, and for the first time, he looked slightly less composed. Not guilty, exactly. More like someone watching a trap spring and realizing he couldn’t talk his way out of the teeth.

Sadie forced her voice steady. “Okay. And who authorized that lease?”

Olivia hesitated. “It was processed through our external rentals portal.”

Sadie’s mind snapped to Bridget’s warning. Interested parties. Developers who waited for cracks.

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “External portal.”

“Yes,” Olivia said carefully. “It’s a service we use for overflow. It’s meant to handle temporary rentals.”

Sadie’s hand shook once, a sharp tremor, then stilled. “My aunt didn’t authorize any rentals. She was—”

She stopped. The sentence tried to become something else. She was sick. She was gone. She was not here to say no.

Sadie swallowed hard. “She didn’t authorize it.”

Olivia’s voice softened a fraction. “I understand. I’m going to need you to email your estate documentation today. I will open a dispute case.”

Sadie’s throat felt tight. “A dispute case.”

“Yes,” Olivia said. “It triggers an internal review.”

Sadie’s voice sharpened. “How long does an internal review take?”

Olivia hesitated, then answered with the reluctant honesty of someone who wished she could lie. “It can take up to thirty business days.”

Sadie went still.

Thirty business days might as well be a year in co-op time. It was enough time for a developer to slip in with a smile and a contract. Enough time for Bridget to flag the unit. Enough time for Sadie to lose her aunt’s home in a storm of paperwork while she sat on hold listening to apologetic music.

Reid stepped closer, not into her space, but close enough that she could hear his voice without a speaker.

“Ask about temporary occupancy verification,” he murmured.

Sadie’s eyes flashed. “You don’t get to coach me.”

“I’m not coaching,” he said quietly. “I’m trying to stop the unit from getting flagged.”

Sadie’s jaw tightened. She hated that he sounded practical. She hated it more that he sounded right.

Sadie turned back to the phone. “What can be done to prevent the unit from being flagged by the co-op board during that review period?”

Olivia paused. “You have a co-op board involved?”

“Yes,” Sadie said flatly. “And they’re... proactive.”

Olivia made a small sound that suggested she understood exactly what kind of proactive that meant. “Okay. I can provide a provisional letter stating that the unit is under active ownership verification and that occupancy will be determined by the owner pending review.”

Sadie’s chest loosened by a fraction. “You can do that today?”

“I can,” Olivia said. “If you send the documentation within the next hour.”

Sadie looked at her box, at the folder inside her bag, at the mess she had tried to keep neat. “I can do that.”

Olivia continued, “However, the tenant will also be notified.”

Sadie’s eyes cut to Reid again. He held her gaze steadily, like he already knew he would be notified, like he had expected the system to finally catch up.

Sadie lowered her voice. “Notified how?”

“Email and phone,” Olivia said. “He’ll receive a notice of dispute.”

Sadie’s mind flashed to the clipboard, the way Bridget had said flagged by morning. The building’s legal counsel sniffed around. Developers are waiting politely.

Sadie forced herself to breathe. “Okay. Send the letter. I’ll email the documentation in the next hour.”

“I’ll do that,” Olivia said, sounding relieved to have a clear action. “One more thing. For safety and legal reasons, we cannot remove a tenant without due process. If he refuses to leave, the dispute process will determine the outcome.”

Sadie’s grip tightened around her phone. “He can’t just refuse to leave.”

Olivia’s voice was careful. “If he has a lease in the system, there are tenant protections. It’s complicated.”

Sadie swallowed the urge to scream. “Fine. Send the letter.”

Olivia gave her an email address and a case number. Sadie repeated it back, wrote it down, and ended the call with a clipped thank you.

The moment the line went dead, silence expanded in the apartment.

Sadie stared at the blank screen of her phone, then slowly raised her gaze to Reid.

He stood with his hands at his sides, posture still, eyes steady. He didn’t look smug. He didn’t look victorious. He looked like someone bracing for impact.

Sadie’s voice came out even, too even. “Three months.”

Reid nodded. “Yes.”

Sadie took a slow breath. “A lease, processed through an external rentals portal.”

Reid nodded again, almost reluctantly. “Yes.”

Sadie’s mouth tightened. “So either you signed a lease for an apartment you had no right to rent, or you were tricked into signing a lease for an apartment that should never have been listed.”

Reid’s jaw flexed. “The second one.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s convenient.”

Reid didn’t flinch. “I know.”

Sadie’s anger was sharp, but underneath it was something she didn’t want to name. Fear, maybe. Or grief shaped into rage because rage felt like action, and grief felt like drowning.

“Why this unit?” Sadie asked. “Why my aunt’s place?”

Reid’s gaze dipped to the hallway, toward the framed sea photo, toward the quilt folded like an unfinished sentence. “I didn’t choose it because it was hers. I chose it because it was available.”

Sadie’s voice cut. “It shouldn’t have been.”

“I know,” he said quietly.

Sadie walked past him into the living room, needing movement, needing distance, needing to reclaim space with her body the way she reclaimed control with her mind. She went to the coffee table, picked up the set of keys there without thinking, then stopped when she realized what she was holding.

Two keys.

One was her own key, the one she had been given by management. The other was Reid’s, heavier, attached to a ring that had seen a lot of locks. Sadie’s fingers curled around both, her knuckles whitening.

Reid watched her. “Those are mine.”

Sadie’s eyes flashed. “Everything in here feels like it’s yours.”

Reid’s expression tightened, not anger, but something like being hit in a place that was already bruised. “I didn’t move your aunt’s things. I didn’t throw anything out. I kept the bedroom the way it was until I couldn’t keep sleeping on the couch without feeling like my spine was filing a complaint.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. She hated that he had slept on her aunt’s couch. She hated that it made him sound considerate. She hated that it made her aunt’s absence feel more real.

“You should have left,” Sadie said.

Reid’s voice came low. “Where would I go?”

Sadie opened her mouth, then closed it. She didn’t owe him compassion. She didn’t owe him curiosity. And yet the question landed with weight because it wasn’t a defense. It was a fact.

Sadie forced herself to focus. “Okay. Here’s what happens next. I emailed the documentation. Management sends the provisional letter. The board gets it.”

Reid nodded. “And Bridget still wants co-residency paperwork.”

Sadie’s shoulders tightened. “Yes.”

Reid hesitated. “If the board flags the unit anyway, that developer’s rep is going to show up with a smile and a stack of forms.”

Sadie’s gaze sharpened. “How do you know that?”

Reid’s mouth tightened, and for a moment he looked like he was deciding how much truth to give her.

“Because he already tried it,” Reid said. “Not with you. With me.”

Sadie’s pulse kicked. “When.”

“Two weeks ago,” Reid said. “He came to the building, said he was ‘checking on vacancies.’ He asked a lot of questions that didn’t sound like someone who cared about vacancies. He sounded like someone who cared about timing.”

Sadie swallowed hard. Timing. The kind of word that made grief feel like a target.

“Did you tell him anything?” Sadie asked.

“No,” Reid said quickly. “I told him I lived here. I told him to talk to management.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “And did he?”

Reid’s mouth twisted slightly. “I don’t think he likes hearing no.”

Sadie’s fingers tightened on the keys. She didn’t like hearing no either, but she at least tried to pretend she respected it.

Sadie moved toward the kitchen, needing something to do with her hands. The kitchen was small, clean, and painfully familiar. Her aunt’s mug still sat on a shelf, the one with a faded floral pattern. Sadie reached for it instinctively, then stopped herself. Touching it felt like stepping into a room she wasn’t ready to enter.

Instead, she opened a drawer, found a plain glass, and filled it with water.

Reid followed at a distance, staying near the doorway like he didn’t want to invade her orbit more than necessary.

Sadie drank half the glass in one pull, then set it down. “Tell me the story.”

Reid’s gaze held hers. “Which story?”

“The one where you ended up with a lease,” Sadie said. “And the one where my aunt wrote you a note.”

Reid’s throat moved as he swallowed. “The note was in a drawer.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not an answer.”

Reid exhaled slowly. “Okay.”

He leaned back against the counter, not too casual, just enough to keep his body steady. “I took the lease because I needed a place fast. My last place was a sublet. The owner’s kid came back early. I had two weeks to get out.”

Sadie watched his face, looking for the telltale swagger of a man who expected sympathy as payment. It wasn’t there. There was only a flat honesty, the kind that didn’t ask for comfort.

“I found this unit through the portal,” Reid continued. “It looked legitimate. It had a management contact. It had a key pickup process. It had a lease with standard terms.”

Sadie’s jaw tightened. “And you didn’t think it was strange that a co-op unit was listed like that.”

Reid’s mouth twisted. “I did. I asked. They said the owner was traveling and wanted a temporary tenant.”

Sadie’s hands clenched. Traveling. Her aunt had not been traveling. Her aunt had barely been leaving the apartment in the months before—

Sadie cut off the thought. She wouldn’t let it crush her in the kitchen.

Reid’s voice softened slightly. “I didn’t know. I swear I didn’t.”

Sadie stared at him. “So you moved in. You found my aunt’s things. You found her note.”

Reid nodded once. “I found the note the first week.”

Sadie’s breath caught. “Why were you in her drawers?”

Reid’s eyes held hers without flinching this time. “Because the locks were wrong.”

Sadie blinked. “What.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “The front door lock was worn. The deadbolt didn’t seat right. The striker plate was loose. It was a security issue.”

Sadie’s brows knit. “So you went through drawers because the deadbolt was loose.”

Reid’s mouth curved slightly, humor flickering briefly as if he knew how ridiculous it sounded. “I know. But listen. I’m a locksmith.”

Sadie’s gaze sharpened. “That was in the cast—”

She stopped herself. She wasn’t supposed to be thinking about the cast snapshot like it was evidence.

Reid continued, “I carry tools because I fix locks. I noticed the door because I can’t not notice it. And when I started looking for the building’s spare key code, I checked the usual places people keep those. Drawers. A little tin in the kitchen. A folder.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. “And you found a note.”

Reid nodded. “In a small envelope. It wasn’t sealed. It wasn’t addressed to me. It was just... there.”

Sadie stared at him, mind racing. Her aunt had been private, but she had also been practical. She left notes. She left instructions. She left small anchors for other people to grab.

“Why would she leave that note,” Sadie whispered, “in a drawer.”

Reid’s eyes stayed on hers. “I don’t know. But it read like she expected someone to find it.”

Sadie’s stomach churned. Expected someone. Not necessarily him. Someone.

Curiosity pressed in, sharp and uncomfortable.

Reid’s voice came quieter. “I didn’t take anything. I didn’t touch her photos. I didn’t pack up her things. I kept the bedroom mostly as-is. I didn’t hang my clothes in her closet. I kept my things in the hall closet.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. She didn’t want to hear about how he tried to be respectful. Respect didn’t fix the fact that her aunt’s home had been opened to a stranger like a product listing.

Sadie forced her voice firm again. “Okay. That’s your side. Now here’s mine. This unit was left to me. I have legal documentation. I will win this dispute. The only question is what happens between now and then.”

Reid nodded slowly. “Right.”

Sadie stepped closer, setting the keys down on the counter between them like a boundary line. “Between now and then, you do not touch my aunt’s things without permission. You do not go into the bedroom when I’m in it. You do not enter my space without knocking, even if the space is technically the whole apartment.”

Reid’s eyes held hers. “Okay.”

Sadie’s chest tightened. She didn’t like how easily he agreed. She had prepared for an argument. She had prepared for defensiveness. She hadn’t prepared for compliance.

“And,” Sadie added, voice sharpening, “you do not charm the board. You do not make deals. You do not speak for me.”

Reid’s mouth tightened. “I’m not trying to speak for you. I’m trying to keep the unit from getting flagged before you even unpack a mug.”

Sadie’s face flared. “Don’t.”

Reid’s expression shifted. He took a breath, then spoke carefully. “I get it. You don’t trust me. You shouldn’t. But if we handle this wrong, you might still win, and the unit might still get sold out from under you in the process. That’s the game here. Wear you down. Distract you. Delay you.”

Sadie’s fingers curled around the edge of the counter. He sounded like someone who had seen this building’s politics up close. That made him either useful or dangerous.

“Why do you care,” Sadie asked, “if this unit gets sold.”

Reid’s gaze held hers for a beat too long. “Because it shouldn’t.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. The line should have made her roll her eyes. It didn’t. It landed with a weight that felt like conviction, and Sadie had learned the hard way that conviction wasn’t common. People were more often motivated by convenience.

Sadie’s phone buzzed on the counter. A text.

Willa.

Sadie’s chest squeezed. She hadn’t told Willa she was moving today because she didn’t want commentary. Willa’s optimism was loud. It filled rooms. Sadie had not had the capacity for loud lately.

She opened the message anyway.

Are you in? Tell me everything. I need pictures of the place. Also, do you have a moving disaster yet because I’m manifesting one for comedic value.

Sadie stared at the screen. Her mouth tightened, then softened despite herself.

Reid watched her face. “Friend?”

Sadie’s voice came clipped. “Willa. She thinks chaos is a personality trait.”

Reid’s mouth curved slightly. “It can be.”

Sadie shot him a look, then typed back.

Yes. Disaster achieved. Will call later.

Willa replied almost instantly.

Disaster achieved? Like, a box broke or a neighbor screamed or you found a haunted lamp?

Sadie’s throat tightened again. Haunted lamps would have been easier.

She locked her phone and set it aside.

Reid shifted. “My friend’s on his way.”

Sadie’s head snapped up. “What.”

Reid held up his phone. “I texted him earlier. I told him something was happening with the unit. He’s bringing me my spare lockbox.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you need a lockbox?”

Reid hesitated. “Because if we’re going to share space for sixty days, we need a way to control access.”

Sadie’s stomach tightened. Share space. Sixty days. The words were too big to be spoken in her aunt’s kitchen without making her want to run.

“We are not agreeing to sixty days,” Sadie said sharply. “We are doing paperwork to keep the unit from being flagged. That’s it.”

Reid’s gaze stayed steady. “I’m not asking you to like it. I’m asking you to survive it without losing the unit.”

Sadie’s chest tightened. She hated how practical he was. She hated how he used the word survive like he understood what it meant to live through something that cracked you open.

Sadie forced herself to focus on action again. “Okay. I’m going to email management the documents.”

Reid nodded. “I’ll call the attorney number you have.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t give you the number.”

“I saw it on the welcome packet when you opened your bag earlier,” Reid said, then added quickly, “I wasn’t trying to snoop. It was visible.”

Sadie’s jaw tightened. “Don’t look at my things.”

Reid’s mouth tightened too. “I won’t.”

The small friction between them sparked, brief and sharp. Sadie could feel it in her ribs, the way conflict always made her body want to tighten for impact. It was easier to be angry than to be scared. It was easier to be strict than to be soft.

Sadie pulled the folder from her bag and began sorting through documents, laying them on the dining table like she was building a case file. The estate transfer letter. The attorney’s contact. The co-op welcome packet. The move-in confirmation. The note from her aunt, still in her pocket, warm from her hand.

Reid stood at the edge of the table, watching, then looked away as if he didn’t want to seem like he was policing her process.

Sadie’s laptop booted up. She attached scans, wrote a concise email, and hit send. The moment it left her outbox, a small sliver of relief slid through her chest.

Then her phone buzzed again.

Unknown number.

Sadie answered, voice clipped. “Hello.”

A man’s voice came through smooth and practiced, the kind of smoothness that made Sadie’s spine tighten. “Sadie. This is Gareth.”

Sadie froze.

Reid’s head lifted, eyes sharpening instantly.

Sadie swallowed. “Gareth who.”

There was a small pause, just long enough to signal he enjoyed the power of being the one who had called first. “Gareth. I work with a group that specializes in helping new owners navigate co-op transitions. I was told you’re taking over Unit Three B.”

Sadie’s stomach went cold.

Reid’s voice came low, urgent, barely moving his lips. “That’s him.”

Sadie’s grip tightened around the phone. She forced her voice to calm. “Who told you?”

Gareth’s tone stayed pleasant. “People talk. Buildings talk. Co-ops have a way of making everything everyone’s business.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. “I’m not interested.”

Gareth chuckled softly, as if she had made a cute joke. “I hear you. But you might want to be, because I also hear there’s a complication. A tenant. A lease. A dispute. Those can be... exhausting.”

Sadie’s jaw clenched. “I’m handling it.”

“Of course you are,” Gareth said smoothly. “But you’re new to the building. New to the board. And the board can be... particular. They care about stability.”

Sadie’s eyes narrowed. The same word Bridget had used. Stable residents. Couples tend to stay.

Gareth continued, “I represent buyers who are very patient. Very respectful. If you decide you don’t want the headache, we can make an offer quickly. Quietly. Cash. No drawn-out process.”

Sadie’s chest tightened, anger sparking hot and bright. “My aunt’s apartment is not for sale.”

Gareth’s voice softened, feigning empathy. “Grief makes people say that at first.”

Sadie’s breath caught. Rage flashed through her so sharply she felt it in her fingertips.

Reid’s hand lifted slightly, palm down, a silent gesture to breathe. Sadie hated that she needed it.

Sadie forced her voice steady. “Do not call me again.”

Gareth’s tone stayed polite. “Sadie, I’m trying to help. This building is a beast. The board, the disputes, the delays. Sometimes the kindest thing you can do for yourself is let go.”

Sadie’s teeth clenched. “No.”

Gareth sighed, as if she were being stubborn about something harmless. “Okay. I won’t push. But you’ll have my number. When the board starts asking questions you don’t know how to answer, you’ll understand why people take the exit ramp.”

Sadie’s voice turned ice-cold. “If the board asks questions, I will answer them. If I need help, I’ll hire a lawyer. Not you.”

There was a pause. Gareth’s tone sharpened by a fraction, just enough to reveal the steel underneath. “You’re already hiring one.”

Sadie went still.

Gareth’s voice returned to smooth. “Take care, Sadie.”

The call ended.

Sadie stared at her phone like it had bitten her.

Reid’s voice came low. “He called you.”

Sadie swallowed hard. “Yes.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “That means he’s paying attention.”

Sadie’s chest tightened. “He said grief makes people say that at first.”

Reid’s expression flickered, anger and something gentler crossing his face. “He’s a snake.”

Sadie’s throat tightened, grief rising like a wave she couldn’t fully dodge this time. The apartment wasn’t just a unit to her. It was her aunt’s laugh in the kitchen. Her aunt’s hands are folding quilts. Her aunt’s
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