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Locked out. 

Barefoot. 

Chasing a sock-stealing dog in mismatched pajamas.

That’s how Autumn Ridge meets Jake Hunter, her grumpy, brooding neighbor who clearly values peace, quiet, and socks that stay in his apartment.

Jake has no patience for noisy neighbors, wild dogs, or the walking whirlwind of sunshine living next door. But when her mischievous pup drags them into one comedic disaster after another, Jake starts to wonder if a little chaos might be exactly what his life has been missing.

Between nosy neighbors, laugh-out-loud antics, and a dog with an unrelenting sock obsession, sparks fly as opposites collide. For Autumn and Jake, love might just sneak in through the door they forgot to lock.

Locked Out, Let In is a laugh-out-loud clean romantic comedy filled with heart, humor, and one very determined dog who might just know best.

A light-hearted romantic comedy filled with laugh-out-loud antics, puppy love, and neighbors who discover that sometimes, life’s sweetest surprises happen when the door’s left wide open.
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Chapter 1

[image: image]


Autumn

Yoshi’s high-pitched bark echoes through the hallway as I sprint after him in mismatched pajamas—a kaleidoscope of flamingos on the top and cats on the bottom. My fluffy slippers slap against the hardwood floors, the sound as loud and clumsy as I feel. My dignity, much like my missing apartment key, has clearly abandoned me.

“Yoshi, no!” I hiss, clutching my keyring, which, as fate would have it, is utterly devoid of my actual apartment key. How did I let this happen again?

My adorable, mischievous Akita puppy prances triumphantly down the hall, a striped sock dangling from his mouth like a prize. Not just any sock—my neighbor’s sock. Because why settle for my laundry when you can upgrade to someone else’s and escalate my embarrassment?

“Yoshi, drop it! Drop it!” I plead, waving my arms like I’m auditioning for some avant-garde interpretive dance piece titled Desperation in Pajamas. Yoshi stops, tilts his head, his dark eyes full of mock innocence, and then bolts down the hall with renewed gusto.

“Oh, for—” I start, but my breath catches as I hear the faint click of my apartment door shutting behind me. I whirl around, hoping—praying—that my door isn’t locked.

Spoiler alert: it is.

“No, no, no,” I mutter, jiggling the knob uselessly as the reality of my situation sinks in. “Well, this is just perfect.” I slump against the door, forehead pressed to the cool wood, and wonder how my life has come to this.

“Rough morning?” a gravelly voice asks from behind me, startling me so badly I nearly drop the useless keyring.

I spin around, and there he is: Jake Hunter from 2B. Barefoot, clutching a cereal box like it’s the last thing keeping him tethered to sanity, he looks at me with an expression that’s equal parts bemusement and resignation. His messy hair and stubble suggest he’s either just rolled out of bed or fought a bear and lost.

“Define ‘rough,’” I say, crossing my arms in what I hope looks like casual confidence but probably reads as barely-contained panic. “Because I’m locked out, my dog’s a kleptomaniac, and your sock is now his latest victim.”

Jake glances down at his bare feet, then back at me. “Figures,” he mutters, setting the cereal box on the floor and stepping closer. “That mutt’s got a thing for my laundry. This is, what, the third time?”

“Fourth,” I admit with a wince. “But he’s really sorry about it. Aren’t you, Yoshi?”

Yoshi, utterly oblivious to the chaos he’s caused, flops onto the floor a few feet away, the sock still clamped triumphantly in his jaws like a banner of victory.

“Yeah, he looks real remorseful,” Jake deadpans, crouching to pick up the sock. Yoshi tightens his grip, tugging back. For a split second, it’s a bona fide tug-of-war: man versus puppy.

“Yoshi, let go!” I groan, dropping to my knees to intervene. “You’re embarrassing me.”

Jake raises an eyebrow, his lips twitching as if suppressing a smile. “Pretty sure the pajamas handled that already.”

I shoot him a glare, though the heat rising to my cheeks probably undermines my authority. “Not all of us wake up looking like catalog models,” I snap.

“Catalog model?” he repeats, smirking. “You mean the kind that forgot to shave and skipped deodorant?”

Before I can fire back, Yoshi finally relents, dropping the sock. Jake picks it up, holding it gingerly between two fingers like it’s radioactive.

“Thanks,” he says dryly, dangling the sock in the air. “I’ll, uh, boil this later.”

“Good plan,” I say, trying for a smile but likely landing somewhere closer to a grimace. “Sorry. Again.”

Jake shrugs, stepping back toward his door and jiggling the knob. When it doesn’t budge, his expression shifts from mild annoyance to something closer to dread. He tries again, this time with more force. Nothing.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he mutters, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Looks like I’m locked out, too.”

“Oh, fantastic,” I say with a laugh that’s about three decibels too high to be sane. “This is exactly how I wanted to spend my Saturday morning.”

“Yeah, same,” Jake replies, dragging a hand through his messy hair. “Just me, you, and Sock Bandit over there.”

Yoshi barks happily, tail wagging as if he knows he’s the star of the show. I sigh, slumping back against my door. “Well, guess we’re stuck.”

“Looks that way.” Jake leans against the wall opposite me, sliding down until he’s sitting on the floor, legs stretched out in front of him. He picks up the cereal box and shakes it absentmindedly. “Got any brilliant ideas, Pajama Queen?”

I narrow my eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

He smirks, leaning his head back against the wall. “Noted.” Then, after a beat: “So, how are we getting out of this mess?”

I glance at Yoshi, who has now begun chewing the corner of Jake’s cereal box. “Honestly? I have no idea. But I’m open to suggestions.”

Jake chuckles, the sound low and surprisingly warm. “Great. Two masterminds, one locked door, and a dog with a sock obsession. This’ll go well.”

I groan, resting my head in my hands. “This can’t possibly get any worse.”

“Don’t say that,” Jake warns, a teasing edge in his voice. “You’ll jinx us.”

As Yoshi lets out another triumphant bark, I can’t help but wonder if Jake’s right.
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Chapter 2
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Jake

This is not how I imagined my Saturday morning going.

After a 24-hour shift fighting fires and rescuing overly dramatic cats from trees—seriously, cats need to sort themselves out—I had one goal: collapse into bed with a bowl of cereal the size of my head. That dream died the second I found myself barefoot in the hallway, locked out of my apartment, and watching a dog parade around with my sock like it’s his trophy from a championship match.

And then there’s her.

The woman from 2A—Autumn, I think. She introduced herself once, but I’ve privately dubbed her the “Pajama Queen” because she’s currently wearing mismatched sleepwear that features flamingos on top and cats on the bottom. The ensemble is as absurd as it is endearing, and it perfectly matches her current state: flustered, frantic, and flailing around like she’s auditioning for a slapstick comedy.

“Yoshi, drop it!” she pleads, lunging for the sock. Her dog—an Akita puppy with a face so innocent it’s clearly hiding a criminal mastermind—dances out of reach, his tail wagging like he’s the life of the party. I should probably step in, but honestly, this is the most entertaining thing I’ve seen all week.

Then she turns those wide, desperate eyes on me, and I feel my sense of humor waver. “A little help here?” she says, her voice exasperated but edged with a hint of vulnerability.

“Sure,” I reply, setting my cereal box down and crouching. “Because wrestling a sock out of a dog’s mouth is definitely part of my firefighter training.”

“Stop judging and grab him!” she snaps, her hands on her hips, looking like a frazzled queen issuing orders. Despite her indignation, I have to bite back a grin.

I crouch lower, holding out a hand like I’m negotiating a hostage situation. “Okay, buddy, let’s talk this out. Give me the sock, and I’ll—whoa!”

Mid-sentence, my bare foot lands on something smooth and crunchy—of course, spilled cereal—and the next thing I know, I’m flat on my back, staring at the ceiling. The world feels upside down, both literally and figuratively.

“Oh my gosh, are you okay?” Autumn gasps, leaning over me with a mix of horror and amusement. Her hair falls forward in loose waves, and for a split second, I wonder how someone can look so ridiculous and so... not at the same time.

“Fine,” I mutter, rubbing the back of my head and wondering if this is karma for eating all the Lucky Charms marshmallows as a kid. “Just lying here, rethinking my life choices.”

A snort escapes her before she can stop it, and then she bursts into laughter—full, unfiltered, and annoyingly infectious. For a moment, my embarrassment fades as I stare up at her. There’s something disarming about the way she laughs, like she doesn’t care if it’s inappropriate or ill-timed.

“You’re
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