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Ivy
  Carter had learned, over the years, that nothing good ever came
  from
  arriving late.




  
Late
  flights meant lost luggage.
  


   Late payments meant awkward
  emails.
  


   Late arrivals meant keys that didn’t work and doors
  that refused to open.




  
So
  when the taxi dropped her in front of a narrow townhouse tucked
  between two renovated brick buildings in Brooklyn, she already
  knew
  the universe was about to test her patience.




  
It
  was nearly midnight. The street was quiet in the way only cities
  pretending to sleep could be—distant sirens, a hum of traffic
  somewhere far away, the soft glow of streetlamps reflecting off
  wet
  pavement. Ivy stepped out of the cab, pulled her jacket tighter
  around her shoulders, and stared up at the building that was
  supposed
  to be her home for the next three weeks.




  
The
  listing photos had promised “charming and fully private.”
  



  The reality looked more like “someone’s expensive renovation
  project.”




  
She
  rolled her suitcase up the short steps and tried the code the
  host
  had sent her earlier that day. The keypad blinked red.




  
Great.




  
She
  tried again. Slower this time. The keypad blinked red again, as
  if
  mocking her.



“

  
Don’t
  do this to me,” she muttered to the door.




  
Her
  phone buzzed in her hand. One percent battery.




  
Of
  course.




  
She
  leaned her forehead briefly against the cool wood of the door,
  resisting the urge to scream into the quiet street. Traveling for
  work always sounded glamorous when people asked about it. They
  imagined sunsets and foreign cafés, not dead phones and locked
  doors
  at midnight.




  
She
  knocked.




  
Nothing
  happened.




  
She
  knocked again, louder this time. “Hello? Hi, I’m—”




  
The
  door suddenly opened.




  
Ivy
  stumbled back half a step, nearly losing her balance. The man
  standing in the doorway looked just as startled as she felt. He
  was
  tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a dark T-shirt and jeans, his
  hair
  slightly messy like he’d run his hands through it too many times.
  One hand was still on the doorframe, the other gripping what
  looked
  like a mug.




  
They
  stared at each other.



“

  
What
  are you doing in my house?” he asked.




  
His
  voice was calm, but not friendly.



“

  
I—what?”
  Ivy blinked. “I’m checking in. This is 214 Maple Street,
  right?”



“

  
Yes,”
  he said slowly. “And you are standing on my doorstep at
  midnight.”




  
She
  let out a small, humorless laugh. “I’m supposed to be staying
  here. I booked the place online. The owner sent me a
  code.”



“

  
There
  is no code,” he replied flatly.




  
Ivy
  felt the exhaustion hit her all at once. The long flight, the
  delayed
  connection, the taxi ride that cost too much. She fumbled for her
  phone. The screen was dim, the battery warning flashing like a
  threat.



“

  
Look,
  I have the reservation. I just—my phone’s about to die. Could you
  give me a second?”




  
He
  didn’t move out of the doorway.




  
She
  turned the phone toward him, scrolling frantically through
  emails.
  “See? Booking confirmation. Ivy Carter. Three weeks.”




  
He
  frowned, leaning closer despite himself. The light from inside
  the
  house spilled over her shoulder, warm against the cold air. She
  smelled coffee and something citrusy.



“

  
This
  can’t be right,” he said. “I don’t rent out rooms. This is a
  private residence.”



“

  
Well,
  someone is renting out something,” she shot back, irritation
  creeping into her voice. “And I’m standing here with nowhere else
  to go.”




  
Silence
  stretched between them.




  
Her
  phone went black.




  
Ivy
  stared at the dark screen, then up at him. “Okay. That’s…
  unfortunate.”




  
He
  exhaled slowly, like he was counting to ten in his head. “What
  platform did you use?”




  
She
  named it. He pulled his own phone from his pocket, tapping
  quickly.
  His jaw tightened as he read.



“

  
Unbelievable,”
  he muttered. “They listed the guest suite without my
  authorization.”



“

  
You
  have a guest suite?” she asked.



“

  
I
  have a renovation project that isn’t supposed to be occupied
  yet.”



“

  
That’s
  comforting.”




  
He
  shot her a look. “You can’t stay here.”




  
She
  laughed, but there was no humor in it. “And I can’t magically
  teleport to another place at midnight with a dead phone. So what
  do
  you suggest? That I sleep on the sidewalk?”




  
His
  gaze flicked to her suitcase, then to the dark street behind her.
  Something in his expression shifted—not softness exactly, but
  reluctant responsibility.



“

  
There’s
  a small studio unit in the back,” he said. “It’s technically
  finished. I was planning to list it next month.”



“

  
So…
  I can stay there?”




  
He
  hesitated. Long enough for Ivy to feel her hope wobble. Then he
  nodded once. “For tonight. We’ll sort it out in the
  morning.”




  
Relief
  rushed through her so fast her knees felt weak. “Thank you. I
  promise I’m not usually this much of a disaster.”



“

  
That’s
  not reassuring.”




  
She
  followed him inside. The interior was modern and clean, all sharp
  lines and neutral colors. The place smelled like fresh paint and
  coffee. He led her through the main living space, down a narrow
  hallway, and out to a small courtyard where a separate entrance
  waited.



“

  
This
  is the studio,” he said. “Bathroom, bed, kitchenette. Don’t
  touch anything in the main house.”



“

  
I
  wasn’t planning on redecorating,” she replied.




  
He
  opened the door and flicked on the light. The space was simple
  but
  warm. A small bed against one wall, a tiny kitchen setup, a
  window
  looking out onto the courtyard.




  
It
  was more than she’d hoped for ten minutes ago.




  
She
  set her suitcase down. “Seriously, thank you. I’ll call the
  platform first thing in the morning and get this cleared
  up.”



“

  
You’d
  better,” he said. “This is not how I operate.”




  
She
  turned to face him. “We’re already starting off on the wrong
  foot, aren’t we?”




  
He
  crossed his arms. “You broke into my house.”



“

  
I
  knocked.”



“

  
At
  midnight.”



“

  
Because
  I thought I lived here.”




  
He
  didn’t smile. “You don’t.”




  
Something
  in his tone lit a spark of defiance in her. “For the next three
  weeks, apparently, I kind of do.”




  
His
  jaw tightened. “We’ll see about that.”




  
The
  door closed behind him, a little harder than necessary.




  
Ivy
  sat on the edge of the bed, letting the quiet settle around her.
  Her
  body was tired, but her mind buzzed with everything that had just
  happened. She had come to New York for work, for a fresh start,
  for a
  few weeks of movement and space.




  
Instead,
  she’d walked straight into a stranger’s life.




  
She
  lay back and stared at the ceiling.




  
This
  was, without a doubt, the worst check-in of her life.




  
And
  somehow, she had the feeling it was only the beginning.
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By
  the afternoon of the second day, Callum had revised his
  opinion.




  
Three
  days was too long.




  
He
  sat at his desk, staring at a spreadsheet that hadn’t changed in
  twenty minutes. Numbers usually soothed him. They lined up
  neatly,
  behaved predictably. Today, they blurred together,
  useless.




  
From
  the courtyard, he could hear music.




  
Soft
  at first. Then louder.




  
He
  closed his eyes. He hadn’t said anything about music in the
  rules.
  A mistake. A significant one.




  
He
  stood, walked to the back door, and opened it with more force
  than
  necessary.




  
Ivy
  was sitting on the steps outside the studio, headphones around
  her
  neck, notebook balanced on her knee. The music was coming from
  her
  phone, some slow acoustic song that drifted into the courtyard
  air.



“

  
Is
  this going to be a daily occurrence?” Callum asked.




  
She
  looked up, surprised. “Music?”



“

  
Yes.
  Noise.”



“

  
It’s
  the middle of the day,” she said. “You said quiet hours after
  ten.”



“

  
I
  said no disruptions.”



“

  
You
  said quiet hours after ten,” she repeated. “You wrote it
  down.”




  
He
  hesitated. She was right. He hadn’t thought about daytime
  noise.



“

  
I’m
  trying to work,” he said.



“

  
So
  am I,” she replied, tapping her notebook. “I need sound to
  think.”



“

  
Headphones
  exist for a reason.”



“

  
I
  had them on,” she said, lifting them slightly. “I just took them
  off to write.”




  
He
  noticed the notebook then. Pages filled with quick, slanted
  handwriting. Sketches in the margins. A different kind of
  organization. Messy, alive.



“

  
What
  are you writing?” he asked before he could stop himself.




  
She
  hesitated. “Notes. For a piece.”



“

  
About
  what?”




  
She
  closed the notebook. “Temporary places.”




  
Of
  course.



“

  
Can
  you keep the volume down?” he said.




  
She
  nodded. “Yeah. Sorry. I didn’t realize it carried.”




  
He
  retreated inside, annoyed with himself for not being
  angrier.




  
An
  hour later, the headache arrived.




  
Callum
  rubbed his temples, trying to focus on the screen. The numbers
  swam.
  He hadn’t slept well. The presence of another person on his
  property—even one staying outside his main house—had lodged in
  his brain like static.




  
He
  heard a soft knock.




  
He
  ignored it.




  
The
  knock came again, firmer this time.




  
He
  opened the door. Ivy stood there, concern written across her
  face.



“

  
You
  okay?” she asked. “You look like you’re about to fight your
  laptop.”



“

  
I’m
  fine.”



“

  
You’re
  not,” she said. “Your jaw is doing that thing.”



“

  
What
  thing?”



“

  
That
  clenching thing. Like you’re trying not to yell at inanimate
  objects.”




  
He
  sighed. “What do you want?”




  
She
  lifted a small paper cup. “I made tea. Chamomile. It helps with
  headaches.”



“

  
I
  don’t drink chamomile.”



“

  
You
  drink coffee like it’s a personality trait,” she said. “This is
  different.”




  
He
  stared at the cup, then at her. “You didn’t have to do
  that.”



“

  
I
  know.”




  
He
  took the cup anyway. Their fingers brushed briefly. Again.



“

  
Thanks,”
  he said, quieter.




  
She
  leaned against the doorframe. “So, what’s with the rules? Did
  someone mess up your space really badly once?”




  
He
  tensed. “That’s not your business.”



“

  
Fair,”
  she said. “You don’t have to answer.”




  
He
  took a sip of the tea. It was warm, faintly sweet. Annoyingly
  calming.



“

  
I
  had a partner once,” he said before he could stop himself.




  
She
  straightened slightly. “Had?”



“

  
She
  moved in. Changed things. Invited people over without asking.
  Left
  lights on. Left doors unlocked.” His voice hardened. “Then she
  left.”




  
Ivy
  didn’t interrupt.



“

  
When
  she did,” he continued, “the house felt… wrong. Like it wasn’t
  mine anymore. I rebuilt it. Every room. Every habit. I don’t like
  people disrupting that.”




  
She
  nodded slowly. “So it’s not control issues.”



“

  
It
  is control issues,” he corrected. “But they’re earned.”




  
She
  smiled faintly. “Trauma with better furniture.”




  
He
  huffed despite himself. “You make light of everything.”



“

  
Only
  the heavy stuff,” she said.




  
They
  stood there, the air between them softer than it had been all
  day.



“

  
I
  am looking for another place,” she said. “I promise. I don’t
  want to be your permanent headache.”



“

  
You’re
  temporary,” he replied. “The headache part is debatable.”




  
She
  laughed. “High praise.”




  
Her
  phone buzzed. She glanced at it. “I found a place. It’s… not
  great. But it’s something.”



“

  
When?”
  he asked.



“

  
Tomorrow,”
  she said. “If the owner doesn’t cancel.”




  
Relief
  and something else—unwanted and complicated—moved through
  him.



“

  
That’s
  good,” he said.



“

  
Yeah,”
  she replied. “Good.”




  
They
  both stood there, oddly still.



“

  
Well,”
  she said finally, “I’ll let you get back to fighting
  spreadsheets.”



“

  
Try
  not to fall over any rugs,” he said.




  
She
  smiled. “No promises.”




  
She
  turned to go, then paused. “Thanks for the tea space. And… the
  door handle thing. You didn’t say it, but you noticed.”




  
He
  didn’t answer.




  
But
  later, when the courtyard went quiet and the headache faded,
  Callum
  realized something he didn’t like at all.




  
Three
  days suddenly felt… short.
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The
  silence settled in immediately.




  
Callum
  noticed it the moment the gate clicked shut behind Ivy’s car. The
  courtyard returned to its usual stillness, the kind he had once
  prized. No footsteps. No music drifting through the air. No
  unexpected interruptions.




  
Just
  order.




  
He
  told himself this was better.




  
Inside,
  the house felt unchanged. The counters were clean. The mugs were
  in
  their proper places. The air held the same neutral scent of soap
  and
  fresh paint. Everything was exactly where he’d left it.




  
And
  yet something felt wrong.




  
He
  stood in the kitchen longer than necessary, staring at the empty
  space where Ivy had leaned against the counter days ago. The
  memory
  irritated him. He didn’t like the way absence could shape a room.
  He preferred things to be solid. Measurable.




  
He
  made coffee and drank it alone.




  
The
  taste was the same. The ritual was intact. The satisfaction was…
  thinner.




  
By
  the afternoon, the quiet had grown heavy. The house echoed with
  his
  footsteps, each sound too loud in the stillness. He tried to
  work,
  but his focus drifted. The spreadsheet blurred. The clock on the
  wall
  seemed to tick louder than usual.




  
When
  the back door creaked slightly in the breeze, he looked up too
  fast.




  
No
  one was there.




  
He
  closed the door and locked it, annoyed with himself for
  reacting.




  
Temporary,
  he reminded himself. This was what he wanted.




  
That
  evening, he found her notebook.




  
It
  was on the small table in the studio, half-hidden beneath a
  folded
  blanket. He hadn’t meant to go in there. He’d only come to make
  sure the door was locked, to restore things to their proper
  places.




  
The
  notebook wasn’t supposed to be his concern.




  
He
  picked it up anyway.




  
The
  pages were filled with observations—sketches of brick walls,
  notes
  about light, fragments of sentences about people who passed
  through
  places without staying. There were no names. Just impressions.
  Emotions captured in quick, uneven lines.




  
One
  sentence was circled:




  

    
Some
    places feel empty because they’re waiting for someone to decide
    to
    stay.
  




  
Callum
  closed the notebook, guilt tightening in his chest. He set it
  back
  where he’d found it, exactly as it had been.




  
The
  silence followed him back into the main house.




  
That
  night, he lay awake listening to the sounds of the city. Sirens
  in
  the distance. The hum of traffic. A dog barking somewhere far
  away.
  The noises that had once felt like proof of life beyond his walls
  now
  only reminded him how still his own space had become.




  
He
  thought of the almost-kiss. Of the way she had looked at him,
  half-expecting him to step closer again. He hadn’t. He’d let the
  moment dissolve into practicality and rules and distance.




  
Safe
  choices.




  
He
  rolled onto his side, staring at the dark.




  
Safe
  choices were supposed to feel better than this.




  
The
  next morning, he broke one of his own rules.




  
He
  walked into the studio without knocking.




  
The
  space was empty, stripped of her presence. The bed neatly made.
  The
  small table cleared. The door handle she’d tightened still solid
  in
  his hand when he tested it.




  
The
  silence in the room pressed against him.




  
He
  stood there longer than necessary, then turned and left, closing
  the
  door softly behind him.




  
The
  city moved on without them.




  
And
  Callum realized something he hadn’t expected to feel:




  
Silence
  could be loud.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






