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Chapter 1: Move-In Day

Marcus had exactly one box, a duffel bag, and a mattress topper he’d bought off a freshman who was already dropping out, and he figured that made him about as prepared for State U as anybody got.

He’d transferred in from a community college two states over, no connections, no legacy, nothing but a decent GPA and a housing assignment that put him in a suite with three guys he’d never met. The dorm was one of the nicer ones on campus, the kind with a courtyard and a fountain that definitely hadn’t been in the brochure for anywhere he used to live, and he was still hauling his second box up the stairs when he heard it.

“Oh my God, wait, is that him?”

He turned around. Three girls stood at the bottom of the stairwell, all blonde in three slightly different shades, all wearing the kind of athletic wear that had never once touched a gym, all staring at him like he was a exhibit that had wandered out of its enclosure.

“Is that who?” he said.

“You’re Tyler’s new roommate,” the tallest one said, like she was accusing him of something. “I’m Madison. Tyler’s my boyfriend. Well. It’s complicated. But basically my boyfriend.”

“Cool,” Marcus said, and kept climbing.

“Wait, oh my God, are you from here?” This from the shorter blonde, who had introduced herself as nothing yet but was already walking alongside him like they were old friends. “Like, originally. Not here here, but like, the area.”

“Ohio,” Marcus said. “That’s here-ish.”

“That’s so random.” She said it like he’d told her he was from the moon. “I’m Kayleigh. With an EIGH. Everyone gets it wrong.”

“I’ll do my best.”

By the time he reached the third floor there were five of them trailing him, and he was starting to understand that this wasn’t really about helping him move in, since not one of them had offered to carry anything, and it wasn’t really about Tyler either, since nobody had mentioned Tyler again since the stairwell. It was about him. Specifically the fact that he was Black, six-two, and currently the only new piece of scenery on a floor that otherwise looked like a J.Crew catalog.

“So do you play a sport?” the third one, who he’d later learn was named Brittany, asked. “You have to play a sport.”

“I don’t play a sport.”

“But you’re built like you play a sport.”

“I go to the gym. Different thing.”

“That’s so much better, actually,” Brittany said, nodding like he’d passed some kind of test. “Athletes are so up themselves.”

Tyler turned out to be a genuinely nice guy, a lacrosse-playing legacy kid whose dad had a building named after him somewhere on campus, and he shook Marcus’s hand with the easy confidence of someone who had never once worried about anything mattering long-term. He also, Marcus noticed within about four minutes, had absolutely no idea that his maybe-girlfriend Madison had positioned herself in the doorway of Marcus’s room like she was planning to stay.

“You need help with your stuff?” Madison asked, ignoring Tyler completely.

“I got it.”

“I could still help.”

“Madison.” Tyler said it with the weary patience of a man who’d had this conversation before, about other things, other people. “Let the guy unpack.”

“I’m being neighborly.”

“You’re being Madison.”

She rolled her eyes at him but didn’t move from the doorway, and Marcus caught Kayleigh and Brittany exchanging a look behind her back, the kind of look that had a whole silent conversation packed into it. He was starting to get a read on the dynamic here. Five girls who all called each other best friends and clearly hated each other’s guts, orbiting the same small patch of dorm hallway like satellites that hadn’t figured out yet that only one of them could have the good parking spot.

“You want to see something funny?” Tyler said, once the girls had finally drifted off to reconvene somewhere and regroup. “Watch. Give it ten minutes.”

“Watch what?”

“Just watch.”

Ten minutes later, there was a knock. Kayleigh, alone this time, holding a plate of what she called “welcome cookies” that were very clearly store-bought and very clearly repackaged onto a nicer plate for the occasion.

“I just wanted to say welcome,” she said, “since Madison was being so aggressive about it earlier. I didn’t want you to think we’re all like that.”

“You brought cookies.”

“I bake.” She did not look like she baked. “Sometimes.”

Behind her, in the hallway, Brittany was very obviously pretending to look at her phone while positioned exactly close enough to overhear.

“Thank you,” Marcus said, taking the plate. “That’s nice of you.”

“It’s really nothing.” Kayleigh smiled, and it was a good smile, practiced, the kind that had probably gotten her out of a speeding ticket or two. “Let me know if you need anything. Like, anything at all. I’m two doors down.”

She left. Brittany appeared roughly ninety seconds later with a granola bar, apparently unwilling to be outdone by store-bought cookies on a nicer plate, and by the time Marcus finally got his door shut he had a small collection of dorm-room snacks and the distinct sense that he’d walked into something a lot more complicated than a housing assignment.

“They do this every year,” Tyler said later, when they were both unpacking in the common room, boxes everywhere. “New guy shows up, they all lose their minds a little. It’s a whole thing.”

“They lose their minds over every new guy?”

“Nah.” Tyler grinned. “Just the ones they think are hot. And, not gonna lie, man, I think you might’ve broken something. Madison doesn’t do the doorway thing. That’s a new move.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You didn’t have to.” Tyler unpacked a box of protein powder like it was the most important item he owned. “Fair warning, though. They’re all rich as hell and they all secretly can’t stand each other, so whatever happens, it’s gonna get messy. Just, you know. Enjoy the show.”

Marcus thought about the stairwell, the cookies, the granola bar, Madison’s doorway lean, and decided Tyler probably wasn’t exaggerating.

“Any advice?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Tyler tossed him a beer from the mini fridge, already stocked before either of them had fully moved in, because apparently that was a priority. “Don’t pick a favorite. Once you pick a favorite, the other four turn into a war council. I’ve seen it happen to a sophomore. Kid transferred out by Thanksgiving.”

“Noted.”

That night, unpacking the last of his boxes, Marcus found himself replaying the stairwell scene in his head, five girls circling him like he was something new and interesting they hadn’t gotten to unwrap yet, all of them a little too aware of exactly what they were doing and not remotely subtle about it. He wasn’t naive. He knew what the curiosity was about, the not-quite-said thing underneath the cookies and the granola bars and Madison’s doorway lean, and if he was being honest with himself, it wasn’t like he minded.

He just hadn’t expected freshman year to start quite like this.

His phone buzzed around midnight. Unknown number.

Hey, it’s Kayleigh. Got your number from Tyler’s group chat, hope that’s okay. Just wanted to say welcome again :) let me know if you need a tour of campus or whatever

Thirty seconds later, a second text came in from a different unknown number.

hiii this is Brittany, saw Kayleigh’s in the chat and figured I’d say hi too lol. we should hang sometime

Marcus looked at both messages, then set the phone face-down on his desk and laughed to himself in the dark, alone in a dorm room three states from anyone who knew him, already fairly certain this was going to be the most interesting year of his life.


Chapter 2: The First Move

By the second week, Marcus had a system. He kept his door unlocked but closed, which he’d learned the hard way was the only setting that didn’t result in someone just walking in, and he’d started timing his laundry runs for hours when the hallway was quiet, which in a dorm full of rich kids on a Tuesday afternoon was basically never.

Madison caught him at the machines anyway.

“You do your own laundry?” she said, appearing in the doorway of the laundry room like she’d been summoned. She was in workout clothes again, always in workout clothes, though Marcus had yet to see her go anywhere near the gym.

“Somebody’s gotta.”

“That’s kind of hot, honestly. Tyler’s mom still does his.”

“Tyler’s mom does his laundry in college?”

“She FedExes a hamper. It’s a whole thing.” Madison leaned against the dryer next to his, arms crossed in a way that pushed things forward that were clearly meant to be pushed forward. “So. Tyler’s got lacrosse practice till six.”

“Okay.”

“I’m just saying. He’s got lacrosse practice till six.”

Marcus looked at her for a second, doing the math on what exactly was being offered here, and decided he wasn’t going to be the one to say it first. “That’s a long practice.”

“It really is.” She said it slow, drawing it out, watching him the whole time like she was checking for a reaction. “I get bored when he’s at practice.”

“You could read a book.”

“I could.” She pushed off the dryer and stepped closer, close enough that he could smell her perfume, something expensive that probably cost more than his whole laundry budget for the semester. “Or I could hang out with the new guy. Since apparently that’s, like, super interesting to everyone on this floor for some reason.”

“You think it’s interesting?”

“I think,” Madison said, reaching out to run one finger down his forearm, slow, “that I’ve never actually asked.”

“Asked what?”

“If it’s true. What everyone says.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “What does everyone say?”

“You know.” She glanced down, deliberately, then back up at him with an expression that was trying very hard to look innocent and completely failing. “The thing. About Black guys.”

He laughed, actually laughed, because it was exactly as ridiculous as he’d been expecting since the stairwell. “Madison. You cannot just ask a man that in a laundry room.”

“Why not? It’s a compliment.”

“It’s a stereotype wearing a compliment as a disguise.”

“Okay, but is it true, though.” She wasn’t backing down, arms crossed again, chin up, the exact posture of a girl who’d never once in her life been told no and didn’t intend to start now. “I’m not trying to be weird about it. I’m just, like. Curious.”

“You’ve got a boyfriend at lacrosse practice.”

“Who has a

































