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      Awkwardland. It's where I live. And I'm the president, mayor, and sole citizen.

      Reese Jackson is living her safest life. This polymath is tired of trying to fit in with a small town that never knows what to do with her. Her absentee family may have forced her into dorm life for her own good, but she goes from her classes to her room and back—no parties, no dates, and no drawing attention.

      Until one noisy night, when Reese gets kicked out of her dorm.

      Fitz Moreland is living his okayest life. He’s on his own to pay for college, but he’s scraping by with an athletic scholarship and free rent with a friend. If he can keep it together, he’s on track to graduate with a useful degree, especially now that he’s finally said goodbye to his drama-loving ex-girlfriend.

      Until one night, when she gets him kicked out of his house.

      What happens when there’s one single room left for rent in the entire town and two people who desperately need it? A merrymaking, money-seeking landlord arrives and throws them into a series of ridorkulous challenges to compete for it, of course. It’s the dorky duckling versus the BMOC.

      

      The winner will get a place to live—but the loser may just forfeit their heart.
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        Any errors contained herein are all the fault of the author and no one else.

        This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination, have been used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.
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      To all of my weirdos and geeks, nerds and dorks, the ones who hide and don’t quite fit it, I see you.

      You are my favorite <3
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      It’s hard being weird.

      —Felicia Day

      

      Reese

      

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      It’s normal for my roommate’s antics to wake me up in the dead of night.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      She’s always noisy. Talking. Shrieking with her friends. Playing music too loud. Fooling around with a variety of jocks and frat boys. It’s like she never sleeps. Since we became dormmates last year, I’ve adapted to the noise.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Mostly.

      Noise in the middle of the night . . . that is normal. What’s not normal is my bed shaking in an unmistakable, rhythmic pattern.

      The thick blanket over my head and noise-canceling headphones aren’t going to be enough tonight, not when I’m being jostled awake.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Even I can’t pretend to ignore this. Slowly, I peer over the top of my comforter.

      Abby’s lamp on her nightstand is aglow, highlighting the top half of the room, but I can’t see any signs of life from this vantage. Her bed is empty.

      And yet my bed is still shaking.

      Lifting my head a microinch, I search the rest of the room.

      There. On the floor. The jerky movements belong to a large pair of Converses thrusting against the frame of my bed.

      It must be Abby and . . . someone.

      I don’t recognize the guy on top.

      All I can see is the back of a dark head. He’s shirtless and his pants are halfway down his legs, bare bottom exposed. And hairy.

      Ew.

      I lower the blanket a little more, curiosity overwhelming the irritation and nervous flutters vying for my attention.

      Are all guys so hairy? Do they all leave their pants and shoes on when they engage in late-night dorm coitus?

      More importantly, why can’t Abby do this stuff on her own bed? Or better yet, somewhere far, far away.

      I move one of the earpieces from my noise-canceling headphones and immediately regret it.

      Loud moans emanate from the couple on the floor.

      It’s two o’clock in the morning. On a Tuesday. I have class in six hours.

      Indecision and anxiety battle in my head. I can’t lie here and watch, and I definitely can’t sleep.

      If I say something . . . Abby won’t be happy. She already hates me. She loves to make my life hell and even though I try to ignore her, it’s not easy.

      If I interrupt their . . . whatever they’re doing, she’ll likely intensify her campaign to make me feel like the smallest life-form ever discovered, a nanobe of the lowest order.

      Confrontation is not my thing. People in general aren’t my thing. Especially when the people I need to speak with are naked and fornicating.

      But before I can make a decision either way, there’s a pounding on the door.

      “Abby!” a masculine voice yells.

      “Oh, shit,” she hisses. “Get dressed!”

      The figures on the floor scramble and yank clothes on and up, but they’re too late.

      The door flies open, slamming against the wall.

      I flinch under the blanket but keep it low enough to continue watching.

      I can’t look away.

      This is worse than a train wreck.

      It’s a made-for-TV movie where the train has been picked up by a tornado, thrown in with a shark, and destroyed by a bomb-wielding B-list actor.

      Abby snaps her red satiny bra into place, and Hairy-Butt Man finally jerks his pants up over his rear.

      “Are you kidding me?” The man in the doorway props an arm against the frame, supporting his long form, like he might crumple to the floor at any moment and this building is the only thing supporting him. His face is slack with disbelief.

      I know him.

      I mean, I know of him.

      Fitz Moreland.

      Abby’s long-time boyfriend.

      They’ve been together since birth or something.

      And he’s the “best boyfriend ever and will do anything and believe anything” according to Abby, who brags about their relationship to anyone who’ll listen while simultaneously cheating on him nonstop.

      I’ve never actually talked to Fitz Moreland or seen him this close up, despite the fact we are in our second year of college on the same campus in the same town less than a mile from where we all went to high school together .

      I’ve always considered him attractive from afar, but up close it’s even more obvious just how striking he is. He’s the kind of handsome that kicks you right in the gut. His hair is messy, longish, and scruffy around the ears. But it’s the way he holds himself. Assured. Confident. Despite the fact his body is currently a taut cable, eyes red, and lips pressed in a thin line of anger.

      Abby jabbers out some words, the sentences running together, hands wringing at her waist. “Baby, what are you doing here? This is nothing. It was just a study group, but then everyone left and we were drinking and hanging out and it just happened and we didn’t mean to and it was an accident and it will never happen again. It means nothing.”

      “Nothing?” The sound of Hairy-Butt Man’s zipper sliding up punctuates his word.

      Silence stretches for a few seconds.

      “Kevin?” Fitz says, like he’s just now realized who the other person in the room is. One hand jerks in Hairy-Butt’s direction. “You’re fucking Kevin?”

      “Baby—”

      “Don’t baby me.” Both of Fitz’s hands come up into his hair, carding through the messy strands before releasing. “We’ve been over for a month, and you sent me that text earlier . . . Did you want me to come here and find this?”

      Hold on to your horses and other equine animals. They’ve been over for a month?

      “Wait, you guys are broken up?” Kevin says, glancing from Abby to Fitz, then back to Abby again.

      She’s biting her lip, eyes downcast.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” Fitz asks. “Is that what you got off on, thinking you were taking someone else’s girl?”

      Kevin shrugs. “Seems to me she’s everyone’s good time. You think I’m the first one here?” Since Kevin’s profile is facing me, I have a view of the corner of his mouth as it lifts in a smirk. “You think you were?”

      I also have the perfect view to watch Fitz’s thunderous expression morph into tornado territory.

      There’s a beat and then an explosion of movement.

      Fitz tackles Kevin and they both surge in my direction—a jumble of snarled limbs tumbling onto the bed near my feet.

      Shrieking, I leap away from the melee, but my feet get wrapped up in the comforter. I collapse into Abby.

      She’s screaming and crying and I narrowly miss one of her fists flailing toward my face.

      Jerking backward, I work to untangle my arm from between Abby’s legs and my heavy blanket while simultaneously trying to avoid the beatdown occurring on my bed.

      She’s only in a bra and panties. I’ve never been so close to someone so naked in my life.

      I can’t get away quickly enough, can’t get air into my lungs. The proximity is too much. The fight is too close in the small space.

      Slapping flesh and grunts from only a few feet away accompany my frantic movements. The tightness in my chest builds. I can’t breathe. I can’t get free. My hair snags in Abby’s bra strap and the panic already choking me builds into an inferno.

      One leg finally frees from the blanket and I brace it against the floor and jerk back hard, not caring about the pain in my head from losing a chunk of hair to Victoria’s Secret.

      Finally, something breaks loose and the momentum knocks me back. My arms windmill in the air, but I can’t stop the trajectory.

      I brace myself for impact, but fall short when my head smacks into something—no, someone. There’s a loud crack and a shriek and then I’m knocked to my butt on the hard floor, the impact making my teeth rattle.

      Someone is screaming, and it takes a few long seconds to realize it’s not me.

      It’s the RA, Cynthia. She’s covering her nose with a hand but it’s not stopping the blood flowing freely down her face.

      There’s a crowd standing outside our open doorway, fellow dorm dwellers in pajamas with rumpled hair and cell phones at the ready.

      I glance from Cynthia and Abby to Fitz and Kevin, who aren’t fighting anymore. Fitz has Kevin’s throat in one hand, his other primed for bashing, but his face is turned to the commotion. Kevin uses the distraction to push Fitz away from him. Fitz immediately shoves back but then the wailing makes them both stop. Fitz has an open cut on his lip and Kevin’s eye is already swelling.

      All eyes are on Cynthia holding her nose. So much blood flowing between her fingers, tap tap tapping on the hard floor.

      “There are a large number of blood vessels in the nose. It’s never as bad as it looks,” I say. But no one is listening.

      Abby is the first to move, shrugging on a red silk robe and rushing to Cynthia.

      “Did she hit you? Let me help.” She shoots me a dirty look, like it’s my fault, before dashing out the door, practically carrying the RA while snapping at the assembled crowd. “Somebody do something! Call someone!”

      Fitz and Kevin hurry out the door after her.

      Over the rush in my ears from the adrenaline and the tapping of fingers on cell phones, someone says, “Who is she?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The cops in Blue Falls are probably like most cops in sleepy Texas towns: unused to exercise and overly familiar with free burgers from the Frostee Freeze on Main Street.

      The last major crime in town was when someone stole three of Mr. Johnson’s chickens and let them loose in the high school principal’s office. That was before I went there.

      The police officers don’t know what to do with a bunch of sniveling coeds and the overly dramatic retellings of the “riot” that broke out in Juniper Hall on this humid autumn night.

      No one is leaving, even though the officers keep asking for people to return to their rooms.

      An EMT shows up and checks out Cynthia’s nose. Not broken, just bruised. They don’t take her to the hospital, instead bandaging it up and giving her some painkillers.

      There are only a handful of scrapes and bruises between the rest of us.

      Not surprisingly, most people blame me.

      “Why did she hit Cynthia?” someone in the crowd of onlookers asks.

      “Does she even live here?”

      I sigh, but say nothing as the cops lead Abby, Fitz, Kevin, and I downstairs to the main office on the first floor.

      Once they’ve got us in the small room, they have us sit in hard plastic chairs facing each other, Fitz and Abby on one side, Kevin and I on the other.

      The office has front-facing windows where visitors check in. It’s also where dorm residents go to file complaints or talk to someone about needing light bulbs or simple repairs.

      The cops stay outside the door, talking. I can’t make out the words, just their lulling cadence, but no doubt they’re calling the dean of students.

      We sit in silence except for an occasional sniff and murmur from Abby, still trying to get Fitz to talk to her.

      I’m numb and exhausted. And cold in the air-conditioned office, even with my galaxy pajama pants and bright-pink, baggy T-shirt. Despite the cold, I start nodding off, nearly falling asleep when Abby’s voice escalates and yanks me awake.

      “You have to forgive me,” she sobs. I’ve never seen her like this. Her mascara runs down her face, and her hair is a jumbled blonde mess.

      She’s one of those people who are always put together—like she’s going to a club, not an eight a.m. class. She spends an hour each morning blow-drying her blonde hair into sleek perfection—then another hour giving herself cat eyes and pouty lips. She never leaves the room any other way. It’s surprising to see her a wreck.

      “I don’t have to do anything.” Fitz’s jaw is clenched, his arms crossed over his chest. He leans as far away from Abby as he can get in the cramped space.

      I have so many questions. Fitz said they were over. I didn’t imagine it. But Abby never let on anything about them breaking up. If anything, her boasting about Fitz being in her pocket has increased over the last month. Why did they break up? And if they did, why did he show up here tonight and defend her when Kevin spewed his vitriol?

      “What are you staring at?” Fitz is glaring at me now, the acerbic and unexpected attention making my cheeks heat and my heart race. “Why are you here anyway? What were you doing in there? Watching the show?”

      My mouth pops open but no sound emerges. His eyes flash with anger and it’s directed at me and I don’t know how to respond. People don’t talk to me unless it’s a quick “excuse me” or “sorry” when we collide, because I’m tiny and forgettable. There’s nothing special about my plain brown hair and plain blue eyes and plain features.

      I’m not used to confrontation, not since my first week at Blue Falls High four years ago, before I learned how to be invisible.

      For sure, no one has ever antagonized me about daring to try and sleep in my own room during a brawl I neither asked for nor instigated.

      I mean, imagine my audacity, trying to sleep in my own bed on a Monday night.

      All of these thoughts fly through my head at Mach three, followed by an imagined scenario where I’m telling him he’s a Neanderthal prick with a girlfriend who has more insecurities than China has people.

      But I’m frozen. An iceberg. The Titanic could hit me and still, I’d remain. My mouth pops open but no sound emerges.

      Surprisingly, Abby comes to my rescue. “She’s my roommate.”

      They’re all staring at me now. And still, I can’t speak. Just a block of ice.

      “She deaf?” Kevin drawls.

      “Leave her alone,” Abby snaps and for a second, warmth kindles in my chest. Is someone actually standing up for me? Abby? Of all people?

      But then she continues speaking. “She’s got special needs.”

      The heat in my chest fizzles and dies. “I don’t have . . .” The words are a broken ignition on my lips, not quite catching. No time to speak, anyway.

      The door opens. The dean of students is here in his flannel pajamas, his hair rumpled and his eyes angry.

      “I can explain everything,” Abby says, her lashes wet with unshed tears.

      The dean’s expression doesn’t lighten at her pleading tone. If anything, it darkens as he stomps into the room.
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      No person is your friend who demands your silence, or denies your right to grow.

      —Alice Walker

      

      Fitz

      

      “You boys have somewhere else to be or you want to stay and get citations?” The dean glares at both Kevin and I hard enough to jolt us out of our chairs, scrambling for the exit.

      He’s letting us go.

      We’re lucky. I doubt Abby and . . . whoever the other person is will be as fortunate.

      Once outside the office, the door slams behind us and I stall out, unresolved emotions lingering in my gut.

      I want to run as far away from Abby as possible, and yet I’m also not done venting my frustration on someone.

      Anyone.

      The cops are gone, the lower floor of the dorms empty and dim. I pull out my phone. It’s four o’clock in the morning.

      “Do you need a ride home?” Kevin asks.

      We live in the same house. I’m going to have to stare at his stupid smug face for the rest of the semester. There’s gotta be a way to avoid him.

      The booming voice of the dean echoes from inside the office.

      Something about “orders of removal” and “appeal rights.”

      I don’t bother answering Kevin, instead walking away.

      He runs to catch up, following me through the front doors and out into the dark parking lot. “Why did you and Abby break up?”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me it was over?”

      I shake my head and keep walking.

      “You know, she’s still telling everyone you’re together.”

      I shouldn’t engage, but I’m still too worked up to remain silent. “And that’s why you thought it was a good idea to hook up with her? Because you thought you were getting one over on me?” I stop long enough to laugh in his face. “You’re pathetic.”

      Almost to my truck now.

      “No more pathetic than you fighting over a girl who isn’t even yours.”

      I don’t argue with that, but Kevin doesn’t understand. She might not be mine in the sense he means, but Abby and I have been friends since we were barely out of diapers. Sticking up for her is like second nature. No matter our past history, I could never stand idly by while someone hurt her. Even though doing so may have made things worse, for her and definitely for me.

      I don’t think I can stare at Kevin’s smug face any longer without punching him again, and I still have to live with the guy.

      Hopping into my beaten old Ford pickup, I slam the door. I half expect Kevin to continue our argument despite the door between us. He loves a good row, but instead, he smirks at me through the window before jogging back into the building.

      Great. He can be her knight in shining armor.

      That’s not me. Not anymore. This is exactly why I broke it off with Abby in the first place. We are too different.

      Besides the gulf that’s slowly grown over the last year, I’m almost eighty percent certain she started cheating on me right after we started college. She’s changed too much and I can’t handle the drama.

      When I finally broke it off, she was surprisingly calm and understanding. But then the random texts and phone calls started, and I kept responding to them like a fool, and now it’s all culminated in this.

      I take stock of my sore knuckles and swollen lip. I guess it could be worse.

      Earlier, in the middle of the night, Abby woke me with a text.

      I wish I could go to sleep and not wake up.

      Immediately I tried to call her, but she didn’t answer. I tried a few times more, then tried to go back to sleep, but I couldn’t.

      I was worried. Now . . . I don’t know what to think.

      The drive home is quick. Scott’s parents have a rental property right off campus so I’m walking in the door within minutes.

      I grab a bag of frozen green beans and head to my room, right down the hall from Kevin’s. I grimace at his shut door. It’s going to be even more hellish to live with him now.

      It’s not that I’m jealous. I’m not. I don’t want to be with Abby anymore, but it still hurts. We were a couple for so long and friends for even longer. It’s like she wanted me to see her with Kevin. She wanted to try and make me angry or jealous, or who knows. I still hear the sound when I close my eyes.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      My stomach rolls, remembering what Kevin said. You think I’m the first one here? You think you were?

      I doze in and out, never quite reaching dreamland since my hand throbs from where I punched Kevin in his stupid face.

      The sound of someone talking pulls me from my half sleep. I’m still fully dressed, eyes gritty. I look over at my alarm. It’s one o’clock.

      I’ve missed all my classes today.

      I need coffee. I head to the kitchen and start the pot, grabbing a cup from the worn-out cupboard and straining to hear Scott talking.

      He’s on the phone, his voice low. I can’t make out much, but Kevin’s name comes up. And mine.

      Once the coffee is done brewing, Scott’s voice has gone silent. I head out to the porch and sit on the rickety old folding chair.

      He’s leaning against the railing, eyes inscrutable. “We need to talk.”

      My heart thumps, a dull pulsing in my head, which is starting to throb along with my hand. “About what?” I blow on the coffee before taking a sip.

      “There’s no easy way to say this.”

      No way. He got to Scott already. It’s only been . . . well, it’s nearly one, so I guess it’s been about eight hours.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea if you keep staying here.”

      Before I can figure out how to respond, a car pulls into the driveway.

      Abby’s Mini Cooper.

      She got it for her eighteenth birthday. I helped her dad pick it out. It’s black with red racing stripes, and Abby cried happy tears when her dad handed her the keys. Then we drove it to the Frostee Freeze for ice cream cones and went parking at the lake.

      I put the coffee cup down on the porch next to the chair, but I can’t set aside a lifetime of memories with the same ease. I face Scott. “What is going on?”

      “Sorry, Fitz.” At least he has the grace to look as uncomfortable as I feel. He won’t meet my eyes.

      “Why are you giving me the boot?”

      He blinks at me, his hands flexing against the straps of his bag on his shoulders. “You punched Kevin.”

      “He deserved it.”

      Scott winces, rubbing the back of his neck with a hand. “Maybe. But I can’t kick him out. He pays rent.”

      “I can pay rent.”

      He lets me stay here for free. It’s why I moved in. I actually can’t afford to pay rent, but I also can’t afford to be homeless. I could work something out. Get a job. I push away thoughts of how that might affect my grades, my cross-country scholarship . . .

      I can make it work. I have to.

      “Kev is my best friend. One of you has to go, and I can’t kick him out. Besides, you probably won’t want to stay here anyway since Abby’s moving in. She was kicked out of the dorms.” Scott shuffles his feet and glances over at Abby’s car, where Kevin is hauling a bag out of the trunk.

      I lean forward, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. I understand Scott is in a bind. He hates confrontation and this conversation is probably killing him. But I’m tired and I can’t deal with this. I’ve already missed classes today and I’ve got to keep my grades up.

      “So that’s it, huh?”

      “You have somewhere to go. Your parents live nearby, right?”

      Maybe. It will be weird. Dad’s off work on injury and they’re both stressed to the max. They don’t need my problems or another mouth to feed.

      But maybe it’s the best option, even though I haven’t told them yet Abby and I are over. We had decided to hold off informing our parents until we had to.

      Now I’ll have no choice.

      Feet thump on the steps and stalls our conversation. Not that there’s anything else to say.

      “I’m sorry, Fitz. Really, I am.”

      I stand up, but Scott leaves then, passing Kevin and Abby on the stairs with a couple quick words.

      Kevin passes into the house after a smirk in my direction. I manage to hold back any response, although I do feel a bit of satisfaction at the darkening bruises around his eye.

      Then Abby is there, standing at the top of the porch, eyes still rimmed in red, reminding me of when we were thirteen and Tommy Phillips called her a bitch. My hand throbbed that day too.

      “Can I talk to you?” Her voice wavers.

      My whole body is tense, but I can’t help the pang of something resembling sympathy underneath. Despite everything that’s happened between us over the last year, a lifetime of memories is not something I can discard easily. This is so confusing. Too many conflicting emotions. Anger. Pain. But I still care. I wish I didn’t.

      Then I might not be in this situation.

      “I’m sorr—”

      “Don’t say it.” I swipe the words away with a hand. “I’m not ready to hear you apologize.”

      “I know you hate me. You have every right. But Fitz, please . . .” She breaks away, her gaze falling to her hands wringing in front of her. “Please don’t tell our parents yet.”

      Any sympathy I have evaporates.

      That’s what she’s worried about? Not about me or my feelings or where I’m going to live now? The fact that she’s been acting crazy and manipulating me for the last month? Longer, actually. I didn’t see the full picture until now.

      “I have to tell my parents. I have nowhere else to live, Abby. They’re gonna wonder why I can’t stay here anymore.” It was the luckiest of breaks, or so I thought. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the scholarship and Scott’s offer of a free room.

      I have to tell my parents, and they’ll tell Abby’s parents. After all, our mommas have been best friends since we were kids. She doesn’t want her parents to find out so she doesn’t have to deal with them. What an inconvenience for her.

      “Please, Fitz. The truth is, I’m already in a spot of trouble. And it’s bad.” She bites her lip in a move that used to elicit sympathy and arousal, but now only makes me sick. She continues, “My grades aren’t great. If I can’t bring them up, I might have to drop out.”

      I rock back on my heels. “What? Since when?”

      But she doesn’t answer my question. “If my parents find out I got kicked out of the dorms on top of everything else . . .” She shakes her head. “I need you to do this one thing for me. It’s not forever. I can appeal the decision and maybe move back into the dorms, but it takes a couple months.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about your grades?”

      She swallows and tears stream down her face. “Because it’s embarrassing enough. I’ll deal with everything, but it would help if my parents didn’t know. You know how Daddy is.”

      Her dad is a perfectionist and expects the same from his daughter. Always has. And Abby has always lived up to those expectations, until now.

      “Where am I supposed to live for two months, Abby? In my truck?”

      “I’m sure you’ll find something. There’s Annabel too.”

      My sister. I guess it’s possible I could stay with her temporarily, but she has roommates. The housing situation in Blue Falls right now is a nightmare.

      I clench my jaw, wishing for a miracle, to go back in time, and for everything in the last twelve hours to not have happened. I can’t possibly let her do this. But then I meet Abby’s blue eyes, as familiar as my own, now red with tears. Her face is pale, her arms wrapped around her stomach like it’s the only thing holding her together. The angry ball in my stomach turns hollow.

      “Fine.”

      She disappears inside and I stay on the porch for a minute, wondering how on earth everything could have gone so wrong so quickly.

      I get all my stuff in the truck in less than a half hour without running into Abby or Kevin. They’ve disappeared into his room, the door shut. All is quiet.

      I don’t have much, but it’s enough to almost fill the two-seater cab of my truck. I won’t be able to sleep here, unless I do so while sitting up with a box for a pillow.

      I sit in the driveway in my now-cramped cab and call the only person who might be able to help me find a place to live, even though it’s the last person I want to call because of the sheer amount of shit she’s going to give me.

      Annabel.

      I take a deep breath before hitting the call button. Gotta pull it together. Time to get things sorted.

      “Hey, Annabel Lee. How’s your tomb in the sounding sea?” I shouldn’t be teasing her since I’m about to ask a favor, but it’s an old joke.

      “You’re not at all worth pleasing, Mr. Darcy,” she counters.

      Our mother is a librarian. She loves all things literature, hence our names.

      Dad—who doesn’t read anything except construction plans—might have argued, but he loved her too much to tell her no. Our parents have been together since they were children. Just like Abby and I.

      My stomach lurches but I pull it together and remind myself of the conversation at hand.

      “So how you been?” I ask.

      There’s a long second of silence and then Annabel responds in a wary tone. “What do you want, Fitz?”

      I sigh. Better to get it over with. “Can I crash on your couch for a few days?”

      A longer stretch of silence ensues. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s been a bit of an issue here.”

      “Aren’t you staying at Scott’s?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      She pauses. “Please don’t tell me your psycho girlfriend has something to do with this.”

      “Okay, I won’t tell you.”

      “Fitz!”

      “What? And she’s not a psycho.” Also, she’s no longer my girlfriend. Also, the psycho thing might be more accurate than I’ve wanted to believe but the natural urge to defend Abby is going to be a hard one to break.

      “I’m not convinced.”

      Even though Abby isn’t my favorite person at the moment, I don’t really want to tell Annabel the entire horror story. But I’m not seeing any way around it at the moment. If she feels bad enough for me, I won’t have to beg too much for a spot on her couch. “Don’t be all gleeful about this, Annabel, you hear me?”

      She sighs. “I’m not happy if you’re in pain, blah blah blah, now tell me what’s going on so I can come up with a solution.”

      I take a breath before letting it out. Quick. Like a Band-Aid. “Abby and I broke up.”

      “What?” Her shriek could wake the entire county. “When?”

      “About a month ago.”

      “A month? A month! What the hell, Fitz?”

      “I don’t wanna get into the details. It’s over. But we were still friends, then she . . . she was sending me weird texts last night and I got worried and went to check on her and I caught her and Kevin. In her dorm. On the floor.”

      She hisses and I can practically feel her breathing fire through the line. “Your roommate Kevin? She was banging your roommate? Did you kill them? Because if you haven’t, I want a shot at it.”

      “I might have hit Kevin. A few times.”

      “You should have punched Abby. She’s the one who likes to set up the dominos just to tap one with her overly manicured finger and watch them fall. Right onto people’s heads.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I know you’ve never liked her.”

      “That’s not true, I liked her fine until she started wearing pants so tight you could see her religion.”

      A startled laugh escapes me. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Come on, Fitz. She hasn’t been the same since you guys went off to college together. I could tell last summer at the midnight hay ride she was looking to park her car in someone else’s garage.”

      She’s right. It’s why I ended things already, and yet I still got sucked into her crap. I thump my head against the steering wheel. I have been blind. “I get it and you’re right, okay? You’re always right. Are you happy now?”

      “Kind of. I would like to hear it again in person. Maybe in writing too.”

      “I have a more pressing problem. I have nowhere to live.”

      “You could go home. I mean, I know it will be strange and all since Dad’s not working but you still have a room there.”

      How can I tell her? “I can’t tell Momma.”

      “Oh my God. Don’t tell me Abby is making you keep this a secret? Because she’s so selfish, it’s all about her.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You don’t have to.” She groans in frustration. “I get it, Fitz. I know you think you should have some kind of Lifetime-movie love story like our parents, but sometimes life isn’t like that. You’ve got a skewed vision of reality.”

      But that’s the thing. Abby and I did have an epic love story. Just like my parents and my grandparents. “Why are you such a cynic? Wait. Don’t answer.” I’ve gone down this road with Annabel before. She thinks love is all a “social construct,” despite the fact that our own parents have been together for almost thirty years and are still as in love as the day they first met. “I didn’t call to argue with you. I need a place to crash for a little bit.”

      Annabel is like a prickly pear—a tough exterior hiding a soft center.

      She’s quiet for a few seconds before speaking. “I’m sorry, Fitz, but you can’t stay at my place.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’ve got three women in a two-bedroom condo. Susie and Christie just got married. It’s not happening.”

      She lives with a couple she met in journalism school. They’ve all been roommates since her last year of college.

      “I’ll sleep in the bathtub. I’m desperate.”

      “One, it’s a stand-up shower. Two, they’re newlyweds and want to be alone. I promised them I would start looking for a new place myself. I’m lucky they’re cutting me some slack since the market is so bad right now.”

      A local landowner found a cave full of blue topaz last year, bringing a ton of mining and business to an area just outside our sleepy little town, but also sucking up all available housing. They’ve started building new apartments to fill the gap, but it hasn’t caught up to the demand. It’s a nightmare to find anywhere to live.

      “So, then what are my other options?”

      “If you can’t stay at home and you can’t stay with me . . . maybe try the housing center on campus?”

      “You really think there’s going to be something? It’s a month into the semester.”

      “You never know,” Annabel says. “You might get lucky. Or grow a set of balls, tell everyone the truth, and let Abby go to hell.”

      “I guess I could give Dad a heart attack as well as a bad back.”

      My guilt trip doesn’t work. Annabel just sighs. “Let me know what you decide. And . . . hey, I’ll keep an eye on the ads at the paper. Maybe someone somewhere is renting a room. I’ll get you first look.”

      “Thanks, sis.”

      We hang up and I rub at my tired eyes.

      Guess I’m heading to the housing center.
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      A wise woman wishes to be no one’s enemy; a wise woman refuses to be anyone’s victim.

      —Maya Angelou

      

      Reese

      

      Scarlett’s phone goes straight to voice mail.

      “Hey. It’s me. Your sister.” Why did I say that? She knows who I am. Ugh, I can’t escape the awkward even with family. “I know you’re busy, but . . . can you call me? Whenever you can. Miss you.”

      I end the call and slump back in the drivers’ seat.

      My eyes are dry and grubby. I still can’t believe it. I’ve been kicked out of the dorms, of any official university housing. I can appeal the decision, but it has to go in front of the housing board and not for another month, at least. I can request an emergency session but that involves paperwork and waiting and a bunch of bureaucratic malarkey that will probably get me nowhere since I have family locally.

      Tears burn behind my eyes but I refuse to let them fall.

      Scarlett would tell me to find the bright side. She’s the only person who really understands me. But she moved to New York last year and now she’s starting some kind of food truck so she can pay her big-city rent and she’s too busy to deal with my problems.

      I take a deep breath and try and look at the positive aspects of my current situation.

      It’s the basis of cognitive behavioral therapy—imitating optimism and the things you want in your life to help you actualize them.

      I take a deep breath. Okay. Here we go. Bright side. I didn’t want to live with Abby anyway. Going home is better. More comfortable. I’ll actually get some sleep. I won’t be derided constantly. I won’t have to see people so much. People don’t generally like me and I’ve never gotten close enough to determine if I like them either.

      I’ll have more time to myself. I won’t be expected to socialize. I won’t be judged for my lack of fancy clothes, my affinity for books, or the way I talk.

      The only thing I’ll have to deal with at home is Granny.

      The thought makes me wince.

      She might be more trouble than it’s worth.

      I pull out of the dorm parking lot and into traffic, glancing back to watch the building disappear in my rear view.

      The first day I moved into the dorms, Abby took one look at my plain T-shirt and simple haircut and rolled her eyes. Then she saw my advanced class schedule and things really went downhill.

      I was never cool enough. Pretty enough. Social enough. Never enough enough to be friends with her and her clique. Or anyone really.

      I throw away the memories of the past year living with Abby and the hell that came with it. I have more important issues to contend with.

      I pass through Main Street and head north, past the Frostee Freeze, where the popular kids gather for burgers and ice cream, past the movie theater that only has two showings on weekends, all places I don’t go.

      I wave at ol’ Roy, a local homeless man who sits outside the H-E-B and waves at everyone who drives by. Well, almost everyone.

      He doesn’t see me.

      He never does.

      Sigh.

      I pass the sign at the city limits. Now leaving Blue Falls. Y’all come back now, ya hear! The blue cartoon boar painted on the corner is forever frozen with an eternal smile, waving one hoof in the air.

      Five minutes later, I’m navigating down the wide gravel drive toward home.

      Granny is on the porch, sitting in a bright-yellow chair, her red overalls clashing with the navy blue of the large barn-style front door. The giant ranch house is painted in a variety of eclectic colors—orange shutters, red trim, blue shingles—and yet it somehow works in a weird, artsy, avant-garde way. Just like my parents, colorful and weird.

      It’s good to be home. Except . . . Granny’s holding a shotgun.

      Not necessarily an unusual sight.

      I get out and pop the trunk, grabbing my backpack. “Are you shooting rabbits in the front yard again?” I call out when I’m nearly to the porch steps.

      She loves to Elmer Fudd her way around the front yard, chasing those wiley wabbits and yelling about how they eat her lettuce and turnips and poop all over her grass. “Nope. Got a call from the university today.”

      Well, crap on Copernicus. “I can explain—”

      “You get right back in that car and go on back to school, you hear?” She stands up, still holding the gun.

      “But I have nowhere to live. I got . . . they kicked me out of the dorms. There’s nowhere else for me to stay.”

      She’s shaking her head before I even finish my story or have a chance to explain fully. “You can’t stay here, Tootsie Roll. You need to find your own way. It’s like I always say, life is like a box of condoms. You need to use them for good living or protection. But . . . you know, the terms aren’t mutually exclusive.”

      “What?” That doesn’t make sense. Not that anything Granny says ever really makes sense. She’s always mixing up her expressions and making up random ones.

      “It’s for your own good, okay? Oh, and take the bag of clothes there with you.” She motions with the gun to a brown paper grocery bag. “It’s about time you got back. I love you and I’ll see you on Sunday for dinner. Get on back now.” She makes a shooing gesture with the gun.

      I pick up the bag, recognizing the bright shirt folded neatly on top—one I bought on a shopping trip with Scarlett before I started high school, years ago.

      “You’re not going to shoot me.”

      She cocks the gun, but keeps it pointed at the deck. “You sure about that?”

      I’m not.

      Maybe she won’t shoot to kill, but to frighten and potentially maim? Wouldn’t put it past her.

      Everyone in my family has been pushing me to socialize and make friends and “get out there.” Well, now I’ve been out there. I know Granny thinks this is some kind of tough love gesture, but right now it’s more tough than love.

      We stare at each other, a game of chicken I’ve played with Granny before, but never when she had a shotgun in her hand.

      And I’ve never won.

      Therefore, it’s not surprising when I blink first.

      “I wish I had a normal family!” I yell over my shoulder while setting my backpack and now an extra bag of clothes in the trunk.

      “Wish in one hand, shit in the other,” Granny calls back. “You tell me which hand gets filled first.”

      And this is how I become homeless. Will I have to sleep in my car? It’s a 1967 two-door Volkswagen Beetle. Not exactly livable space.

      Maybe I should call Scarlett again. Tell her what’s going on. She could talk sense into Granny. Maybe.

      But beyond that, I can’t ask for anything. She can’t send me money she doesn’t have to spare, and even if she could, where would I go? The roach motel on the south edge of town? Even that is likely full at the moment.

      I take a deep breath. I can do this. I’m going to solve this problem on my own. I’m an adult. Nineteen years old.

      The lump in my throat expands, despite the pep talk.

      I guess I’ll try the housing center first.
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      Thankfully, the office isn’t too busy. Probably because it’s a month into the semester and everyone has a place to live by now.

      The two clerks have students in front of them, but there’s no line. I stand behind the yellow tape and wait my turn.

      The door opens behind me, letting in a too-warm breeze despite the fact that it’s nearly October, and I turn my head.

      It’s him.

      Fitz.

      Abby’s boyfriend. Or ex-boyfriend, I reckon.

      He’s in the same clothes from early this morning, except he’s added a ball cap tugged down low over his eyes.

      We lock gazes and as soon as the flash of recognition hits his face, I flip around like a rabbit running from a snake.

      My face burns. Smoldering. Combusting.

      I still can’t believe he thought I was watching Abby and her faux beau do it on the floor. Like I ever wanted any part of it. The way he looked at me . . . like I was some kind of freak.

      She’s got special needs.

      I shake the thought away and tug at my shorts. Glancing down, I notice a dark ink stain right near the crotch, next to a greyish brown dirt smudge, probably from moving boxes. Ugh.

      I straighten my spine and focus on the clerks behind the counter, remembering that Fitz doesn’t matter. What he thinks of me is irrelevant. He’s probably just like Abby, who delighted in making comments like, I love how you don’t care what people think, and Is that really the look you’re going for? or You look pretty in your own way, I suppose. Insults sometimes disguised as compliments and sometimes not, meant to make me feel as small as possible.

      Did it make her feel bigger?

      One of the students at the counter steps away and I shrug off my thoughts. It’s all over now. With any luck, I’ll never see Abby Summers again.

      The clerk calls me up and I set my bag on the counter, knocking over her pen cup and watching in horror as writing utensils and paper clips spill out and tumble to the floor in a loud, jangling clutter.

      My face, already enflamed, heats even further while I bend over to pick up the items, apologizing at least three times before saying in a breathless rush, “I’m so sorry but I need a home. I mean, I have a home but I can’t go back there because I might get shot.”

      The clerk stares at me, wide-eyed.

      And this is why I don’t talk to folks I don’t know. It’s like my brain jams up and the words get muddled and hazy or pop outta my mouth like Mexican jumping beans.

      “I mean . . .” I take a deep breath and focus. “I’m looking for housing. Is there anywhere for rent?”

      In my periphery, Fitz steps up to the other clerk. He says something, much more coherently than I managed, I’m sure, but I keep my gaze focused on the brunette in front of me and try not to listen.

      Then the two workers speak at once. “Check the bulletin board.”

      My ears prick. It’s like surround sound in here.

      Fitz’s eyes lock on mine, tangled together for a hot second. Then we’re in motion, speed walking to the board in the corner. It’s mostly empty—save for the Blue Falls Fighting Boars sticker up in one corner and there, in the center, a lone piece of paper.

      Although we reach it at the same time, he’s faster and lengthier. His hand snatches the sheet and then he’s walking away without another word, long legs carrying him out the door.

      I gape after him.

      I can’t believe it. He’s the reason I’m homeless to begin with. If he hadn’t come barging into my room, starting a brawl with his erstwhile girlfriend and her paramour, this wouldn’t have happened.

      The past twenty-four hours have been a nightmare of which I had no control and he . . . now he . . .

      My heart is racing in my chest, pumping my veins with something I’m not used to. My breathing increases.

      I’m angry.

      No. I’m so mad I could spit.

      This isn’t fair. None of it is my fault. I let it slide when Abby partied in our room at all hours. I didn’t complain when she made snide remarks about my clothes, my books, my everything.

      All my life I’ve let other people dictate what I do. I didn’t even really want to go to college. I could have learned just as much on my own. But my parents made me and I acquiesced, because that’s what I do.

      Then Scarlett moved out and she’s the one who convinced me to live in the dorms. Told me I needed to learn how to adapt, since high school was such a bust. It would be different, she said. People change as they get older.

      My own Granny won’t even let me go home. And now this . . . this guy, is going to take away the only opportunity I have left? Like I don’t matter?

      There’s a roaring in my ears, a giant wave crashing all around me.

      I won’t be shoved around. I can’t be invisible. Not anymore. Even if it means embarrassment and shame and acting a fool. I’ve already gone through all that for the last five years and look where that got me.

      Slamming against the door with more force than intended—which is a terrible idea because it takes me a full five seconds to realize it’s pull and not push—I eventually make it through and down the sidewalk after Fitz.

      My heart thumps in time with my feet slapping the pavement as I race to keep up with his loping stride. It’s afternoon and there aren’t many students walking around so I don’t have any problems spotting Fitz’s lanky form up ahead on the sidewalk.

      He stops suddenly and turns to face me, shrugging his backpack up further on his shoulders.

      “Why are you following me?” he asks, voice rough.

      I’m worse than a deer in headlights. I’m a mole. A muskrat. A bat that’s lived in a cave alone for so long it can’t comprehend the screech of fellow mammals. I mentally pry my tongue from the roof of my mouth and clench my anger like a weapon.

      “You can’t take the whole flyer,” I manage without sounding like a loon. Progress. Maybe if I keep the sentences short and to the point, then my brain won’t get off track.

      “Looks like that’s what I did.” He turns and keeps walking.

      I continue to trail behind him.

      “Stop following me,” he calls over his shoulder, speeding up even more.

      “Maybe there will be more than one room.”

      “If there isn’t, I’m getting it.”

      “But I need a place to live.”

      He turns down the next street, legs eating up the sidewalk. “So do I.”

      “I have nowhere else.” I push the words out in between panting breaths. I’m running to keep up with his stride. A bead of sweat rolls down my back.

      “Me neither.”

      “I’m a girl!”

      He stops to face me. “That’s sexist.”

      He’s right. I shouldn’t have played that card. Also, I’m not really a girl, am I? I’m a woman. My face heats.

      Darn it all to Hamlet.

      At my silence, he heads up the sidewalk toward a one-story brick house.

      This must be the place. It looks like the kind of house a little old lady would live in. Not an old lady like my granny, who makes moonshine and threatens her granddaughter with death and dismemberment, but one who makes cherry pie every day and has a million cats and calls everyone “sweetie.”

      There are clean white shutters and a bay window, which from the outside looks like it could be the perfect reading nook.

      The place is well maintained, with its neatly mown grass and perfectly trimmed hedges. It all fits the little-old-lady theory except for the two garden gnomes placed in a compromising position in the flower bed. Oh, and the keg on the porch.

      I scramble after Fitz, who’s already knocking on the door. The concrete patio is narrow and I push for a place in front of the door next to him.

      Our arms brush and I catch a whiff of his cologne, which is actually quite nice smelling even though he looks like hell warmed over and has an attitude lower than a snake’s belly in a wagon rut.

      The door swings open. It’s a scruffy man in a bathrobe. Except it’s not like any robe I’ve ever seen. It’s fancy—a velvety material covered in . . . are those cats?

      He’s also holding a sleepy white cat that perfectly matches the felines on his robe.

      He is definitely not the little old lady of my imagination, with his longish brown hair and scruffy beard. He vaguely resembles Jesus, actually, the one depicted in the Baptist church Granny goes to, with pale skin and blue eyes.

      An old-fashioned wooden pipe sticks out the corner of his mouth, all curved with an ornate stem.

      He grins at us around the lip of the pipe, and then out of the bowl blows a stream of bubbles.

      Jesus never blew bubbles, at least not in my Sunday school.

      “What do we have here?” he asks.

      “You have a room for rent?” Fitz holds up the flyer.

      Bubble man eyes the flyer, glances down at me, then returns his gaze to Fitz. He pulls the pipe from his mouth and waves it around with his free hand. “You both want it? I charge extra for double tenancy.”

      “Do you have more than one room?” I ask.

      “Nope. Just the one. One twin bed.” He grins at me.

      Heat creeps up my face. What is he suggesting?

      At this rate I will be permanently tainted red by the end of the day.

      “I’ll take it,” Fitz says quickly.

      I speak past my dry mouth. “No, I’ll take it.” I try to step in front of him and Fitz blocks me with one giant foot.

      “Babies.” The Jesus look-alike lifts his hands. “Please. No bickering on the porch.” He steps back, opening the door further. “Why don’t y’all come in?”

      I follow Fitz into the entryway and then we both follow bubble man into the living room.

      After meeting Hugh Hefner in a cat-covered robe, I sort of expected the interior to be a mess. A bachelor pad. Maybe some street signs on the walls, stained carpets, and patio furniture in the living room. But it’s surprisingly homey. The couch is faded, a loveseat covered in brown roses that may have been red at one point, but otherwise in good shape. The rest of the furniture is comfortable, the wooden floors are clean, and the rugs are simple, a deep, solid red, but nice. More like my imaginary cat lady than crazy college guy. Although he’s older than your average frat boy. Maybe midtwenties. Bubbles notwithstanding.

      He sits in a leather recliner and gestures for us to take a seat on the couch with his pipe. “My name’s Jude Parker. But you probably already knew that.”

      Fitz speaks. “Actually, I didn’t—”

      “Before we get into why you both want to live here, I should inform you of the ground rules to make sure it won’t change your mind. This is a party house.” His eyes land on me. “My business runs on social gatherings. If you complain about noise, you’re out. If you bring unnecessary drama or fighting into my place of residence, you’re out. If you don’t clean up after yourself, you’re out. If you don’t put out, you’re out.”

      “What?” My jaw drops.

      “I’m okay with all of that,” Fitz says.

      I gape at him.

      Jude puts up his hands. “It was a joke! Neither of you are my type.” He pauses to set the cat on the ground. The white furball rolls over and stretches out its paws in a sleepy yawn. “And I hope neither of you are allergic to cats because Mr. Bojangles ain’t going nowhere.”

      “We don’t want to share a room,” Fitz says. “You have to pick one of us.” He glances over at me and then back at Jude. “And I would like to point out I was here first.”

      “We were here at the same time. I need a place to stay too. And it’s his fault I’m homeless.” I jerk my thumb at Fitz.

      “It is not my fault—” he starts.

      “It is so your—”

      “Listen. Babies.” Jude winces and rubs his head. “You can both sleep in the bed together. It will be tight quarters but as long as there’s no drama—”

      “No!” Our voices tangle in the air, his indignant, mine disgusted.

      “You have to choose one of us,” Fitz says.

      “I can cook,” I say.

      Fitz glares at me. “I give killer back rubs.”

      “I give killer foot rubs.”

      “You can’t copy me.”

      “I just did.”

      Jude frowns at us. “This is too much tension. I’ll find someone else for the room. Y’all can see yourselves out.” He waves a dismissive hand in our general direction.

      “Well, hold on now,” Fitz says. “I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.” Jude taps a finger on the arm of the chair and regards us with sharp eyes. “I can only give one of you the room, and you both seem to want it real bad.” He leans his head back with a sigh and sticks the pipe in his mouth, blowing out some more bubbles. Mr. Bojangles swipes at one with a lazy paw.

      “Wait.” The pipe leaves his mouth. “Beast!” I jump at the shout.

      A large man emerges from the hallway. He has dark hair and shoulders so broad he has to turn sideways through the arched doorway into the living room. Where did he come from? He stands there staring at us with his broad face and nearly black eyes. He has to be nearly seven feet tall and wide as a firehouse.

      “Write this down,” Jude tells him. “These two are fighting for the right to live in my kingdom. It’s a battle . . . to the death!”

      Fitz and I exchange a startled glance.

      “I’m not fighting a girl,” Fitz says.

      I cross my arms and throw his earlier words back at him. “That’s sexist.”

      Jude groans. “This ain’t the Hunger Games, you boob. You won’t really be fighting to the death. That was for dramatic effect. We’ll keep it safe and legal. Well, except for the betting part, but no one ever gives no never mind about that. It’s gonna be a test of wills. A battle of the minds. Various challenges set up by yours truly. And Beast, we can take bets on who will win each competition. The rest of the babies will love this.” His eyes are gleaming as he rubs his bearded chin in thought. “I can come up with something extra special for Begonia Day. Are you writing this down?”

      Sure enough, the giant that is Beast has a notebook in his hands, a normal eight by eleven spiral, but in his hands, it looks like it was made for a doll.

      “This is genius,” Jude continues. “I’m going to make so much money.”

      “Wait.” Fitz glances over at Beast and then back at Jude. “That’s all well and good for you, but I’m not sure I want to engage in any kind of illegal activity.”

      “You won’t be doing anything of the sort. I will. And if you don’t like it, the door’s over yonder.” He gestures in the direction we came in with his pipe.

      There’s a tense silence during which I hold my breath and hope Fitz decides to get up and leave.

      But no such luck.

      Instead, he sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. “Where would we sleep in the meantime? While all this . . . competition is going on?”

      Jude sits back in the recliner with his hands behind his head, crossing his feet. Mr. Bojangles jumps up into his lap and settles. “You can take turns. One in the room, one out here on the couch.” He gestures to the rose-patterned sofa. “It’s not good. Kinda small. There’s some lumps. Plus people are always here late at night so you might not actually sleep much.” His eyes brighten with an idea. “Whoever wins the game of the day can get the room until the next competition. A little added incentive.”

      I glance around the living room. This sounds like a terrible idea. A party house? Me? People? All the time?

      But then Jude continues, “And if you both agree, I won’t even charge rent until the whole competition is over.” He grins around the pipe. “I’ll make so much money off you two, I won’t even need it. One week. Two challengers. Seven games. Endless possibilities.” His eyes are gleaming.

      Beast clears his throat with a loud rumble and Jude nods, like he can interpret the sound.

      “Right, right.” He tilts his head. “Two weeks. Every other day. I’ll need time to plan and execute each challenge.”

      My mind, reeling from this whole conversation, picks up his words and thinks them through. “So . . . if I win the first four games, will the room be mine?” I ask slowly.

      “Nope.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Fitz says.

      “My house, my rules.” His brows lift. “You don’t like it? There are at least twenty other people who would die to live here.”

      Fitz answers for us. “No, no, it’s fine.”

      Jude’s hands clap together, startling me. “Great. We begin tonight.”
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      I’ve never been one to run from a challenge.

      —Patrick Swayze

      

      Fitz

      

      “Kitchen.” Jude flourishes one arm, like we’re on a TV show about fancy multimillion-dollar cribs instead of a small kitchen with ancient cabinets and worn linoleum. “We take turns cooking supper. Rotation is on the fridge.” He points to a white board calendar. “Nothing too fancy. Beast makes a mean jambalaya. Hope you like it hot. For all your other meals and snacks, buy and label your own. Ask before borrowing items that don’t belong to you. Kindergarten rules apply. Questions?”

      “No,” I answer.

      Reese says nothing, just gives a quick shake of her head.

      Before the tour, Jude had us sign liability waivers, documents he procured from a drawer in the living room. I peeked at hers while we were filling them out. It was the only way I could figure out her name, since she hasn’t uttered a peep since we agreed to this whole thing, let alone taken the time to introduce herself.

      It should be concerning Jude had such a thing on hand for us to sign, but I can’t find it in me to question or complain. At least I’m not sleeping in my truck tonight.

      We follow Jude out the kitchen and down the hall toward the back of the house. “Here’s the bathroom.” He pushes open a door and flicks on the light. “Beast and I share the one at the back of the house. The one for public consumption is off to the side of the dining room, next to the laundering area. Y’all get this one, but people will probably still use it when it gets busy around here. Keep it clean, babies.”

      One small sink, more warped linoleum. An old white claw-foot tub with a low showerhead.

      Across the hall, he opens another door. “And here it is. The room you’ve all been waiting for.” He flicks the switch and Christmas lights come on, strung around the top of the room.

      I stick a head in the door and peer around. “But it’s October.”

      Jude shrugs. “Ran out of lamps.”

      He wasn’t kidding about the room being tiny. There’s a narrow bed shoved in one corner, a three-drawer dresser that would be insufficient for a toddler, and a closet that doesn’t even span the length of my forearm. It’s all topped off with a murky smell of dust and disuse. Like it was recently a storage closet before being converted.

      And somehow, we have to cram all of our crap in here while we compete for the “opportunity” to live here indefinitely.

      “I’ve got only one key. I recommend keeping the room locked up at night when things get social. Whoever wins the challenge will get to be guardian of the key till the next challenge, but you can keep it unlocked during the day for general use and access to personal belongings
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