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​A Grumpy Sunshine Romantic Comedy
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If there was one thing Chloe Winters believed in more than the restorative power of a well-timed savasana, it was signs. And this apartment wasn’t just a sign; it was a billboard from the Universe, lit up in neon, screaming, “You did it, girl!”

Chloe dropped the heavy cardboard box marked FRAGILE: CRYSTALS & ESSENTIAL OILS onto the hardwood floor. A puff of dust rose up, dancing in the afternoon sunlight that streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

"Okay," she breathed out, wiping a stray curl of blonde hair from her forehead. "Okay. We are here. We are manifesting."

She spun in a slow circle. High ceilings? Check. Exposed brick that whispered ‘artistically chic’ rather than ‘dilapidated’? Check. A rent price that didn’t require selling a kidney on the black market? Double check.

Ideally, she wouldn't have had to pay the deposit in cash to a landlord named "Slippery Pete" who communicated exclusively via fax machine, but you couldn't have everything. The Universe worked in mysterious ways, and sometimes the Universe used fax machines.

"What do you think, Bernie?" she asked, turning to the large, slightly brown-tipped fern she’d buckled into the passenger seat of her hatchback for the drive over.

Bernie said nothing, but he looked grateful to be out of the car.

"I agree," Chloe said. "It needs a cleanse. The energy is a little... stagnant. Heavy."

She dug into her tote bag—a canvas monstrosity that read NAMASTE IN BED—and pulled out a smudge stick the size of a relay baton. This was the heavy artillery. White sage, dried lavender, and good intentions.

She fumbled for her lighter, the one with the picture of a cat riding a unicorn, and sparked the sage. A thick plume of grey smoke instantly filled the room. It smelled like a campfire in a pine forest, if the forest was also on fire.

"Begone, negativity," she chanted, waving the stick around the living room corners. "Begone, doubt. Begone, the judgmental voice of my mother asking why I don't have a 401k."

She coughed, waving the smoke away from her face. Maybe it was a little much. She cracked a window, letting the sounds of the Seattle streets drift in—distant sirens, the rumble of a bus, the shout of a pedestrian.

This was freedom. No roommates stealing her almond milk. No parents asking when she was going to get a "real job" instead of teaching people how to breathe. Just Chloe, Bernie, and 900 square feet of possibility.

She began to unpack. First, the essentials. She unrolled her yoga mat in the exact center of the living room. Then came the singing bowls, arranged by size. Finally, she unpacked her wardrobe. It was an explosion of color—tie-dye leggings, oversized yellow sweaters, scarves that served no functional purpose other than looking whimsical.

By 5:00 PM, the apartment looked less like an empty shell and more like a metaphysical supply store had exploded. The air was thick with sage smoke and the scent of patchouli oil she’d dabbed on the radiator.

Chloe stood in the center of the room, hands on her hips, admiring her work.

"Perfect," she whispered.

She pulled out her phone to take a selfie. She needed to post this. Caption: New beginnings. Trust the process. #Blessed #NewApartment #Adulting.

She extended her arm, angling the phone to catch the exposed brick and her best ‘serene goddess’ smile.

Click.

And then, a sound that definitely wasn't the Universe.

Scritch. Scratch. Clunk.

A key turning in the lock.

Chloe froze. Her heart did a traitorous somersault in her chest. Had Slippery Pete come back? Did she forget to sign something? Was it a murderer? Oh god, she hadn’t cleansed the closet yet; maybe the bad vibes were hiding in there.

The doorknob turned.

The door swung open with a heavy creak.

Chloe didn't scream. She was a yogi; she was grounded. Instead, she clutched the smoking sage stick like a weapon and held her breath.

A man stepped inside.

He was... grey. That was the first thing her brain registered. He wore a charcoal grey coat, a heather grey scarf, and black jeans. He was tall, looming in the doorway like a storm cloud entering a sunflower field. He carried a sleek, black leather messenger bag and a terrified-looking cactus in a small terra-cotta pot.

He stopped dead.

He blinked. Once. Twice.

His eyes, a piercing, icy blue behind thick-rimmed glasses, scanned the room. They took in the tie-dye tapestries draped over the radiator. They took in the singing bowls. They took in Bernie the fern. Finally, they landed on Chloe, who was standing in the middle of the room holding a burning stick of vegetation.

The man’s nose wrinkled. He sniffed the air, a look of pure, unadulterated horror dawning on his face.

"Is something..." His voice was deep, gravelly, and sounded like he hadn't used it in three days. "Is something on fire?"

Chloe lowered the sage stick slightly. "No. It’s a cleanse. I’m clearing the energy."

The man stared at her. He looked at the key in his hand. He looked back at the number on the door—4B. He looked back at Chloe.

"Who are you?" he asked, his tone dropping several degrees. "And why are you conducting a séance in my living room?"

"Your living room?" Chloe laughed, a nervous, bubbly sound. "I think you have the wrong apartment, buddy. This is 4B. I just moved in. I have the lease right here."

She gestured vaguely toward her bag.

The man didn’t move. He didn’t apologize. He didn't back away. Instead, he stepped fully into the apartment and kicked the door shut behind him with a definitive thud.

"No," he said, walking past her to place his cactus on the kitchen counter—her kitchen counter. "I have the lease. I picked up the keys an hour ago from the landlord. I moved in. This is my apartment. And you..."

He turned to face her, his expression pinched as if he’d just bitten into a lemon.

"...You are setting off my allergies."

Chloe bristled. The zen was fading rapidly, replaced by the spicy indignation of a Taurus who had already unpacked her shoes.

"Excuse me," she said, stepping forward. She was a foot shorter than him, but she had excellent posture. "I paid a deposit. I have a key. I am manifesting a peaceful life here. So, unless you are a very specific and confusing delivery from the Universe, I’m going to need you to take your sad cactus and leave."

The man adjusted his glasses. He looked tired. He looked grumpy. And he looked like he wasn't going anywhere.

"My name is Liam," he said, pulling a folded piece of paper from his coat pocket. "And unless you want me to call the police to report a break-in by a... whatever you are... I suggest you pack up your witchcraft and get out."

Chloe gasped. "It’s not witchcraft! It’s sage!"

"It smells like a burning tire," Liam deadpanned.

He unfolded the paper. It was a lease. Standard boilerplate. Signed by Peter "Slippery Pete" Peterson. Apartment 4B.

Chloe snatched her own lease from her bag. She held it up. Same font. Same signature. Same Apartment 4B.

They stood there, inches apart, holding identical pieces of paper in the smoke-filled room. The silence stretched, heavy and awkward.

Outside, thunder rumbled.

"Oh," Chloe whispered, looking from her paper to his. "Oh no."

Liam looked at the ceiling, closing his eyes as if praying for patience from a god he clearly didn't believe in.

"I’m going to kill Pete," he muttered.
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Liam Davis did not believe in "vibes." He believed in contracts, hard deadlines, and the sweet, sweet sound of absolute silence.

Currently, he had none of those things.

Instead, he had a headache that was throbbing behind his left eye, a lease that was apparently worth less than the recycled paper it was printed on, and a woman who looked like a walking explosion at a tie-dye factory standing in his kitchen.

"This can't be happening," Liam said, more to himself than to the Technicolor intruder. "I have a deadline. I have three weeks to finish this draft. I cannot deal with..." He gestured vaguely at her, his hand encompassing the sage stick, the fern, and the general aura of chaos she projected. "...this."

"I have a name, you know," the woman said, crossing her arms. She was wearing a sweater that was at least three sizes too big, the color of a radioactive lemon. "It’s Chloe."

"I don't care," Liam snapped, pulling his phone out. "I don't care if your name is the Queen of England. You are trespassing."

"I have a key!" Chloe countered, jingling a keychain that featured a fluffy pink pom-pom. "And a receipt! I paid three months up front in cash because Pete said the credit card machine was broken!"

Liam froze, his thumb hovering over the keypad. "You paid cash?"

"Yes. For the discount."

Liam closed his eyes. He felt a deep, familiar weariness settle into his bones. "There is no discount, Chloe. There is only a scam."

He dialed the number for Peter Peterson. It rang. And rang. And rang. Then, a click.

"You’ve reached Pete. If you’re calling about the leak, put a bucket under it. If you’re calling about anything else, I’m currently on a spiritual retreat in... uh... international waters. Leave a message."

BEEP.

Liam stared at the phone. "International waters," he repeated flatly. "He’s gone."

"Maybe he just has bad reception?" Chloe suggested, though her voice wavered. She looked less like a warrior goddess now and more like someone who had just realized her crystals couldn't protect her from fraud.

"He scammed us," Liam said, shoving his phone back into his pocket. "He took your cash, he took my check—which I am cancelling immediately—and he double-booked the unit."

He walked over to the window, needing to look at something that made sense. The Seattle skyline was grey and structured. Orderly. Inside, the apartment was a disaster zone. The woman—Chloe—had already managed to colonize half the living room. There were glass bowls of varying sizes sitting on the floor.

"What are those?" he asked, pointing.

"Singing bowls," she said defensively. "For sound baths."

"Sound baths," Liam repeated. "Do they make noise?"

"They make healing frequencies."

"So, noise." Liam pinched the bridge of his nose. "Okay. Look. I need this apartment. I specifically chose this building because it is made of reinforced concrete and has a noise ordinance policy that is strictly enforced. I am an author. I require silence. I cannot have... bongos... or whatever you do."

"I’m a yoga instructor!" Chloe huffed. "And for your information, I am very quiet. But I have nowhere else to go. I gave up my sublet this morning. My stuff is in the car. Bernie is already settled."

"Bernie?" Liam looked around, alarmed. "Who is Bernie?"

"The fern." She pointed to a brown-tipped plant that looked like it had lost the will to live.

Liam looked at the fern. He looked at his own cactus, Spike, sitting stoically on the counter. Spike was a survivor. Spike didn't need "vibes." Spike needed neglect and sunlight.

"I’m not leaving," Liam stated, turning back to her. He used his best ‘negotiating with a publisher’ voice. "I have moved my entire office here. I have a deadline that determines the future of my career. I am not going to a hotel, and I am certainly not going back to my sister’s house to be climbed on by three toddlers who smell like jam."

"Well, I’m not leaving either!" Chloe argued, stepping forward. She smelled like a forest fire and vanilla. It was confusingly pleasant. "I put every cent I had into this place. I have $42 in my bank account until my next paycheck. If I leave, I’m sleeping in my hatchback with a fern."

They glared at each other. The air in the room was thick, and not just because of the sage. It was the immovable object meeting the unstoppable force.

Liam calculated his options. Option A: Physically remove her. (Illegal. Also, she looked scrappy). Option B: Call the police. (They would call it a civil matter and tell them to take it to court. Meanwhile, Pete was probably drinking a Mai Tai in Cabo). Option C: Leave. (Absolutely not. He refused to let the chaos win).

Thunder cracked outside, loud enough to rattle the windowpanes. The sky, which had been grey, suddenly opened up. Rain lashed against the glass in sheets, instantly blurring the view of the city.

"Great," Liam muttered. "Just great."

"It’s a sign," Chloe whispered, looking at the window.

"It’s a low-pressure system," Liam corrected.

He took off his coat, shaking the droplets onto the floor. He felt cornered. He hated feeling cornered. He walked to the kitchen island, cleared a space next to his cactus, and set his laptop bag down like he was planting a flag.

"Fine," he said.

Chloe blinked. "Fine?"

"We are stuck," Liam said, opening his bag and pulling out his laptop. "I can’t leave because I need to work. You can’t leave because you’re destitute. And Pete is in the Bahamas."

"International waters," she corrected automatically.

"The point is," Liam continued, ignoring her, "neither of us is moving out tonight. The storm is getting worse, and I am not spending three hours on hold with a locksmith or the police right now."

He opened his laptop. The glow of the screen illuminated his face. He looked at Chloe, who was still clutching her lighter.

"We stay," he said. "For tonight. But we need rules."

Chloe lowered the lighter. A spark of defiance returned to her eyes. "I love rules. Yoga is all about discipline."

"I doubt that," Liam muttered. He looked around the room. "Rule number one: No more fire. If I smell smoke, I’m soaking you with the kitchen sprayer."

Chloe narrowed her eyes. "Rule number two: Don't insult my practice. And don't yell. Bernie is sensitive to aggression."

Liam stared at the plant. "It’s a vegetable, Chloe. It doesn't have feelings."

"Everything has energy, Liam."

"Rule number three," Liam said, his voice rising slightly. "Stay on your side."

He pointed to the floor. The apartment was an open concept L-shape. The living room was large, leading into the kitchen. Currently, her yoga mat was dead center.

"My side?" Chloe looked down.

"Yes." Liam walked over to the kitchen drawer—he’d inspected the place yesterday, he knew where the junk drawer was—and pulled out a roll of blue painter's tape left behind by the last tenant.

He walked to the middle of the living room, dropped to one knee, and slapped the tape onto the hardwood. He pulled it in a straight, aggressive line all the way to the window.

Riiiiiip.

He stood up, looking at his handiwork. The room was bisected.

"Left side is yours," Liam declared, pointing to the side with the singing bowls. "Right side is mine. The kitchen is common ground, but clean your dishes immediately. I don't want to see a single sprout or seed soaking in the sink."

Chloe looked at the blue line. Then she looked at him. A small, mischievous smile played on her lips.

"You really are a grump, aren't you?"

"I am a professional," Liam corrected. "I write murder mysteries. I need a dark, quiet place to think about creative ways to kill people. You are currently obstructing that process."

"Maybe you need to loosen up," Chloe said, stepping dramatically over to her side of the tape. She sat down cross-legged on her mat. "Maybe the Universe sent me to help you with your book."

Liam let out a short, dry laugh. "Unless you know how to dispose of a body in a marshland without leaving forensic evidence, you cannot help me."

"I watch a lot of Dateline," she shrugged.

Liam stared at her. For a second, just a second, the image of this tiny woman in a yellow sweater discussing body disposal was almost... amusing.

He shook it off.

"Stay on your side, Chloe," he said, turning his back on her and marching toward his laptop. "And for the love of god, put out the sage."

He sat down at the island, cracked his knuckles, and stared at the blinking cursor on his screen.

CHAPTER 12 The detective stared at the blood spatter...

He typed a sentence. Then he deleted it. He could hear her breathing. He could hear the rustle of her clothes as she adjusted her position. He could hear a soft, rhythmic ding... ding... ding...

He spun around.

Chloe was lightly tapping one of the glass bowls with a mallet. She had her eyes closed, a look of pure bliss on her face.

Liam closed his laptop with a snap.

It was going to be a very long night.
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Chloe

The sun rose over Seattle with an audacity Chloe usually admired. Today, however, the bright beams hitting her face at 6:00 AM felt like a personal interrogation.

She peeled her eyes open. For a blissful micro-second, she forgot. She thought she was alone in her dream apartment, ready to greet the day with a matcha latte and a grateful heart.

Then she heard the snoring.

It wasn’t a cartoon snore. It wasn’t a rumble. It was a low, steady, rhythmic rasp that sounded like a disgruntled bear trying to start a lawnmower.

Chloe sat up on her air mattress (which had slowly deflated overnight, leaving her butt touching the hardwood). She looked across the room.

There, on the other side of the blue painter's tape, was the enemy.

Liam was asleep on a sleeping bag he’d unrolled on top of a yoga mat. He was fully dressed, minus the coat. He slept like a vampire—arms crossed over his chest, rigid, unmoving. Even in sleep, he looked stressed. His brow was furrowed, as if he were dreaming about tax audits or people chewing with their mouths open.

Chloe shivered. The apartment was freezing. The heating system was apparently as reliable as Slippery Pete.

She stood up, tiptoeing to the kitchen. The blue tape mocked her. Stay on your side.

"Well, the kitchen is Switzerland," she whispered to herself.

She needed to center herself. She reached for her blender. A green smoothie would fix this. Spinach, kale, protein powder, and... oh no, the ice was loud. She hesitated. She looked at Liam.

Don't be the villain, she told herself.

She opted for tea. She turned on the electric kettle.

WHRRRRRRRRRR.

The kettle roared to life with the volume of a jet engine. Chloe winced, trying to cover it with a towel.
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